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Foreword

The ILO Country Office for Sri Lanka and the Maldives commissioned this study at the request of the 

Ministry of Labour and Foreign Employment (MoL&FE) of Sri Lanka. The ILO hopes that such initiatives 

will enable relevant state institutions, researchers and development partners to obtain a better 

understanding of the present context and existing gaps in the Sri Lankan labour migration landscape, 

adding value to the decision-making process.

We trust that this publication will be eye-opening to all stakeholders engaged in the sphere of labour 

migration and encourage interested stakeholders to conduct further research where there are gaps 

and contribute to the generation of new knowledge. 

The ILO further hopes that the information, evidence, and recommendations summarised in this desk 

research would positively contribute to safe, orderly, and regular migration for all Sri Lankan migrant 

workers and their families.

Knowledge products on labour migration are produced and published by various individuals, and 

access to published research, similar knowledge products are commissioned rather than addressing 

knowledge gaps. Thus, there exists an increasing need to create a central location to curate such 

knowledge products and make them available to a wider audience. 

The objective of this initiative is to analyse and summarise findings and identify the existing research 

gaps, and recommendations as well as cater to the current and future trends in Labour Migration. 

Based on the findings of the study three priority areas for further research were identified: (a) Labour 

and (c) Skills and Reintegration-assessment.

Further, information on labour migration is scattered across different databases and among diverse 

stakeholders. As such, this desk review attempts to analyse such dispersed information and curate 

them, identifying knowledge gaps to enable evidence-based policymaking. For sustainability, it is 

expected that a Knowledge Hub will be developed together with the Ministry of Labour & Foreign 

Employment, and Sri Lanka Bureau of Foreign Employment as a centralised portal to store such 

valuable information for the use of all stakeholders. 

As the specialised UN agency for the World of Work, the ILO is strongly committed to delivering 

sustainable and systematic assistance to our constituents in the areas of increasing decent employment 

opportunities while promoting rights at work, enhancing social protection, and strengthening social 

dialogue. 

Simrin C. Singh

ILO Country Officer for Sri Lanka and the Maldives

Knowledge products on labour migration are produced and published by various individuals, and 

institutions both nationally and globally. Due to a lack of coordination among researchers and limeted 

access to published research, similar knowledge products are commissioned rather than addressing 

knowledge gaps. Thus, there exists an increasing need to create a central location to curate such 

knowledge products and make them available to a wider audience. 

The objective of this initiative is to analyse and summarise findings and identify the existing research 

gaps, and recommendations as well as cater to the current and future trends in Labour Migration. 

Based on the findings of the study three priority areas for further research were identified: (a) Labour 

Market Supply and Demand; (b) Skills recognition leading to better wages and improved well-being; 

and (c) Skills and Reintegration-assessment.

ILO Country Office for Sri Lanka and the Maldives
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1
Introduction

The International Labour Organisation (ILO) is an implementing partner of the Safe Labour Migration 

titled ‘Promoting decent work through good governance, protection and empowerment of migrant 

workers: Contributing towards effective implementation of the Sri Lanka National Labour Migration 

Policy (NLMP)’, planned interventions shift from policymaking to enhanced policy implementation 

and increased ownership of programme initiatives by the Government of Sri Lanka (GoSL) and other 

stakeholders.

One of the key outputs is to analyse data on labour migration for the development of the 

“Knowledge Hub”. Under the same output, a key activity is to curate research studies conducted on 

Labour Migration during the recent past for the use of stakeholders, while identifying knowledge 

gaps for evidence-based policymaking. It is also expected that the ‘Knowledge Hub’, as part of the 

Ministry of Labour and Foreign Employment (MoL&FE), will be capacitated to commission research, 

publish knowledge products, and conduct knowledge-sharing events. An important first step towards 

establishing and capacitating the ‘Knowledge Hub’ is the compilation and review of research studies 

on Labour Migration in Sri Lanka, South Asia and other relevant contexts, conducted during the 

past five years to: obtain an overview of findings and recommendations, identify research gaps, and 

examine current trends in the sphere of Labour Migration. 

The core objective of this review is to provide an in-depth analysis of the existing research in the field 

of labour migration related to Sri Lanka and extract findings, recommendations and research gaps 

relevant to the current and future trends in labour migration. This will allow the policymakers to have 

a better understanding of the present context as well as upcoming trends in labour migration through 

which the decision-making process can be streamlined to address the existing issues and envisage the 

upcoming challenges in labour migration. Being equipped with information and evidence of migration 

trends would facilitate the policymakers to deliver better outcomes and ensure safe, orderly, and 

regular migration for all Sri Lankan migrant workers and their families.

1.1 Methodology

This desk review was conducted with a view of understanding the existing research landscape of labour 

migration in Sri Lanka and South Asia, with a view of contributing to a ‘Knowledge Hub’ maintained at 

ILO was formed to guide the process and methodology.

Organization
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To begin with, it was agreed that this desk review will focus on research and publications produced in 

the past five years (since 2016 only). The publications reviewed would also be limited to the following:

GoSL products (SLBFE & MoL&FE)

Think-Tanks (IPS, CEPA, CENWOR etc.) and University/Academia

I/NGOs & CSO studies

ILO (i.e., regional, global) publications

UN Country Team in Sri Lanka products (on Sri Lanka e.g., IOM, UN Women, etc.)

Based on this, an initial list of existing research and publications was compiled and disseminated 

through an online survey to stakeholders active in the field of labour migration, including government, 

non-government, civil society, academia, and SLMP partners. The survey requested participants to 

review the list of publications presented and provide further information on: (a) any other available 

and relevant (planned, completed or ongoing) research that may not be included in the list, and 

(b) suggestions of topics of interest for which more research, evidence or information is required in 

relation to migration trends in Sri Lanka. While there were only 12 respondents to the survey, the 

information and suggestions provided were extremely useful and rich, allowing to expand on the 

initially compiled list of publications. In total, 59 research studies and publications related to Labour 

Migration in Sri Lanka are presented in this desk review. 

These publications were further categorized into the following thematic categories to ease review and 

analysis:

labour migration governance (including research on trafficking in persons)

foreign employment recruitment

skills and migration

remittances from migrant workers

return and reintegration of migrant workers

climate change and cigration

The research studies and publications were reviewed in line with the strategic priorities of the foreign 

employment sector in Sri Lanka, as presented in the most recently updated (draft) National Policy 

Framework on Foreign Employment. As per the draft Policy Framework, the following areas are listed 

as Strategic Priorities for 2022-26:

Core policy areas Related strategies

1. Governance of 
labour migration 
to promote decent 
and productive 
employment 

Strengthen the legal, regulatory and institutional framework  for governance of 
labour migration.

Promote Policy linkages, institutional coherence  and multi-sectoral 
coordination.

Capacity development of key stakeholders to support an effective labour 
migration sector.

Strengthen structures and systems to ensure professionalisation of the 
recruitment sector

gender and migration (women migrant domestic workers)

dinated, efficient and gender 
GoSL products (SLBFE and MoL&FE)

Think-Tanks (IPS, CEPA, CENWOR) and University/Academia

I/NGOs and CSO studies

ILO (regional, global) publications

UN Country Team in Sri Lanka products (IOM, UN Women)
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Core policy areas Related strategies

2. Secure rights 
and protection of 
migrant workers 
and ensure the 
wellbeing of their 
families 

Strengthen and promote well-planned, coordinated, efficient and gender 
responsive service delivery  to migrant workers and their family members.

Strengthen grievance handling and dispute resolution mechanisms for the 
protection and security of migrant workers.

Establish social security systems for migrant workers in-country in collaboration 
with host country governments and employers.

Educate and empower migrant workers and build alliances to influence policy 
and programmes on migration. 

3. Promotion of 
employment 
opportunities 
for skilled and 
semi- skilled 
migrant workers 
in local and global 
economies 

Strengthen sectoral coordination and invest in skills development to meet 
global and local labour market demands.

Strengthen and upgrade national skill development plans and the qualification 
framework in line with regional and international standards.

Expand the scope and institutional capacity to facilitate the local labour force to 
take up diverse opportunities in the global labour market.

Facilitate Recognition of Prior Learning (RPL) and other schemes for returnee 
migrant workers. 

4. Enhance benefits 
of migration 
and its nexus 
with national 
development 

Migration for Employment is a development goal in national strategies and 
action plans.

Multi-sectoral facilitation of reintegration of migrant returnees and 
development of human and social capital.

Engage migrant communities and overseas Sri Lankans as partners in 
development.

Increase and manage migrant worker remittances for productive investment.

On 13  May 2022, preliminary findings were presented to the Technical Review Committee for 

comments and feedback. Findings presented included and overview of existing research, as well as 

identified research gaps that would be of interest to both the SLBFE and the MoL&FE. This discussion 

on preliminary findings was followed by a presentation of findings with a wider group of stakeholders 

on 16  June 2022. Participants at the discussion included representative officers from SLBFE and 

MoL&FE, academics and other actors in labour migration and foreign employment in Sri Lanka. 

A rich discussion amongst participants was followed by an exercise to prioritize the research gaps 

identified according to the following guiding questions: (a) What is the strategic outlook and priorities 

for Sri Lanka, in terms of Foreign Employment? and (b) What information and evidence is required for 

policy making in Sri Lanka, in line with strategic priorities?

Following these discussions, the final draft was compiled and presented to the Technical Review 

Committee, along with suggested research proposals on three topics as prioritized through the 

above-mentioned exercises. 

1.2 Organization of the report

The report is divided into the following sections:

Introduction and objectives of the report, including an overview of methodology;

Overall analysis of existing research on labour migration related to Sri Lanka and South Asia, 

including gaps in research and general recommendations for further research;

Presentation and analysis of all publications reviewed as part of this desk review. This section is 

divided into the 7 thematic areas discussed earlier: (a) labour migration governance; (b) foreign 

Strengthen and promote well-planned, coordinated, efficient and gender 
responsive service delivery to migrant workers and their family members.

Strengthen grievance handling and dispute resolution mechanisms for the 
protection and security of migrant workers.

Establish social security systems for migrant workers in-country in collaboration 
with host country governments and employers.

Educate and empower migrant workers and build alliances to influence policy and 
programmes on migration.

Strengthen sectoral coordination and invest in skills development to meet global 
and local labour market demands.

Strengthen and upgrade national skill development plans and the qualification 
framework in line with regional and international standards.

Expand the scope and institutional capacity to facilitate the local labour force to 

take up diverse opportunities in the global labour market.

Facilitate Recognition of Prior Learning (RPL) and other schemes for returnee 
migrant workers.

Migration for Employment is a development goal in national strategies and action 
plans.

Multi-sectoral facilitation of reintegration of migrant returnees and development 
of human and social capital.

Engage migrant communities and overseas Sri Lankans as partners in 
development.

Increase and manage migrant worker remittances for productive investment.
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employment recruitment; (c) skills and migration; (d) gender and migration; (e) remittances from 

migrant workers; (f) return and reintegration of migrant workers; and (h) climate change and 

migration. Each thematic area includes an overview of the topic including a list of publications 

reviewed, along with a broad summary of available research and existing gaps, as well as suggested 

areas for further exploration. This is followed by summaries of and extracts from each publication 

reviewed including a description of the research, methodology, key findings and conclusions.

The final sections present conclusions from this exercise and recommendations for further 

research, as well as considerations for the formation of the previously mentioned Knowledge Hub 

within the Ministry of Labour and Foreign Employment (MoL&FE). 

1.3 How to use this report and limitations of the report

This report is intended to be used by practitioners and stakeholders active in the field of labour 

migration and foreign employment in Sri Lanka and South Asia, as a quick reference guide to research 

and studies conducted within the sector from January 2017 – June 2022. The format of the report 

includes easy reference tables with web-links of publications presented, as well as short summaries 

and extracts of each report or study mentioned. It is not recommended that this report be used as a 

reference or citation in an academic or research publication. However, this should be used as a pointer 

to the actual research and reports published. Furthermore, this report provides a broad overview of 

the kinds and types of research available within the seven thematic areas of the labour migration 

sector, along with gaps in research and topics for further exploration. 

It must be highlighted that this report does not assess the quality or verify the validity of the 

research findings, nor does it analyse the findings. The report simply presents the type of research 

and publications available along with summaries of the content. Furthermore, the opinions and 

perspectives presented within are solely those of the respective authors.

It is also important to note that the findings from all reports presented should not be broadly 

generalised to the labour migration sector. There are a variety of studies presented in this report, some 

based on context and desk analyses with perspectives from a global and regional point of view, others 

presented with high level national perspectives, and still others that are very localized perspectives of 

the migration experience. Sample sizes range from just 12 informants to over 800 surveyed. 

As a general rule of thumb, it is recommended that if the sample sizes are smaller and if the sample As a general rule of thumb, it is recommended that if the sample sizes are smaller and if the sample 
does not adequately represent the target population (example only male or only female, only few 
labour sectors, or only one geographic location covered), the findings should not be generalised 
for the whole population and should be utilised with caution to influence policy discourse. Instead, 
studies with a smaller sample size could be utilised as a case study or provided as anecdotal evidence 
for discourse or can be utilised as inspiration for further research (for an example replicated in 
other areas, and so on). Findings and recommendations presented in reports published at global or 
regional level, or in academic institutions outside of Sri Lanka would need to be verified for context 
appropriateness.

Please note that the research and publications presented in this report is not an exhaustive list of all
research published on labour migration related to Sri Lanka in the past five years. Instead, it provides
a snapshot of available research within each thematic area, and those which are most relevant to
ongoing labour migration policy discourses.



5

2
General analysis of
existing research

2.1 Sources of research and publications

A large proportion of the existing research on labour migration related to Sri Lanka are produced by 

international organizations such as the International Labour Organization (ILO) and the International 

Organization for Migration (IOM) both of whom have a clear mandate to work on the topic. UN Women 

have also produced a number of studies, particularly related to women migrant workers and domestic 

workers. A vast majority of these studies are focused on recommendations for policy formulation and 

implementation. The studies are often aligned with the Global Compact on Migration and relevant 

targets to the Agenda 2030. In addition to studies conducted through the respective Country Offices, 

Sri Lankan labour migration experiences are also often featured in South/South-East regional studies 

(including country comparative studies), studies conducted in the Middle East and North Africa region, 

as well as at the global level pertaining to labour migration statistics and migration governance 

indicators. 

Further to this, and often in collaboration with the above agencies, a number of Sri Lankan think-

tanks are actively engaged in labour migration research: (a) the Center for Poverty Alleviation (CEPA); 

and (b) the Institute for Policy Studies (IPS). More recently engaging in the topic of climate change 

and migration is the SLYCAN Trust. For the most part, research conducted by these institutions have 

been commissioned by international organizations such as the ILO and IOM, or in the case of SLYCAN 

Trust, climate change and migration has been recognized as a strategic priority area. The type of 

research conducted, and scope of the study is usually determined by the client or organisational 

mandate. Existing research ranges from assessments of policy implementation and effectiveness to 

rich qualitative studies on migrant workers and their experiences. 

organizational

A third group of researchers include academics and researchers, primarily linked to the Universities 
of Colombo, Kelaniya, and Peradeniya. These academic researchers appear to choose research 
questions based on their areas of interest. These studies and articles bring forth new perspectives 
and ideas, and often explore areas previously unexplored by any of the agencies listed above (for 
an example experiences of migrant workers to the Republic of Korea or Israel). While these studies 
provide rich and diverse evidence for academic discourse, the research topics and questions may 
not always be relevant to the immediate research needs of the SLBFE or the MoL&FE, particularly 
in relation to policy implementation. Furthermore, many of the studies conducted by academic 
institutions are based on a smaller sample size or limited to a specific locality. Therefore, findings 
from these studies should be considered case studies or insights into a specific topic but should not 
be generalised for broad policy implications.

Finally, the SLBFE houses a research unit which produces at least one or two studies a year, in addition
to the Annual Statistics report of the SLBFE. The research topics explored are extremely relevant to
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the context and on-going migration discourse. These topics include assessing the effectiveness of 

the Family Background Report, impacts of savings patterns of migrant workers and the well-being of 

returned migrant workers. Unfortunately, these studies are conducted with limited resources within 

the SLBFE. Therefore, in most cases the sample sizes for the study are too small, analyses of data are 

too simplistic, and data collection is not standardised or empirical. Furthermore, the finished product 

is typically not peer reviewed, and not sufficiently vetted for public dissemination.

It should be noted here that the SLBFE research unit and possible future Knowledge Hub could 

potentially be formally linked to specific academic departments at the Universities of Colombo 

and Kelaniya that directly research labour migration and migrant workers. The collaboration could 

be mutually beneficial to both parties, wherein the academic researchers and students can be 

directly involved in policy discourse and could benefit from ideas for more relevant research topics. 

Simultaneously, the SLBFE Research Unit and proposed Knowledge Hub could significantly benefit 

from advice and guidance to improve the research conducted such that they could be disseminated 

to a wider audience. 

2.2 Selection of noteworthy research and publications 

Of the wide range of research studies reviewed as part of the desk review, the following studies were 

of particular interest:

study identifies specific incidents in Sri Lanka’s history since independence in 1948 and related 

‘push’ and ‘pull’ factors that may have influenced migrant patterns. Five specific waves are identified 

and discussed, as well as its implications for policies and regulatory frameworks.

Nepal Labour Migration Report by ILO Nepal: fairly similar to the Annual Statistics report compiled 

by the SLBFE, this report provides a comprehensive overview of labour migration trends and 

patterns among Nepali migrant workers, including returned migrant workers. This report is 

highlighted here as an example of how the data collected for the Annual Statistics report could be 

better analysed and presented for wider consumption among various stakeholders.

Labour market impact of National Qualification Frameworks (NQFs) in six countries, by Stephanie 

Allais: this study raises a very important question with regards to skills certifications and 

qualifications frameworks: under what circumstances can investment in skills training and skills 

recognition schemes lead to better wages, working conditions, employability and job mobility?

Return and Reintegration without Assimilation: South Asian Migrant Workers in the Gulf during 

disproportionate responsibilities shouldered by countries of destination (particularly in the GCC) 

when it comes to addressing the welfare of migrant workers in times of emergency, such as the 

the responsibility for reintegration, healthcare and unemployment upon repatriation of migrant 

workers during an emergency or crisis scenario.

Karunaratne and Kanaka Abeygunawardene is based on interviews conducted with 100 migrant 

workers who have returned from South Korea. The research shows that, of this sub-set of returned 

migrant workers 90 per cent claim to have achieved their migration objectives and have successfully 

reintegrated back home, now earning well above the average salary in Sri Lanka.

Policy Brief on Climate Change and Human Mobility in Sri Lanka published by the SLYCAN Trust: 

introduces climate change as an important and significant push factor for migrant workers. 

Sri Lankan Out-Migration – Five Key Waves Since Independence by Pavithra Jayawardene, PhD: this

,

Reintegration of Sri Lankan Returnee Migrant Workers from the Republic of Korea, by Hettige Don 
Karunaratne and Kanaka Abeygunawardene is based on interviews conducted with 100 migrant 
workers who have returned from the Republic of Korea. The research shows that, of this sub-set of 
returned migrant workers 90 per cent claim to have achieved their migration objectives and have 
successfully reintegrated back home, now earning well above the average salary in Sri Lanka.
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2.3 Overall gaps in labour migration research related to 

Sri Lanka

In addition to the varied and interesting research currently available on labour migration related to Sri 

Lanka, a number of significant gaps are also present. These include:

Insufficient disaggregation of data sets and statistics, particularly on gender (male vs. female), skills 

or employment categories (professional vs. lower skilled), and the country/region of destination. 

The migration experience of each of these categories of migrant workers are intrinsically different 

based on their own unique needs and challenges. Therefore, it is strongly recommended that all 

data collected on future research be further disaggregated according to gender, skill category and 

country of destination.

A large proportion of research, particularly on skills, recruitment and labour mobility are focused 

on (women) domestic workers and (male) construction workers primarily in the Arab States. If Sri 

Lanka hopes to diversify their labour markets and tap into new employment sectors, any future 

labour market analyses and skills mapping would need to explore alternative employment sectors 

for both men and women migrant workers.

A majority of the existing research on labour migration related to Sri Lanka revolve around 

the Sri Lanka – GCC/Arab States migration corridor. Only a handful of studies (most conducted 

by academics unaffiliated to the SLBFE/MoL&FE or implementing agencies) explore migration 

experiences in South Korea and Israel. If Sri Lanka hopes to expand the employment opportunities 

available to aspiring migrant workers, then further research must be carried out in East Asia (e.g., 

South Korea, Japan and Malaysia) and Europe.

A majority of the existing research on labour migration related to Sri Lanka revolve around the Sri 
Lanka – GCC/Arab States migration corridor. Only a handful of studies (most conducted by academics 
unaffiliated to the SLBFE/MoL&FE or implementing agencies) explore migration experiences in the 
Republic of Korea and Israel. If Sri Lanka hopes to expand the employment opportunities available 
to aspiring migrant workers, then further research must be carried out in East Asia (for an example 
in the Republic of Korea, Japan and Malaysia) and Europe.
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3
Prioritisation of research 
topics

On 16  June 2022, a discussion was organized on the ‘Prioritization of research gaps in the labour 

migration sector’ with a wider group of about 25 stakeholders actively working in the labour migration 

sector in Sri Lanka representing the SLBFE, MoL&FE, research think tanks, international organizations 

As part of the discussion, preliminary findings from the desk review were presented according to the 

seven thematic categories mentioned earlier, along with key findings, gaps in existing research, and 

suggested topics for further exploration. These were presented against the backdrop of the Strategic 

Priorities of the most recently drafted NLMP 2022-26 and as presented in the introduction of this 

report. 

A rich discussion ensued where participants highlighted additional research that was ongoing and 

relevant to the presented material; research that was missed out from that which was presented that 

may add value to the desk review; and more importantly gaps in research for the labour migration 

sector in Sri Lanka. A long and pertinent discussion took place with regards to the on-going economic 

and political crisis in Sri Lanka and the related impacts on the foreign employment sector. 

3.1 Impact of Sri Lanka political and economic crisis 2022 on 

labour migration 

It is evident that the current political and economic crisis in Sri Lanka significantly impacts the foreign 

employment industry. Anecdotal evidence suggest that the number of aspiring and prospective 

migrant workers are increasing daily, as can be witnessed through the influx of applicants for new 

passports. As per the discussion, the following impacts can be observed with regards to foreign 

employment in relation to the current crisis:

There is an increased demand for foreign employment opportunities, and this increases daily 

because of increased and proposed job redundancies, LKR depreciation and the soaring cost of 

living.

There is a concern that, out of sheer desperation, aspiring and prospective migrants may seek 

irregular pathways for migration. There is a need to identify vulnerable groups who are more likely 

to seek irregular channels and identify mitigation strategies to direct them to safe and regular 

pathways for migration.

New categories of migrant workers are emerging, particularly in the higher skilled and professional 

categories, including public sector officials who are at risk of being made redundant as a result of 

Prioritization of research
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the ongoing crisis. A recent online poll by the SLBFE inquiring about the number of public sector 
officials interested in foreign employment opportunities led to the crash of the website with an 
overwhelming 28,000  respondents to the survey. Typically addressing the needs and challenges of 
lower-skilled (women and men) migrant workers, the SLBFE will need to strategise on how best to 
address the needs of aspiring ‘professional’ migrant workers and the scope of the services to be 
provided.

Related to this new category of migrant workers, additional labour market analyses and skills 
mapping for professionals and public workforce for foreign job placements will be required. 

Conducting required studies, research and assessments for the above-mentioned concerns were 
highlighted as extremely important and urgent in the current context in order to facilitate safe and 
orderly migration of aspiring Sri Lankan migrant workers. 

3.2 Exercise to prioritize research topics

The identified gaps in existing and suggested areas for further exploration were presented to 
participants, organized within the seven thematic topic areas, as follows:

Labour 

Mig ration 

Governance

Fo reign 

Empl oyment 

Recruitment

Skills & 
Migration

Gender & 
Migration Remittances

Return & 
Reintegration

Climate Change 

& Mig ration

& Economic 
Crisis Trends & 
Requirements 
– 01 vote

2. Labour Mar-
ket Supply and 

- in GCC
- in post 

context
- for economic 
crisis 
– 07 votes

3. Corridor 
Studies of 
‘new markets’, 
for an example 
Poland, Romania 
– 05 votes

4. Impact of all 
activities and 
programmes 
conducted 
to date for 
benefit of 
migrant 
workers and 
their families

1. Assess 
Ethical 
Recruitment 
practices 
& COEC 
compliance

2. Recruitment 
practices 
for non-GCC 
countries (the
Republic of 
Korea, Japan, 
Isael, and so on) 
– 04 votes

3. Comparative 
analyses of 
recruitment 
practices 
(G2G, through 
Friends 
and Family, 
Agents, self-
migration) 
– 04 votes

4. National and 
regional best 
practices on 
ethical recruit-
ment

1. Skills 
Mapping for: 
- alternative 
migration 
corridors
- women 
migrant 
workers
-non-
construction, 
non-care 
work, non-
hospitality 
employment 
sectors 
– 03 votes

2. Skills Map-
ping for public 
workforce and 
professionals 
– 05 votes

(investment 
and 
recognition) 
lead to better 
wages and 
improved 
well-being? 
How, and how 
much? 
– 08 votes

1. Gender Anal-
ysis of existing 
policies, policy 
implementa-
tion and ser-
vice provision;

2. Labour de-
mand (beyond 
care work) and 
skills mapping 
specifically to 
women mi-
grant workers 
– 02 votes

3. Gender 
disaggregated 
data on remit-
tances and 
remittance 
management 
– 02 votes

1. Gender 
disaggregated 
data on remit-
tances
– 04 votes

2. Social 
protection and 
remittances 
– 05 votes

3. Remittances 
and Climate 
resistance 
– 03 votes

4. Understand 
gaps and 
obstacles 
in financial 
planning 
– why are 
migrants 
unable to 
escape 
poverty?
– 04 votes

1. Comprehensive 
study of returnees, 
disaggregated by 
gender, skills catego-
ry, destination coun-
try and migration 
experience 
– 01 vote

2. Comparative 
study on return 
and reintegration 
between migration 
corridors (GCC

Europe) 
– 02 votes

3. Skills and Reintegra-
tion -assessment of 
p

and so on
rocess for TVET,  

by gender and skill 
category) 
– 07 votes

4. Nexus between 
reintegration and 
national economic 
development 
(Brain gain, remittanc-
es, and so on) 
– 02 votes;

5. Effectiveness of 
return and reintegra-
tion policy

1. Updated 
mapping of 
push and pull 
factors for 
migration, 
including 
climate change 
and other 
crises 
– 02 votes

2. Climate 
change and 
labour migra-
tion intercon-
nections in 
national policy 
and institution-
al landscape 
– 01 vote

3. Role of 
remittances in 
climate resil-
ience 
– 02 votes

4. Assess 
economic 
diversifica-tions 
and (climate) 
resilient 
livelihood for 
vulnerable 
groups

Based on the discussions, participants were requested to vote on three to five research topics that 
they felt were most relevant, urgent, and pertinent to be further explored in the near future. The votes 
received are listed in the table above, and categorized below.

Labour 

migration 

governance

Foreign 

employment 

recruitment

Climate change 

& Migration

vs. the Republic of 

Korea vs. Israel/

RPL

Labour 

migration 

governance

Foreign 

employment 

recruitment

Climate change 

& Migration
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High interest topic areas:

(c) For current economic crisis, including skills Mapping/matching for public workforce and 

professionals (new aspiring migrants) (short-term, medium term and long term). This includes 

further exploration on:

– The current, mid-term and long-term labour demand in Sri Lanka, in GCC/Middle East, Europe 

and South/South East Asia for women and men migrant workers.

– The similarities and overlaps in labour demand across the different migration corridors, and any 

similarities between labour demand for Sri Lanka, and the foreign employment labour demand 

(with a view of sustainable reintegration of the migrant worker).

– The current labour supply in Sri Lanka, including profiles of aspiring women and men migrant 

workers, their existing skills and qualifications, and the available skills training and qualifications 

facilities in Sri Lanka.

– A mapping of skills, labour supply and labour demand, highlighting the gaps and opportunities 

for improved foreign employment for women and men migrant workers from Sri Lanka.

well-being? How, and how much? Specific questions include:

– Is there are difference in the recognition of Sri Lankan skills certificates between different 

migration corridors (e.g. between Middle East, South/East Asia, and Europe)? 

– At which level of skills certification can those ‘gains’ be obtained – i.e. is there a specific certification 

level at which this gains can be materialized, or only at high levels or for specialized roles? Is 

there are tipping point, at which point higher certifications correlate to high gains in wages and 

overall well-being?

– Can a regional skills qualification framework contribute to increasing migrant worker gains 

(wages, well-being) in relation to higher skills certification? If yes, how?

– What are other contributing factors to Sri Lankan skills certification process that could add value 

to the certificate which result in improved wages and wellbeing?

Skills and Reintegration - assessment of process for TVET, RPL etc. (disaggregated by gender and 

skill category), including:

–

and country/region of destination).

– Understanding the current, mid-term and long-term labour demand in Sri Lanka for women 

and men migrant workers, including identification of potential growth sectors and the major 

employers in both the formal and informal market, their attitudes towards hiring women and 

men returned migrants.

–

opportunities available to returned migrant workers, including analysis of challenges to accessing 

these services.

– Mapping the profiles of returned women and men migrant workers, particularly based on their 

existing skills and qualifications, against the labour market demands in Sri Lanka.

– Identifying the challenges face by returned women and men migrant workers to access relevant 

opportunities in the labour market in Sri Lanka, including skills gaps, employer perceptions, etc.

Labour Market Supply and Demand: (a) in GCC and beyond; (b) In post COVID-19 context; 
(c) For current economic crisis, including skills Mapping/matching for public workforce and 
professionals (new aspiring migrants) (short-term, medium-term and long-term). This includes 
further exploration on:

The current, mid-term and long-term labour demand in Sri Lanka, in GCC/Middle East, Europe 
and South/South-East Asia for women and men migrant workers.

Is there are difference in the recognition of Sri Lankan skills certificates between different 
migration corridors (for an example between Middle East, South-East Asia, and Europe)?

At which level of skills certification can those ‘gains’ be obtained – is there a specific certification 
level at which this gains can be materialized, or only at high levels or for specialized roles? Is 
there are tipping point, at which point higher certifications correlate to high gains in wages and 
overall well-being?

Labour migration research on Sri Lanka: What do we know? What don’t we know?

Skills and Reintegration - assessment of process for TVET, RPL and so on. (disaggregated by 
gender and skill category), including:

Identifying the challenges face by returned women and men migrant workers to access relevant
opportunities in the labour market in Sri Lanka, including skills gaps, employer perceptions, 
and so on.
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Moderate interest topic areas: 

Corridor Studies of ‘new markets’, e.g., South/South East Asia, Europe.

Social protection and remittances.

Recruitment practices for non-GCC countries (S. Korea, Japan, Israel, etc.).

Comparative analyses of recruitment practices (e.g., G2G, through friends and family, Agents, 

self-migration).

Understand gaps and obstacles in financial planning – why are migrants unable to escape poverty? 

(Including gender disaggregated data on remittances).

As part of this desk review, detailed research proposals including objectives and suggested research 

questions have been developed for the ‘high-interest’ topic areas listed above. These are presented at 

the end of this report. ‘Moderate Interest’ topics should still be considered essential areas for further 

analysis and highly pertinent to on-going policy discourse, and therefore further explored through 

research endeavours.

Corridor Studies of ‘new markets’, for an example South/South-East Asia, Europe.

Recruitment practices for non-GCC countries (the Republic of Korea, Japan, Israel, and so on).

Comparative analyses of recruitment practices (for an example G2G, through friends and family, 
Agents, self-migration).
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4
Detailed desk review of 
labour migration research 
related to Sri Lanka

A summary of all research and publications reviewed as part of this desk review is provided in the 

chapter below. This chapter is divided into the following thematic areas:

Labour migration governance

Foreign employment recruitment

Skills and migration

Gender and migration

Remittances of migrant workers

Return and reintegration of migrant workers

Climate change and migration

Each thematic area includes an overview of the topic including a list of publications reviewed, along 

with broad summary of available research and existing gaps, as well as suggested areas for further 

exploration. This is followed by summaries of each publication reviewed which include a description 

of the research, methodology, key findings and recommendations (if any). Sections on synopsis, 

key findings and recommendations of research reviewed include excerpts of original text extracted 

directly from the respective publications. 

labour migration governance

foreign employment recruitment

skills and migration

gender and migration

remittances of migrant workers

return and reintegration of migrant workers

climate change and migration
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Furthermore, while regional studies have been conducted on labour mobility across corridors, Sri Lanka-
specific studies are limited and the existing corridor studies are limited to the Arab states. If Sri Lanka aspires 
to diversify the labour markets for foreign employment, corridors such as Europe and South-East Asia should 
be explored further. This includes assessment of labour market demand as well as labour mobility pathways. 

Finally, it is well known that the SLBFE compiles annual statistics on labour migration data. While this report is 
a great starting point and is packed with rich statistics, the analyses of labour migration trends and patterns 
are limited. The Nepal Labour Migration Report included here is a thorough analytical report that provides 
a comprehensive overview of labour migrations trends and patterns in the country. Of particular interest is 
that Nepal’s report also includes brief information on returned migrant workers. It is recommended that the 
SLBFE explore the possibility of enlisting support of qualified academics and research to further analyse data 
presented in the Annual Statistics Report and provide a more comprehensive picture of labour migration 
trends in Sri Lanka. The more comprehensive report could be compiled every three to five years, while the 
Annual Statistics Report is continued to be published on an annual basis. 

Topics for further exploration

Impact of activities, programmes and services implemented for the benefit of migrant workers and their 
families.

and current economic crisis – explore push and pull factors for ‘new waves’ of migrants (including 
professionals and public sector officials).

Labour market matching for emerging aspirant migrant workers, including public sector officials and 
other professionals at high risk of unemployment, as well as assessment on scope of possible services to 
be provided by SLBFE to professionals.

Labour Market demand and supply trends – with assessment of whether Sri Lanka’s labour supply meets 

from South Asia.

Corridor studies of new markets – Romania, Poland (could be a regional study).

Study on the rise of ‘part-time’ workers in countries of destination, as well as the related risks and 
challenges to the migrants and to the GoSL.

Understanding reasons for early dropouts on the migration cycle.

Replicate ‘Nepal Labour Migration Report’ at regular intervals (e.g., three to five years).

As a general rule, it is recommended all future research be disaggregated according to gender of migrant 
worker (i.e., male vs. female), skills category of the migrant worker (i.e., professional, low-skilled, etc.) and 
country or region of destination.

Synopsis Sri Lankan emigrants are a heterogeneous community comprised by nearly three million 
different types of temporary and permanent migrants including refugees, domestic 
workers, irregular boar migrants, skilled migrants and students. However, Sri Lankans 
who are living in Sri Lanka do not know much about their emigrants’ lives, their migratory 
experiences or their diversity. The objective of this study is to explore the Sri Lankan 
society’s imagining of the Sri Lankan migrant and the factors that affect such imaginations.

Method The data is collected through a range of methods such as observations, interviews 
with migrants and natives, and discourse analyses of debates, discussions and policy 
documents. Thematic analysis is used to analyse the data.

Replicate ‘Nepal Labour Migration Report’ at regular intervals (for an example three to five years).

As a general rule, it is recommended all future research be disaggregated according to gender of 
migrant worker (male vs. female), skills category of the migrant worker (professional, low-skilled, 
and so on) and country or region of destination.
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Key messages The study reveals that Sri Lankan society has a contradictory dual approach in viewing 
their migrants: on one hand they view migrants positively - as a financial resource; on the 
other hand, they view them negatively - as a group of disloyals. Non-migrant Sri Lankans 
have arrived at the latter assumption based on a nation-state premise. They consider a 
person’s physical residence of a territory as the marker of his or her loyalty. Referring 
to the transnational literature, this research demonstrates that this is an outdated home 
country perspective through which migrants’ newer realities are not adequately captured. 
With the developments of migration laws, transportation and telecommunication, the 
conventional physical distance between migrants’ host and home lives has been radically 
reduced today.

Conclusions The research highlights the need for the Sri Lankan society to view their migrants 
within a transnational frame, instead of the traditional nation-state frame they still use. 
Transnational framework would facilitate the Sri Lankan society to see migrants’ newer 
realities through updated lenses and consequently to establish a more meaningful 
relationship with them. 

2. The pattern of temporary international migration in Sri Lanka

Synopsis The present study is focused upon the temporary migration for those who have gone 
abroad for a duration of more than 6 months other than for a permanent residence. They 
can be regarded as temporary migrants because they do not have any intention to reside 
at the destination country permanently and thus, they will return to their country of origin 
once they have completed their tasks. 

Migration decisions are very much related to gender and age of people. Furthermore, 
migration experiences of girls and women in certain age groups show that they are more 
or less likely to experience sexual and gender-based violence, or labour exploitation and 
human trafficking (Birchall 2016). The gender aspect of migration can help to provide 
guidance to prepare strategies for managing migration. This aspect has not been looked 
at separately in most of the migration studies conducted in Sri Lanka or elsewhere and 
hence, this study examines the sex differentials of temporary international migration in 
Sri Lanka by examining various socio-economic characteristics of the migrants. 

Method
Sri Lanka conducted in 2012. Population Census of 2012 was conducted on 20  March 
2012 by adopting the de jure method using the usual residence concept. ‘Population gone 
abroad temporarily’ is a new question included in the census of 2012 for the first time in 
Sri Lanka. In this case, temporary migrants are the household members who have gone 
abroad for a duration of more than six months other than for a permanent residence. The 
total number of census block identified for the census was 65,012. 

Key messages One of the most noticeable features is the dominance of estate sector women compared 
to other sectors because a higher per centage of estate women have gone abroad 
temporarily compared to women in urban and rural sectors. The study also suggests that 
one of the push factors for temporary international migration seeking employment is 
the differences in poverty levels in urban, rural and estate sectors. Furthermore, it was 
found that more younger women in the estate sector, who are in the labour force ages, 
move abroad for employment. It was revealed from the analysis that the districts which 
show a higher level of migration for employment also exhibit a higher level of migration 
for education compared to less mobility districts. This means that there is a clear 
distinction between migrant districts and non-migrant districts irrespective of reasons 

and internationally. This can be due to the disruption that occurred in those districts as a 
result of 30-year long civil war which was concluded in 2009. However, one can predict that 
they will also follow a general pattern of international migration. It was observed that the 
majority moved to Middle East Countries for employment and a significant number were 

preferable destinations for employment were Maldives and South Korea while Australia 
and New Zealand were the most desirable destination for higher education. 
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Australia and New Zealand were the most desirable destination for higher education.
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3. Sri Lankan out-migration: Five key waves since independence

Synopsis Sri Lankan migration provides a mini laboratory for migration scholars because of its rich 
diversity. The “Sri Lankan Tamil diaspora,” the “Sri Lankan maid,” the “Sri Lankan refugee,” 
and the “Sri Lankan boat migration to Australia” are some examples of the diversity and 
complexity of the phenomenon. At present, Sri Lanka has a total of three million emigrants 
of which one million have permanently settled outside Sri Lanka. This permanently settled 
community constitutes a one to twenty diaspora to population ratio, a significantly 
unique ratio for any sending country. Nonetheless, a holistic understanding of Sri Lankan 
migration is lacking, even though selective aspects of the phenomenon have received some 
academic attention. This article intends to fill this gap by providing a broader overview 
of Sri Lankan migration since its Independence. Through a thorough review of related 
academic articles and fifty-one semi-structured interviews with Sri Lankan emigrants, 
this article summarizes the key elements of Sri Lankan migration in five main waves 
from Independence until today. By revealing the diversity of the Sri Lankan immigrant 
community and its complexity, the article suggests the importance of understanding any 
immigrant community holistically not only for a better scholarly understanding but also 
effective policy making. 

Method N/A

Key messages This article argues for migration research data that captures home country elements for 
two key reasons. Firstly, from a policy point of view, having records that assist policy makers 
understand migrants contextually is essential in order to make more effective policies for 
migrants, i.e., for home country policy makers to design more effective emigrant out-
reach policies and for adoptive country policy makers to design more effective policies 
on immigrants’ naturalization and integration. Secondly, from an academic point of view, 
it allows migration researchers to produce more reliable new knowledge about migrants 
with adequate representation of the complexities of migrants’ lives. 

The research describes the five waves of migration as follows:

First Wave:

The first wave of migration from Sri Lanka occurred immediately after the country gained 
Independence from Britain in 1948. Shortly after, it is reported that a few Sri Lankans 
migrated to Singapore and Hong Kong. However, records on this are sparse. The most 
notable wave of emigration at the time was of Ceylonese Burghers of European descent. 

Second Wave: 

The second wave of migration occurred after 1956 when the Sri Lankan government 
introduced controversial national language reforms (the Sinhala Only Act). The new 
Act made the majority ethnic language, Sinhala, the national language of the country, 
intensifying the departure of the Burgher communities. Another factor that contributed to 
the promotion of migration among Burgher elites during this time was the coup attempt 
of 1962.

Third Wave: 

The third wave occurred in the early 1970s. The socialist-oriented government of Sri 
Lanka at the time intervened in all the industries, imposing restrictions on imports and 
foreign travel. The group of professionals that left Sri Lanka in this period includes doctors, 
engineers, accountants, managers, scientists, technologists and navigators. This group 
provides a clear example of brain drain from Sri Lanka. By the mid-1970s, a group of skilled 
labour in the construction field migrated to the Middle East. By 1979, this skilled migrant 
group had diversified to include drivers, carpenters and mechanics. Unskilled workers who 
migrated to the Middle East mostly included housemaids and other workers, and these 
numbers rose quickly from zero in the early 1970s to 9,024 by the mid-1980s.

First wave:

Second wave:

Third wave:

This article argues for migration research data that captures home country elements 
for two key reasons. Firstly, from a policy point of view, having records that assist policy 
makers understand migrants contextually is essential in order to make more effective 
policies for migrants, for home country policy makers to design more effective emigrant 
outreach policies and for adoptive country policy makers to design more effective policies 
on immigrants’ naturalization and integration. Secondly, from an academic point of view, it 
allows migration researchers to produce more reliable new knowledge about migrants with 
adequate representation of the complexities of migrants’ lives.
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Key messages 
(contd.)

Fourth Wave:

The fourth wave of Sri Lankan migration occurred in the 1980s, marking a watershed 
in migratory patterns. These migrants were forced to leave the country due to the two-
armed conflicts that erupted simultaneously in Sri Lanka: the separatist war in the north 
and east, and the JVP insurrection in the south of the country 

Fifth Wave:

Primarily students migrating to mainly ‘Western’ countries for education purposes 
beginning in the early 2000s, asylum seekers attempting to sail to Australia through 
irregular maritime means (peak in 2012-13), and migration for employment to Korea 
under its Employment Permit System.

Conclusions We lack academic explanations about the transnational political relationship of Sinhalese 
migrants with their home country. At the Presidential election of 2020, we saw the growing 
interest of Sri Lankan migrants in returning to vote at the polls, towards a responsibility to 
making their voice heard in Sri Lankan politics. This, I argue, is a new development in Sri 
Lankan migration, but due to the lack of information and knowledge on these migrants 
(predominantly Sinhalese Buddhists) and their political relationship with their home 
country, we are unable to assess the real impact people living outside the country can 
make in its internal matters. Other aspects that need further research include the return 
of Sri Lankan migrants (questions such as why do they come back?), Sri Lankan refugees’ 
relations with Sri Lanka (what motivates them to continue their relations, or not, with 
Sri Lanka?), labour migrants’ rights and conditions in the receiving countries, Sri Lankan 
pilgrim-tourists and emigration to Nigeria and Zambia. Parallel to global and national 
developments, the characteristics of contemporary Sri Lankan migration are changing 
very quickly, but we are unable to understand them due to a lack of comprehensive 
knowledge on migrations from Sri Lanka. 

Sri Lanka

Synopsis The study consisted of four sub-objectives subsequently feeding into the broader objectives 
of the study – to acquire a better understanding of trafficking in persons and forced labour 
related to international labour migration. These were:

Understand the real-life experiences of former migrants, and their push factors toward 
migration to understand the trafficking and forced labour elements within the context 
of labour migration in these four districts.

Gather information from the target vulnerable communities within each of the four 
districts who are deemed more susceptive to forced labour and trafficking and to 
identify how, when and where it occurs, and possible perpetrators of trafficking and 
forced labour.

Understand how government, non-government, civil society organizations and/or 
private structures, at the local level respond to the issues on trafficking and forced 
labour.

Understand the existing policy framework and the status quo with regards to counter-
trafficking efforts. 

Method A total of 117 interviews conducted in Colombo, Gampaha, Kurunegala and Kandy districts. 
Interviewees and key informants were selected through the snowball method, to find an 
even mix of both the returned and prospective migrant workers. Care was taken to not 
skew the sample by searching for only those who had negative experiences overseas. 

All interviews were conducted in local languages and were anonymised to protect identities 
of the individuals.

Since the study was exploratory in nature, the sampling method was not representative 
and therefore, the findings cannot be generalised. However, the data gathered is rich in 
content and provides a more nuanced view on the experiences of the migrant workers.

Fourth wave:

Fifth wave:

Labour migration research on Sri Lanka: What do we know? What don’t we know?

Primarily students migrating to mainly ‘Western’ countries for education purposes 
beginning in the early 2000s, asylum seekers attempting to sail to Australia through 
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Key messages While the study findings cannot be generalised to the larger migrant worker population in 
Sri Lanka, it provides insight into how trafficking might take place and how forced labour 
conditions are experienced by the migrant worker population. The gendered differences 
in experiences cannot be ignored as these have different outcomes for women and men. 
The reasons for migration continue to remain similar, however, the added burden of 
indebtedness on women must be taken into consideration in determining the migrant 
worker’s willingness to migrate at any cost.

Questions regarding how women and men respond to the difficult working and living 
conditions they encounter abroad must be noted. It is evident that women are much 
more vulnerable and will experience forced labour conditions. The nature and location of 
their work with the associated concern that domestic work is not considered real “work” 
increases women’s risk of being trafficked. This may differ from those mentioned within 
ILO’s framework of forced labour and must be accounted for.

Conclusions Creating awareness at the grassroots levels on what constitutes forced labour and 
trafficking is of critical importance. In order to reach out effectively, it is recommended that 
contextual factors in the localities are considered, as well as references to lived experiences 
and perception of experiences of migrant workers in these campaigns. Target group of 
awareness campaigns should be extended to include family members of prospective 
migrant workers. The use of social media platforms as well as effective use of smart 
phones are highly recommended for dissemination of key messages. Grama Niladharis 
and existing active CSOs could act as focal points for dissemination.

Synopsis International labour migration, both temporary and permanent, has been a significant 
phenomenon since the late 1960s. Migrant numbers have continued to increase with 
fluctuating patterns of departures needing a variety of innovative responses from the 
State, civil society and other stakeholders. While several initiatives had been taken to 
ensure orderly and safe migration, it was in 2008 that a National Labour Migration Policy 
for Sri Lanka (NLMP) was adopted. 

The review of the NLMP was undertaken to assess the achievements with reference to its 
objectives, delivery modalities, and the needs of female and male migrant workers and 
their families within the changing national and international contexts. This exercise is also 
expected to support the updating of the policy.

Method
of Colombo, Kurunegala, Kandy, Batticaloa and Jaffna, representing a combination of 
districts of high migration in the North and East of the country. Information was gathered 
through, desk reviews, key informant interviews, in-depth interviews, focused group 
discussions, stakeholder meetings and discussions at divisional, district and national 
level. At the community level alone, in-depth interviews covered 40 female and 30 male 
returned migrants and 30 family members of migrants presently working overseas. The 
findings reveal initiatives completed, ongoing and stalled for various reasons, gaps in 
implementation and good practices. The conclusions are organised according to the three 
pillars in the existing national policy. 

Key messages The policy brief includes a list of good practices and achievements as a result of 
implementation of the NLMP, as well as several gaps in implementation. A matrix which 
lists out the key actions as provided in the NLMP is included in the policy brief which 
provides an overview of the status of implementation of each action. 

Conclusions The policy brief includes a number of short-term and mid to long-term policy 
recommendations to be considered. 
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6. Labour mobility and labour market data: A baseline study of APEC

economies

Synopsis As the APEC region transitions to the digital age and becomes more connected, the 
availability of reliable and comparable data will play a significant role to highlight emerging 
labour market opportunities and to help design programmes that better connect workers 
with decent jobs and businesses with skilled workers. Better data can provide the evidence 
for structural reforms in education and training to address growing demands for new 

APEC Leaders in 2017, calls for more concerted efforts to improve the availability of labour 
market information and our understanding of the changing nature of labour mobility. 
Similarly, the APEC Workshop on Addressing Structural Barriers to Human Resource 

systems as a key priority for the region. In March 2018, a joint dialogue between the APEC 

on the implementation of the APEC Economic Policy Report 2017 reiterated the role of labour 
market information and mobility in advancing human capital development and inclusive 
growth. 

This paper summarizes the migrant labour data available in some of the 21 APEC 
economies to improve data collection and to facilitate data sharing. The goal is to help 
develop comparable data and encourage governments to collect and provide timely 
data to improve skills matching across borders, for example, helping to mitigate youth 
unemployment in labour-sending economies and to fill job vacancies in labour-receiving 
economies. 

Method The baseline study used a combination of primary data collection; use and analysis of the 
ILO databases; and literature review. The report was produced in a short timeframe of four 

The study of labour market indicators was based on the ILO Statistics database on labour 
market (decent work) statistical indicators. A priority list of 15 statistical indicators was 
initially proposed by the ILO. Following consultations with the sponsor of the baseline 

indicators was adopted for the study. Information of the sources, collection, comparability, 
and gaps concerning these indicators was obtained from the ILO Statistics database. For 
the study on international labour migration statistics, two sources were used: firstly, the 

the final part of the study – approaches to identifying labour and skills shortages and 
assessing labour market requirements for migrant workers. This was supplemented by a 
literature review. 

Key messages This is a descriptive baseline report on current APEC economy-specific data collection 
practices related to international labour migration statistics and labour market indicators, 
based on the use of United Nations (UN)/ILO principles and standards. The report assesses 
data collection periodicity, types of data sources used, scope, quality and usefulness of 
the indicators and estimates produced, as well as data-sharing practices and overall 
availability of data. 

The conceptual framework for the Baseline Report has four parts: 

an overview of labour market and labour migration trends in the APEC region; 

general labour market statistics;

international labour migration statistics;

approaches to identify labour and skills shortages.
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Key messages 
(contd.)

The first, second, and third parts of the report are based largely on the ILO labour market 
(decent work) statistical indicators and the ILO Statistics database. The third part draws on 
ILO and ICLS guidelines and the establishment of the ILO International Labour Migration 

ILMS database includes seven of the 21 APEC member economies. The fourth part is 
based on domestic practices on identifying labour and skills shortages and assessing 
requirements for the admission of migrant workers.

Conclusions The purpose of this baseline report is to help improve labour market and labour mobility 
data collection, reliability, sharing, and comparability. Accurate and accessible labour 
market information and labour mobility data can better connect businesses and workers to 
new economic opportunities. Many APEC economies collect labour market and migration 
data, but the data is not always complete, comparable or widely available, thereby limiting 
their ability to link workers and employers across borders. 

Specific areas for improvement include: 

Labour market information; 

Comparability of national occupational classifications; 

International labour migration statistics; and 

Labour mobility data.

7. Labour mobility between Asia and the Arab States: Sharing of 

on women migrant workers

Synopsis
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 have all 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. 

Thus, it is 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) as well as 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. 

While the report recognizes the potential for migration to promote the agency and 
economic empowerment of women, 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. 

labour market information

comparability of national occupational classifications

international labour migration statistics

labour mobility data
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Method This background paper aims to inform the Interregional Consultation between Asia and 
the Arab States to raise issues for debate and discussion and suggest possible ideas for 
action going forward. In Chapter 2, 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 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 

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.

Key messages The report provides the following key questions for discussion: 

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? 

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

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?

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? 

How can Arab States and Asian countries contribute to the implementation of gender 

labour migration, and gender-related dimensions of the Global Compact for Safe, 
Orderly and Regular Migration? 

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

8. Nepal labour migration report

Synopsis Taking into consideration the challenges faced by Nepali youth during pre-departure, 
employment and return phases of migration, the Ministry of Labour, Employment and 
Social Security compiled the Nepal Migration Report to provide detailed analysis of labour 
migration from Nepal, with an emphasis on the years 2017-18 and 2018-19 for evidence-
based policy making. 

This Report also delves into the complexities of transnational migration governance. It 
presents rich information on various facets of labour migration that will contribute to an 
evidence-based discourse on migration issues. It calls for critical reflection on key issues 
in migration and more concerted efforts across different migration related stakeholders, 
both at the destination country and Nepal. 

The report also provides a deeper understanding of the occupational profile of Nepali 
migrant workers, highlighting the need to focus on better data management and 
pragmatic skills-based partnerships to ensure high returns of migration. 
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Synopsis 
(contd.)

Finally, the report delves into thematic areas including the (a) overview of the welfare 
schemes targeted to migrant workers or their families using the Foreign Employment 

Labour migration governance, (c) the occupational profile of labour migrant workers, and 
(d) an overview of ongoing efforts on maximizing the productive use of worker remittances 
which feature prominently in the Nepali economy.

Method The report is primarily compiled through desk-review of all existing literature and data 
analysis of statistical information related to labour migration and foreign employment in 
Nepal. The specific objectives of the report are as follows:

Analyse the trends and patterns of labour migration from Nepal, with an emphasis on 
the years 2017-18 and 2018-19;

Present a comprehensive picture of the industrial architecture and key policies 
governing Nepal’s labour migration, highlighting the Government of Nepal’s initiatives 
at different levels of governance to make migration safe, dignified and productive;

labour diplomacy, the occupational profile of migrants, the welfare initiatives targeted 
to migrant workers and the productive use of remittances; 

Provide recommendations on the way forward.

Key messages The report covers current trends and the magnitude of labour migration in Nepal, 
disaggregated by gender, place of origin, destination countries and mode of obtaining 
labour approvals. Other key variables including age, skills and the current stock of migrant 
workers are also covered. Stylised facts on recent returnee migrant workers, based on the 
Nepal Labour Force Survey, are also included. 

Institutional and Policy architecture governing labour migration in Nepal detailing 
multilevel governance efforts that are underway at national, bilateral, regional and global 
levels is included, particularly within the context of federalisation. 

Highlights of deep dive into eight thematic areas:

Foreign Employment Welfare Fund (FEWF): While the compensation schemes help 
bring relief to cope with the shocks of death and injury of migrant workers, the 
Government’s priority is to emphasise policies and programs that prevent such 
incidences of death and injuries in the first place. On-going preventive efforts include 
country-specific orientation on occupational safety and health hazards, rigorous pre-
departure medical examinations and health camps conducted by Missions in countries 
of destination. The health of returnee migrants should feature more prominently in 
efforts to reduce the on-going costs of migration.

human and financial resources to fulfill their mandate, and the absence of Missions in 
emerging labour market destinations is felt. Furthermore, the Missions struggles to 
extend adequate support to domestic workers or undocumented workers who are at 
higher risk of exploitation. The capacities of the labour attachés and counselors at the 
Missions also need to be revisited.

Productive use of worker remittances: The following schemes have been introduced 
by the Government of Nepal specifically for migrant workers: Foreign Employment 
Savings Bond, Indo-Nepal Remittance Scheme, Remit Hydro (investment of 
remittances into hydro-electricity projects wherein an expected 24 per cent of shares 
would be set aside for migrant workers), Financial literacy and soft loans to returnee 
migrant workers.
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Key messages 
(contd.)

The occupational profile of Nepali migrant workers: A text analysis of the occupations 
as captured by the FEIMS in 2018-19 suggests that Labourer, Cleaner, General Worker, 
and Security are the more common occupational categories. In this context, the 
Government of Nepal has strongly prioritized skills development of migrant workers, 
with plans of providing free of cost skills training to 15,000 aspiring migrant workers 
in 13 trades. Collaborations with employers in countries of destination (such as 
Jordan, Singapore, Malaysia and Japan) have also been initiated, where employers 
have expressed interest to operate skills training centers in Nepal. The Government 
of Nepal has also begun including provisions of skills training initiatives into bilateral 
labour agreements.

Limitations This report (particularly Chapter 2) is limited to migrant workers who received labour 
approvals, and it leaves out notable segments of Nepal’s population on the move including 
those migrating to India for work and those traveling through irregular channels. 

The results discussed in Chapter 4, particularly with regards to profile of migrant workers 
are suggestive and provide a general overview of the occupational characteristics of migrant 
workers. However, given the nature of original data and their imperfect correspondence 
with the standard occupational categories, considerable caution must be exercised when 
interpreting their findings. 

Conclusions Suggestions for way forward, include improvements in the following areas:

Evidence based policy making, including for revision of the Foreign Employment 
Policy, upgrading the FEIMS, and prioritization of the usage of other data sources for 
a more comprehensive understanding of Nepali migrant workers (including migration 
to India).

Procedural changes for integrated service delivery mechanisms.

Migration in a federal context, with a focus role of Provincial and Federal governments 
for labour migration and migrant workers.

Labour diplomacy and the role of missions.

Improved bilateral labour agreements.

Scaling up of pre-decision orientation.

Improved preventive measures for health of migrant workers.

Financial and social remittance, particularly of returned migrant workers. There is a 
need to understand the drivers of the labour market outcomes of returnees to inform 
reintegration related policies and programs.

Access to justice – sufficient resources need to be provided to ensure that the 
concerned agencies are properly equipped to cater to the needs of victims in a timely 
manner.

Improved regional and global governance on labour migration including leveraging 
the Colombo Process platform.
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9. Optimizing screening and support services for gender-based violence 

Synopsis Sri Lanka’s chequered track record of extending services to victims of Trafficking in 
Persons (TIP) raises valid questions of how best to strengthen the systems in place. Given 
the limited resources, a common argument put forth is to integrate services provided 
to TIP victims with those provided to victims of gender-based violence (GBV). Anchored 
by The Asia Foundation, this multi-country study was conducted in India, Sri Lanka, and 
Nepal to critically examine how screening and service delivery can be optimized for TIP 
victims. A key question underlying the research was the possibility of integrating or 
separating services for TIP and GBV victims and ensuring that they have better access to 
services. Largely qualitative data gathered in Sri Lanka points to the challenges TIP victims 
encounter in trying to access services. The question of integration or separation offers 
a nuanced understanding of how TIP and GBV victims are perceived and the resultant 
differential access to services. Perceptions about who constitutes a victim and the 
feminisation of victimhood are obstacles in attempting to access services. The study offers 
recommendations that could support victims in a more cohesive and meaningful manner.

The aim of this study is to identify the existing gaps in the identification, screening and 
service provision framework for trafficking in persons (TIP) and gender-based violence 
(GBV) victims. As a response to these identified gaps, the objective is to critically examine 
the possibility of integrating or maintaining separate services for TIP and GBV victims. 

Method The research adopted a qualitative approach to data collection. In-depth and structured 
interviews were conducted with identified stakeholders, including government and non-
governmental service-providers (54), law enforcement officials (20) and victims (4). Two focus 
group discussions were held – one with service providers and the other with immigration 
officers. In addition, 10 Key Person Interviews (KPIs) were conducted with identified 
stakeholders to ground the study in Sri Lanka’s particular socio-economic context. 

The districts of Colombo, Batticaloa, Jaffna, Matara and Nuwara Eliya were selected to 
maintain an ethno-linguistic balance, capture data from high migration districts, and tap 
into the GBV shelters in some of them. 

Key messages Understanding of TIP and GBV:

GBV is mostly viewed through the prism of domestic violence and hence, in most cases, 
violence is understood as physical violence perpetrated against women. In Sri Lanka, this 
may suggest that men as well as Lesbian Gay Bi-sexual Transgender Queer and Intersex 
(LGBTQI+) individuals too can find themselves overlooked as victims needing support. 
Marginalised groups like sex workers also remain outside the domain of assistance 
because they are not necessarily recognised as a group of people who are vulnerable to 
experiencing violence. The understanding of TIP is quite weak among service providers, 
with a few marked exceptions. The exceptions are law enforcement officials, including 

those who clearly understand trafficking, little to no attention is paid to trafficking that 
occurs within Sri Lanka’s borders, especially for forced labour and sexual exploitation. 

Protection Afforded through the Legal Framework:

adequate protection to victims of these crimes. For example, with regards to TIP, the 
amendment to the Penal Code has brought Sri Lankan law in line with the provision of the 
Palermo Protocol. However, in practice, the rate of convictions remains low – reflecting the 
overall low conviction rate for criminal cases in Sri Lanka. 
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Key messages 
(contd.)

Access to services for TIP and GBV victims: 

When access to services is placed against the backdrop of national policy frameworks and 
plans of action, several shortcomings are apparent. These include a mismatch between 
the written documents and the actions/efforts that take place at the community level, 
the lack of funds to provide sustained assistance to victims, the viability of skills taught by 
shelters for victims to become economically independent, and the changing priorities of 
the government. In general, gender plays a critical role in accessing services, as victimhood 
is viewed through the narrow lens of women in domestic violence situations, excluding 
men, LGBTQI+ persons and female sex workers. At the same time, while public health 
services are the primary route to accessing these groups, the lack of sensitisation and 
awareness about how someone becomes a victim of GBV/TIP continues to be a problem. 

Integration of services as a way forward?

Even though maintaining separate services is desirable, integration is viewed by many as 
the pragmatic way forward, given challenges to accessing funding and human resources. 
The major concern is regarding shelter access. While many argue for the importance of 
securing safe shelter over maintaining separate shelter facilities, the disagreement for 
integration stems from concerns regarding the security threat TIP victims may experience, 
given the transnational nature of the crime committed against them. The argument for 
separation holds merit on the grounds that those providing services must be specially 
trained to deal with and provide the necessary services to the TIP victims. 

As the findings indicate, more evidence-gathering is warranted especially to better 
understand how marginalised groups – the LGBTQI+, sex workers as well as internal 
migrant workers – experience GBV and TIP and access services.

Conclusions The understanding of the different concepts, screening and identification and referral to 
services while pursuing a legal remedy can be time-consuming and can easily discourage 
victims. Therefore, easing access to services is paramount in order to ensure that 
regardless of seeking justice through the courts, victims are not left outside of the support 
network. Considering these findings, recommendations are suggested for consideration 
of a viable way forward to address these existent gaps. The recommendations in the 
report are proposed considering these limitations, with a major focus on how existing 
service providers as well as government service frameworks can be better improved and 
aligned to respond to the gaps in services. 

Suggestions for future research include: 

understanding the potential for exploitation and how particularly vulnerable groups, 
such as the LGBTQI+ community and sex workers, experience and internalise violence; 

identifying how internal migration for work may expose young women and men to 
exploitation, trafficking and GBV. 

These understudied areas of research would help cast light on how best to improve existing 
service structures to support these marginalised groups as well as draw the attention of 
policymakers and practitioners to proactively work towards their inclusion.
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10. International labour migration statistics in South Asia: 

Establishing a subregional database and improving data collection for 

evidence-based policy making

Synopsis This report compiles the data that exists on labour migration and migrant workers 
in South Asia, highlights many challenges and limitations in the current statistical 
framework and provides concrete recommendations on how data collection and analysis 
can be strengthened in the subregion. While readers will be able to observe migration 
developments and trends in the different countries, it should be noted that comparing data 
between countries remains a challenge because of the different approaches taken to collect 
data, including varying definitions and classifications utilised in national-level population 
surveys and administrative records. 

The report is expected to inform national, subregional, regional and international 
discourse on labour migration policies and programmes, and that it may instruct future 
technical cooperation on data collection, so that data and reporting will become more 
complete, timely and reliable. 

Method This statistically focused subregional report relies on data and observations derived from 
the first nine months of data collection for the International Labour Migration Statistics 

South Asia. To complement related efforts at the global level and in other subregions, the 
South Asian ILMS database has the following objectives: 

to provide an openly available, relevant, comprehensive and timely information source 
to enable evidence-based policymaking on international labour migration from South 
Asia; 
to map the existing data sources at the national level, including information on their 
scope, completeness, comparability and possible gaps that could be filled through 
capacity building; and 
to define a set of tables of relevance on international labour migration as a standard 
reference point for future data collection, publication and analysis. 

Key messages The report discusses the current state of ILMS in South Asia, including themes of: (a) 
relevance; (b) accuracy; (c) timeliness; (d) accessibility; (e) interpretability; (f) comparability; 
(g) coherence; (h) methodological soundness; and (i) integrity of subregional and country-
level international labour migration statistics. The primary countries of destination for 
South Asian nationals residing outside of South Asia in 2017 were: (a) Saudi Arabia; (b) 
United Arab Emirates; (c) United States; (d) the Islamic Republic of Iran; (e) Kuwait; (f) 

South Asia is the second-highest remittance-receiving region in the world after East 
Asia and the Pacific (World Bank n.d.a.), and recorded remittances are helping to reduce 
poverty and improve health and education outcomes, while providing a valuable source 
of foreign exchange. 

Continued opportunities for employment abroad present an important opportunity for 
South Asian workers; however, low-skilled and semi-skilled migrants are often faced with 
a variety of challenges and vulnerabilities – including within the recruitment process, fair 
wages and working hours, safe working conditions and more. Therefore, South Asian 
governments must continually focus on ensuring decent work for South Asians working 
outside of the subregion, in line with their national priorities, the SAARC agenda on labour 
migration and the global policy agenda. 

One such initiative that requires a large degree of cooperative improvement in the 
subregion is ethical and secure data collection and dissemination, which not only is 
an important operation in itself, but can also provide some of the evidence needed to 
formulate these aforementioned policy mechanisms. Simultaneously, it is important to 
acknowledge that policy is influenced not only by data, but also by a wide array of other 
social and political factors. As such, improved labour migration statistics should also 
be accompanied by other evidence-based quantitative and qualitative mechanisms for 
informing policymaking.
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Conclusions Although Sri Lanka collects and publishes extensive data on migrant workers 
departing the country, data is frequently not published on a timely basis. Sri Lanka 
would benefit from mirroring the practices of other countries in South Asia by 
releasing data on migrant worker outflows and migrant worker attributes on a 
monthly basis, in downloadable and manipulable datasets, and retroactively adding 
these datasets for previous years. 

The Government of Sri Lanka would benefit from an internal coordinating mechanism 
such as a working committee (like the one proposed in Section 5.2) to share and 
combine data, share best practices, plan for future improvements and further data 
collection. 

Currently, Sri Lanka’s Labour Force Survey (LFS) does not inquire as to the 
respondent’s previous residence, country of birth, citizenship, or other related themes 
of international migration. As such, it does not appear to be possible to collect 
information on migrants in this particular survey. This represents a significant gap that 
can be addressed rather quickly and effectively through the addition of questions on 
international migration in the LFS survey schedule. 

The migration module included in Sri Lanka’s census questionnaire is also quite limited 
at present with no questions included on household members abroad, location of 
household members abroad, or return migrants. Adding relevant questions on these 
themes can greatly increase the information that can be gathered on Sri Lankan 
emigrants, including migrant workers. 

Sri Lanka would benefit from ensuring that existing and additional modules in the 
population census and in other population surveys are aligned with all relevant 
international standard classifications.

An analysis of current availability of data in the South Asian ILMS on labour migration 
out of Sri Lanka reveals significant opportunities and gaps in data on migrant worker 
outflows: 

– The skill level classifications used for data collected do not reflect the ISCO-
08 categories between 1 and 4. Over time, it would be ideal to align skill level 
classifications with international standards.

– No official (public) Government administrative records on nationals employed 
abroad in Sri Lanka currently exist for economic activity.

– While data on migrant fatalities do exist, they are not published online, but rather 
in printed statistical reports. 

Synopsis This country profile describes examples of well-developed areas of the Sri Lanka governance 
structures and areas with potential for further development, as evaluated through the six 
domains of the Migration Governance Indicators (MGI). These address migrants’ rights, 
a “whole-of-government” approach, partnerships, socioeconomic well-being of migrants, 
the mobility dimensions of crises, and safe and orderly migration.

The MGI initiative is a policy-benchmarking programme led by the IOM and implemented 
with research and analysis from the Economist Impact. Funding is provided by IOM 
Member States.

Method The MGI is a tool based on policy inputs, which offers insights on policy levers that 
countries can use to develop their migration governance.

Key messages The MGI aims to advance conversations on migration governance by clarifying what 
“well-governed migration” might look like in the context of . So far, 84 
countries have participated in the MGI process.
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Limitations The MGI is not meant to rank countries on the design or implementation of migration 
policies, but rather to be a framework to help countries in the assessment of the 
comprehensiveness of their migration policies as well as to identify gaps and areas that 
could be strengthened.

Conclusions Well-being of migrant workers:

There are no monitoring or assessment of labour market needs for different sectors, 
by types of skills; nor a formal national assessment for monitoring the domestic 
labour supply and the effects of migration on the domestic labour market.

Enhanced remittance facilitation is an area with potential for further development.

Mobility Dimensions of Crises:

The Ministry of Environment and its Climate Change Secretariat are developing a 
policy that addresses the nexus between migration, environmental degradation and 
climate change (MECC).

Sri Lanka lacks a comprehensive contingency plan to manage large-scale population 
movements in times of crisis, as well as a mechanism to get real-time data and 
information.

Safe, Orderly and Regular Migration:

Intergovernmental coordination and efforts to increase prosecution and investigations 
against human trafficking could be expanded.

Initiatives to promote safe and orderly migration and combat migrant labour 
exploitation, including through effective bilateral agreements/memorandums of 
understanding with countries of destination, could be strengthened.

Migrant Rights:

Sri Lankans living abroad are not entitled to vote in national elections from abroad.

There are no clear rules on indefinite residence for immigrants, and relevant laws do 
not specify whether foreigners can access indefinite long-term residence permits.

Only certain categories of migrant workers are entitled to family reunification.

Whole of Government Approach:

There is no clear and comprehensive institutional and legal framework for managing 
migration in Sri Lanka.

The periodic collection and publication of reliable socio-economic data, disaggregated 
by age, sex and migration status among others, remains an area with potential for 
further development.

Mainstreaming migration is limited to certain policies in Sri Lanka.

Synopsis
the comprehensiveness of their migration governance structures and identify priorities 
on the way forward. 

occurred since the country’s first MGI assessments, thus helping governments track 
their progress on national priorities as well as commitments taken at the regional and 
international levels. 

The MGI can be used to spark a discussion with governments and other relevant 
stakeholders in the country on existing migration policy structures. It can help assess 
whether these structures, which have often been in place for several years, still address 
the main challenges and opportunities of today’s reality.
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Method N/A

Key messages The MGI is composed of around 90 indicators grouped under the 6 different dimensions 
of migration governance that draw upon the MiGOF categories: Migrant’s Rights, Whole 
of Government Approach, Partnerships, Well-being of migrants, Mobility dimension of 
crises and Safe, Orderly and Regular Migration. 

Highlights of findings include:

A contributory pension scheme for Sri Lankan migrant workers is in the process of 

In 2018, the MoL&FE began updating the National Labour Migration Policy (2008) 
and developing the National Policy on Migration for Employment for Sri Lanka and 

understanding with other countries relating to labour migration, including the 
Agreement with the State of Israel for the temporary employment of Sri Lankan 
workers in specific labour market sectors in Israel, signed in February 2020. 
Additionally, the Government of Sri Lanka signed a memorandum of understanding 
on the establishment of a migration partnership with Switzerland in August 2018. 

The National Emergency Operation Plan (2015–19), adopted in 2015, addresses 
natural disasters, evacuation and necessary disaster risk reduction elements, 
including human mobility. In May 2021, a Presidential Task Force was appointed 
to transform Sri Lanka’s economy into a green socio-economy with sustainable 
solutions to climate change. 

In January 2021, the Government of Sri Lanka established an integrated traveller risk 
assessment centre, the Border Risk Assessment Centre, with the support of IOM. 

Limitations Migration Governance Indicators do not rank countries based on achievements or 
progress towards targets; do not assess the impacts of policies; and is not prescriptive.

Conclusions A system allowing overseas Sri Lankans, including nearly 1.7 million migrant workers 
abroad, to vote in national elections is an area with potential for continued development. 
To this end, in May 2021, a new committee of senior parliamentarians was appointed to 
further study the possibility of granting voting rights to Sri Lankan migrant workers and 
expatriates. 

As of 2021, the Government has not yet ratified International Labour Organization 
Conventions 97, 143, 181 and 189, though it respects the principles and guidelines 
embodied in those conventions. For example, the National Labour Migration Policy (2008) 
is based on the principles and guidelines of these conventions, and the draft National 
Policy on Migration for Employment for Sri Lanka and National Action Plan (2022–26) 
have also embedded those same principles and guidelines. 

There are no clear rules on indefinite residence for immigrants, and relevant laws 

permits. As such, introducing a work permit system for immigrant workers with clearly 
defined rules and regulations is an area for further development. 

While family reunification is not restricted depending on personal characteristics, only 
certain categories of migrant workers are entitled to it, such as investors, professionals, 
personnel employed in private companies or banks, former Sri Lankans and their 
dependants, and family members of Sri Lankans.

Affordable and accessible social security and social protection for all migrant workers 
is an area with potential for further development. Social security systems, including 
comprehensive insurance coverage and pension benefits, as well as portable social 

Sri Lankan migrant workers. To actualise these social security plans, entering into social 
security agreements with countries of destination is needed.
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13. Country briefs of the regulatory frameworks governing migrant 

workers in the Arab States

Synopsis The country briefs map the key legal provisions dealing with migrant workers in eight Arab 
countries, summarizing the legal rules about who pays for recruitment, whether passport 
confiscation is prohibited by law, minimum working conditions including wages, working 
hours and rest periods, how to lodge grievances, and brief details of each country’s 
sponsorship regime. 

The information is presented in the form of country-specific Fact Sheets which can be 
a useful summary for labour attaches, trade unions and other organisations seeking to 
support migrant workers from an advocacy or case-work perspective. Fact sheets are 
available for eight countries of destination: Bahrain, Jordan, Saudi Arabia, Kuwait, Lebanon, 
Oman, Qatar and United Arab Emirates.

Method N/A

Key messages The Fact Sheets map out the key legal provisions dealing with migrant workers in eight 
Arab countries (Gulf countries, Lebanon and Jordan). The short factsheets cover legal 
rules about who pays for recruitment, whether passport confiscation is prohibited by law, 
minimum working conditions including wages, working hours and rest periods, freedom 
to association, how to lodge grievances, and details of each country’s sponsorship (kafala) 
regime.

By outlining both the provisions that apply in the private sector (where most migrant 
workers are employed) as well as those relating to domestic workers specifically, the 
factsheets can also be used to highlight the distinction in rights between domestic workers 
and other workers. Though domestic worker laws have been enacted in many countries 
in the Arab states, the protections offered may be lower than those under the Labour Law 
(from which, most domestic workers in the region are still excluded). 

Limitations The factsheets are working drafts which are updated on an annual basis, with support 
from Clyde & Co. The information contained in the factsheets is non-exhaustive and based 
on publicly available information. Organizations using the factsheets are encouraged to 
consult the original legislation where further information is necessary.

Conclusions The factsheets can also be used as an advocacy tool in promoting a revised legislative 
framework which brings the rights of domestic workers in line with those of other workers, 

organizations
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14. Measuring policy coherence for migration and development – 

A new set of tested tools

Synopsis This report is a product of the Global Knowledge Partnerships on Migration and 

and synthesize multidisciplinary knowledge and evidence; generate a menu of policy 
options for migration policy makers; and provide technical assistance and capacity 
building for pilot projects, evaluation of policies, and data collection.

principles of the Global Compact for Safe, Orderly and Regular Migration, which emphasise 
the need for a whole-of-government approach to ensure horizontal and vertical policy 
coherence across all sectors and levels of government.

By helping policy makers identify critical policy areas and institutional mechanisms for 

Global Compact on Migration, as well as the Global Compact for Refugees. 

Policy incoherence can increase the likelihood of unfulfilled development 
commitments and situations in which certain policy objectives become increasingly 
unattainable. 

Policies working at cross-purposes can result in financial costs and wasted resources. 

Incoherence can lead to negative spill over effects and the loss of credibility. 

A coherent approach can help balance policy trade-offs and foster collaboration and 
trust among stakeholders, and thus facilitate the harnessing of synergies. 

public policies and institutional arrangements are coherent with international norms and 
good practices to minimize the risks and maximize the development gains of migration. 

There are two distinctive dashboards: one from the perspective of the country of origin 
and one from the perspective of the country of destination. There are 48 indicators on 
the first dashboard and 62 indicators in the latter. They are categorized by function within 
five policy dimensions, namely (a) promoting institutional coherence; (b) protecting the 
rights of migrants and their families; (c) promoting the (re)integration of migrants and 
(d) enhancing the development impact of diaspora engagement. The dashboards allow 
for three levels of analysis: (i) within-country, and across countries at the level of (ii) policy 
dimensions and (iii) indicator.

Method The dashboards of indicators have been operationalised in 15 countries: Bosnia and 
Herzegovina, Cabo Verde, Germany, Jamaica, Kenya, Moldova, Morocco, the Philippines, 
Portugal, the Netherlands, Serbia, Sri Lanka, Sweden, Switzerland, and Trinidad and 
Tobago. Two-thirds of the countries piloting the dashboards are coded as countries of 
origin, while a third of the participating countries are coded as countries of destination.

Information on the various indicators in each country context is gathered through: 

desk research and 

questionnaires completed by national focal points. These questionnaires were prepared 
by the working group’s research team, and responses to the questionnaires were 
organized and submitted by national focal points, who are responsible for coordinating 
with relevant ministries to gather necessary inputs.

The final codes and code justifications were checked by at least three researchers before 
they were shared with country focal points for validation.
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Key messages Sri Lanka specific findings:

Sri Lanka has a significant number of emigrants, many of whom work as domestic 
workers or in the construction industry in the Gulf States. Corresponding to 8.5 

and studies have highlighted their relevance for food security and agriculture. 

Sri Lanka has started establishing a range of important processes, institutions and 
policies relevant to migration. As figures 5.24 and 5.25 illustrate, while the country 
scores high when it comes to the cost of migration, there remains room to add relevant 

Sri Lanka has a dedicated National Migration Health Policy that covers emigrants and 
families left behind, internal migrants as well as returning migrants.

While Sri Lanka established a migration profile in 2013 that counts as a national 

because the report involved only the Ministry of Foreign Employment Promotion and 
Welfare, potentially missing out on collating data from other ministries and agencies. 

Laudably, Sri Lanka has a National Steering Committee on Migration Health. This is 
an important institution to promote the health of migrants. However, as this specific 
committee leaves many key areas of migration without structured intragovernmental 
discussion, it does not amount to a full-fledged interagency mechanism, for example, 
a body or committee that allows for the consideration of migration (and development) 

indicator 2.3). Its Bureau of Foreign Employment monitors, controls and regulates 
recruitment agencies, setting a variety of conditions and standards for those wishing 
to match workers across borders. 

Not only does Sri Lanka have agreements avoiding double taxation with 11 of its 17 
main destination countries, it has also entered into such agreements with another 27 

emigrants.

Limitations The sample selection, it should be noted, limits the generalisability of the findings. 
Countries that volunteered to participate may already have a track record of coherent 
policies and institutions relevant to migration and development. The analysis of the 15 
sample countries is thus not indicative of the trends in a larger group of countries. This 
report’s discussion of the findings serves to illustrate the usefulness of the dashboards 
and to advance policy learning from the 15 participating countries. Future reiterations 
of dashboard data with the participation of a larger number of countries will provide the 
basis for in-depth research and for understanding the diffusion and adoption of certain 
public policies in the future.

Conclusions N/A
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Summary of existing research

Most of the research has been commissioned and published by IOM and ILO, usually as part of projects 

have also contributed to the discourse on similar topic areas. Global publications provide guidance for fair 
recruitment and definitions of “recruitment costs”. Existing research primarily focuses on the Sri Lanka–
Middle East corridor, with particular focus on Gulf Cooperation Countries (GCC). These studies map out 

the paper Improving Recruitment Agency Business Practices in Sri Lanka (ILO) provides a thorough and 
comprehensive analysis of existing recruitment practices with practical suggestions on improving the 
industry, while the paper on Recruitment Intermediaries in Foreign Employment (IOM) provides a glimpse 
into the background, motivations and role of intermediaries in the foreign employment industry. Finally, 
Unscrupulous Recruitment Practices And Its Impact On External And Internal Human Trafficking introduces 

With regards to best practices in fair and ethical recruitment, only two publications were found: (a) Benefits 
of fair recruitment across the Nepal-Jordan corridor; and (b) A Best Practice Guide on Ethical Recruitment of 
Migrant Workers developed by a New York based organization. Both publications share good practices which 
could be replicated in the South and South-East Asia region. However, there is hardly any assessment and 
compilation of best practices in fair recruitment within Sri Lanka. Conversations with licensed recruitment 
agents in Sri Lanka suggest that a number of agencies have adopted a variety of good and innovative 
practices. These should ideally be documented and disseminated across the sector as recognition of their 
good work as well as inspiration and motivation for other agents. 

Furthermore, the existing research on recruitment practices focuses primarily on the Arab states. If Sri Lanka 
is keen on diversifying the labour market for foreign employment (in terms of employment categories and 
destination countries), then additional corridors such as Europe and South-East Asia (Japan and South Korea) 
should be explored further. 

workers, brings to fore an urgent need to review and assess on-going recruitment practices. The sudden 
influx of aspiring and prospective migrant workers is evident through the significant increase of applicants 
for new passports. However, foreign employment registrations remain low. This suggests a disconnect in 
migration patterns and raises concerns as to whether there is an increase in irregular migration. Furthermore, 
the profile of aspiring and prospective migrant workers may have further diversified, with an increase of 
professionals migrating, include public sector officials at risk of losing their jobs. In order for the SLBFE to 
meet the demands of aspiring migrant workers, rapid assessments and research on current migration and 
recruitment trends are recommended. 

Topics for further exploration

Rapid assessment and research of current migration and recruitment patterns as a result of the on-
going economic crises in Sri Lanka, including assessing profiles and needs of new groups of aspiring 
migrant workers.

Assessment of ethical recruitment practices in Sri Lanka and compliance with the COEC in Sri Lanka.

Research of recruitment practices for alternative migration corridors such as recruitment to South 
Korea, Japan, Israel, and Cyprus. The research should include assessment of overall migrant worker well-
being, patterns on remittances and return/reintegration, and best-practices.

Comparative analysis of different recruitment modalities (e.g., Government to government recruitment, 
through foreign employment agents or through friends and family), including focus on overall migrant 
worker well-being and satisfaction.

Review and assessment of existing national or regional best practices in foreign employment 
recruitment, which could be introduced in Sri Lanka.

As a general rule, it is recommended all future research be disaggregated according to gender of migrant 
worker (i.e., male vs. female), skills category of the migrant worker (i.e., professional, low-skilled, etc.) and 
country or region of destination.

Furthermore, the existing research on recruitment practices focuses primarily on the Arab states. If Sri Lanka 
is keen on diversifying the labour market for foreign employment (in terms of employment categories and 
destination countries), then additional corridors such as Europe and South-East Asia (Japan and the Republic 
of Korea) should be explored further.

Research of recruitment practices for alternative migration corridors such as recruitment to the Republic 
of Korea, Japan, Israel, and Cyprus. The research should include assessment of overall migrant worker 
wellbeing, patterns on remittances and return/reintegration, and best-practices.

Comparative analysis of different recruitment modalities (Government to government recruitment, 
through foreign employment agents or through friends and family), including focus on overall migrant 
worker well-being and satisfaction.

As a general rule, it is recommended all future research be disaggregated according to gender of migrant
worker (male vs. female), skills category of the migrant worker (professional, low-skilled, and so on)and
country or region of destination.
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15. Improving recruitment agency business practices in Sri Lanka

Synopsis The overall goal of this study is to provide recommendations for improving business 
practices in recruitment for foreign employment with a view to reducing the costs 
for migrant workers. To do so, it is important to add transparency to the discussion 
on recruitment costs from the perspective of the recruitment industry to encourage 
recruitment agencies to establish and adhere to fair recruitment processes and reduce 
incentives for exploitation of workers. As such, the three main objectives of this study are: 
(a) to analyse the existing modalities in the recruitment of Sri Lankan workers for foreign 
employment; (b) to understand the costs borne by recruitment agencies under each 
modality; and (c) to provide recommendations/suggestions for agents and others involved 
in migration governance on how to reduce costs/shift these costs away from workers. 

Method To achieve these objectives, the study adopts a qualitative approach where primary data 
is collected via Key Informant Interviews (KIIs) in five districts in Sri Lanka spanning five 
employment sectors. The data collected is analysed in a descriptive approach to highlight 
dominant themes, patterns and connections. 

Key messages The study finds that there are four recruitment modalities operational in Sri Lanka, 
namely: (a) employer to employee direct employment (Er-Ee); (b) recruitment via only a 

and Sri Lanka (A-A); and (d) government to government (G-G). The examination of these 
different recruitment modalities via KIIs revealed that they have come into effect mainly to 
solve efficiency and trust issues in the recruitment process. The involvement of agents can 
also be seen as a labour supply chain issue, which creates opportunities for corruption, 
mismanagement and lower accountability in the process. In addition, the migrant worker 
and the employer may each end up paying a recruitment fee to the two agencies involved.

The recruitment process followed by licensed agents in Sri Lanka broadly involves initiation 

approval from the SLBFE, (b) sourcing, screening and selecting migrants, (c) fulfilling 
documentation requirements, and (d) obtaining final approval from the SLBFE. Throughout 
each stage of the process recruitment agents incur associated costs. The SLBFE stipulates 
a maximum amount that the recruitment agent can charge the migrant worker, however, 
not all cost components incurred by recruitment agents are covered under the maximum 
chargeable fee calculation. 

As such, some recruitment agents interviewed in this study informally charge the migrants 
fees in excess of the maximum chargeable fee declared by the SLBFE. In addition to this 
cost-related issue, other challenges faced by recruitment agents include migrants not 
following through with the recruitment process, complaints by agents and employers in 

issues with the pre-departure training, excessive competition and related unprofessional 
marketing by recruitment agents and the absence of a national marketing campaign/
strategy for migrant workers from Sri Lanka. To address some of these challenges, agents 
have devised their own strategies. However, the overall challenge of freeing up the migrant 
from the recruitment cost burden remains a challenge in most foreign employment 
recruitment sectors in Sri Lanka. 

In analysing the possibility of passing the recruitment cost to the employer, two key 
challenges are the limited transparency in the recruitment process, and the high level of 
competition and the related absence of a level playing field in recruitment. However, an 
aspect that shows promise and thus is worth exploring is the impact of such a move on the 
overall costs and profitability of the employer.

Conclusions The report proposes some recommendations directed towards licensed recruitment 
agents, the SLBFE and the industry itself, with the objective of curbing the tendency of 
recruitment agents to charge fees beyond the maximum chargeable amount stipulated by 
the SLBFE, and of moving towards a model of employer-pays-all in recruitment for foreign 
employment. 
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16. Unscrupulous recruitment practices and its impact on external and 

Synopsis Human trafficking, long identified as one of the fastest growing criminal enterprises in 
the world, starts as a clandestine and hidden process but continues to exploit victims over 
a long period of time through forced labour, sexual and other forms of exploitation. The 

of migrants being trafficked and have created new and unknown dangers for both 
potential migrants seeking employment as well as for migrant workers who are already in 
employment overseas. 

A need has therefore arisen to assess the increased vulnerability to become victims of 
human trafficking of potential migrant workers; those persons whose planned migration 
has had to be abandoned due to pandemic restrictions; migrant workers who have lost 
their employment overseas and are stranded or unable to return home; and to identify and 
document emerging approaches by unethical or unlawful recruiters and criminals to take 

conditions. An examination of the unscrupulous recruitment patterns, in the past and 
emerging in the pandemic conditions, will therefore indicate the nature of vulnerabilities 
that need to be addressed to minimize the likelihood of being trafficked through internal 
and external migration processes.

Method The Rapid Assessment is based on a desk review/literature review (Recent studies/
international reports/legislation/Action plans/policies), as well as stakeholder interviews 

the interviews were carried out online as well as through a brief questionnaire where the 
technology was not accessible. 

The report examines the international and national legal framework on human trafficking 
to identify existing trafficking related provisions and policies, especially those on 

related restrictions is the increased activities of ‘sub-agents’ or ‘recruitment intermediaries’ 
who make first contact with potential migrant workers and play a central role in facilitating 
migration since they may now be compelled to rely solely on the subagents for all aspects 
of their migration; this increases vulnerability to exploitation if the sub-agent is involved 
in the trafficking process. The increasing trend for Sri Lankan migrant workers to migrate 
through personal contacts rather than through licensed agents also poses added risks 
as there may be an increased likelihood of such migrants staying outside of regulatory 
mechanisms thereby becoming potential victims of trafficking.

Key messages
of origin like Sri Lanka, coupled with rising unemployment, will result in an increased ‘push’ 
factor; however, as regular migration channels are unlikely to be available in the immediate 
future, it is likely that many potential migrants may choose to migrate through irregular, 
unsafe channels. For similar reasons, increasing informality of employment and reduced 
resources for enforcement and protection is likely to result in increasing vulnerability of 
impacted groups such as unemployed and children. Therefore, specific action will need to 
be taken to reduce such vulnerability both in Sri Lanka as well as in destination countries. 
One of the main challenges in developing responses to address these challenges is the 

recruitment practices for migration possibly due to many of the reporting, investigating 
and awareness raising mechanisms becoming non-operational as a result of restrictions 
aimed at preventing the spread of infection. 
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Conclusions The report concludes with short and medium-term recommendations to counteract the 
increased vulnerability of migrant workers to trafficking and other forms of exploitation 
such as increasing community awareness of the unscrupulous recruitment methods 
adopted by traffickers and criminals, training of key local government and grass-roots 
level leaders as well as civil society leaders to recognize trafficking in their communities, 
developing social media tools to create awareness amongst young people and youth 
organizations to identify and report unscrupulous recruitment and possible victims of 
trafficking, and strengthening of state agencies tasked with preventing human trafficking 
as well as those providing assistance to victims. Other medium to long term initiatives are 
also highlighted, such as the inclusion of vulnerable groups economic recovery assistance 
programs, extending protection and assistance programmes in receiving countries 
to survivors of trafficking, and irregular migrants, and providing more employment 
opportunities in Sri Lanka to potential migrant workers seeking to migrate through unsafe 
processes. 

Nepal-Jordan corridor

Synopsis The ILO’s Integrated Programme on Fair Recruitment conducted a fair recruitment pilot 
for migrants in the garment sector moving through the Nepal-Jordan corridor in 2017-18, 
during which a fair recruitment agency sent 130 female Nepali workers to four garment 
factories in Jordan. Tufts University carried out an impact assessment of the pilot between 
April 2017 and November 2018. As the ILO’s first impact assessment of a fair recruitment 
initiative, the research showcases the benefits fair recruitment practices for both workers 
and employers and also builds evidence to further promote change in recruitment 
practices globally.

Method The study compared data from conventionally recruited workers and fairly recruited 
workers and assessed how their experience was affected by the elements of fair 
recruitment: 

“Employer pays principle”: Elimination of recruitment fees and related costs.

Informing workers about the terms of their contract in a language they understand.

Informing workers about working conditions prior to migration (pre-departure 
orientation).

Ensuring workers have control over their official documents.

Screening job seekers to match skills with jobs.

A sample of 81 ‘fairly’ recruited migrant workers were surveyed upon arrival in Kathmandu, 
prior to departing Kathmandu, on arrival in Jordan, and up to 15 months after arrival. 
Conventionally recruited workers (sample of 190 workers) were surveyed upon arrival in 
Jordan and up to 15 months after arrival. Qualitative interviews were conducted with 13 
migrant workers and 5 factory managers and buyers.

Key messages Benefits of fair recruitment for workers: 

More positive personality traits and more control over their working conditions. 

A better understanding of the terms of their contracts and are more trusting. 

More likely to reach their production targets. 

Evidence of positive impact: 

Fair recruitment increases worker voice and well-being. 

Zero recruitment fees benefit workers and employers. 

Fair recruitment fosters an improved working environment. 

Fair recruitment positively impacts performance at work. 

confidence

affected
effort

benefits 
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Key messages

(contd.)

The study also tried to estimate how fair recruitment affects overall outcomes for workers 
such as work and life satisfaction, confidence or mental health, and what impact the fair 
recruitment pilot has on employers and on the factory environment. 

Worker Voice and Well-being:

Understanding the contract  increases workers’ confidence in voicing their opinion 
at work, being more comfortable in making a complaint or a suggestion and in 
seeking help from supervisors. 

Understanding the contract  reduces the feeling of being troubled and increases 
satisfaction with working conditions and with life. 

Key conclusion: The investment that fair recruitment practices made in helping workers fully 
understand the terms of their contracts is the driver to migrant workers having voice. 

Zero-recruitment fees benefits workers and employers:

Benefits to workers  the payment of fees is associated with a lack of clarity around 
pay, dehumanization (feeling small, frustrated, angry, unimportant), poorer mental 
health, greater vulnerability to abuse, greater migration regret, more days absent and 
lower productivity. 

Benefits to employers  workers that paid fees are less likely to reach their production 
targets and report a poorer match between their skills and the job they were recruited 
for. Workers that paid fees are less likely to understand the link between how much 
they work and how much they are paid.

Key conclusion: Employers may be adversely affected by recruitment fees because workers who 
paid fees don’t perceive a link between what they receive in pay and their effort in the workplace 
and so are less likely to reach production targets.

Fair Recruitment Fosters an Improved Factory Environment:

Greater comfort in seeking help from supervisors and reduced conflict with 
supervisors for fairly recruited workers  increases the probability of reaching the 
production target; reduces days late and thoughts about quitting. 

Reduced Vulnerability Of Fairly Recruited Workers To Sexual Harassment  reduces 
days late and frequency of thoughts of quitting. 

Key conclusion: fair recruitment fosters a healthier social structure in the factory, with benefits 
for the worker well-being and for productivity. 

Fair Recruitment Impacts Performance at Work:

Reporting contract deception  reduces conventionally recruited worker’s sense of 
control over stressful events and their belief they can change their lives by changing 
their behaviour; increases the likeliness that CRWs are late or absent from work and 
thoughts of quitting. 

Independently of contract deception, fair recruitment  directly affects a worker’s 
ability to control stress and to have a sense of control over important things in their 
life and directly affects the likelihood of workers being late or absent from work and to 
have thoughts about quitting. 

Key conclusion: the earlier prospective migrants learn about actual pay, hours and working 
conditions, the more likely they are able to make an informed decision about migration; and, 
once at work, the less likely they are to be late or absent from work and to think about quitting. 
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Conclusions To allow workers to make an informed decision, fair recruitment interventions should start 
as early as possible in the recruitment process, ideally before the decision to migrate is 
made. 

Pre-departure trainings that promote detailed understanding of the contract and of 
working and living conditions abroad are critical aspects of fair recruitment 

Fair recruitment interventions need to employ a comprehensive view of the 
recruitment journey focusing on both the recruitment process and the working and 
living conditions in the countries of destination 

Future interventions should pay attention to the possibility that employers might try 
to levy internalised recruitment costs indirectly through, for example, reduced pay, 
reduced bonus payments, or longer working hours 

Workers should be provided with a point of contact and a possible avenue for 
complaints and a remedy to counteract potential abuses of workers’ trust, which they 
have built up by being involved in a fair recruitment scheme and relying on existing 
rules 

Interventions should take into account that there might be a discrepancy between 
employers’ perception about the extent to which they are already employing fair 
recruitment practices and the reality which might not be in line with ILO standards.

18. An empirical study of the factors that motivate Sri Lankan 

professionals to migrate to Qatar

Synopsis
professional migrants from Sri Lanka. However, with the boom in the petroleum industry of 
the GCC countries in the 1970s, the Gulf has increasingly become an appealing destination 
for Sri Lankan professional migrants. Among Gulf countries, Qatar is the most common 
destination. A combination of various factors motivates highly skilled Sri Lankan workers 
to migrate to the GCC in general and Qatar in particular. The primary objective of this 
paper is to analyse these factors. The study is based on primary data gathered via in-depth 
interviews with 12 key informants and an online survey of 125 professionals. The sample 
for the questionnaire was selected using a combination of non-probability methods and 
the data gathered was analysed using a mixed methodology. The study identifies that 
among the numerous factors that influence Sri Lankan professionals to migrate to the 
GCC, the tax-free salary which the respondents believe to be higher than the disposable 

are the most crucial in migrating to GCC nations.

Method Out of the many categories of Sri Lankan professionals working in Qatar, three were 
selected for this study, (a) engineering; (b) quantity surveying; and (c) accounting. These 
three professions were selected since each of them have a substantial number of Sri Lankan 
migrants working in Qatar and have well-established professional bodies encompassing 
a significant proportion of the total number of Sri Lankan engineers, quantity surveyors 
and accountants in Qatar. This study is solely based on primary data gathered through two 
instruments; (a) an online questionnaire; and (b) in-depth interviews with key informants. 

Twelve semi-structured interviews were conducted with key informants identified by 
the researchers through judgemental sampling. These key informants included three 
members of the executive committee of the Institute of Engineers Sri Lanka (IESL) – Qatar 
Chapter, an office-bearer from the Society of Sri Lankan Quantity Surveyors (SLQS) – 
Qatar as well as engineers, quantity surveyors and accountants with two to ten years of 
experience in Qatar. 
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Method 
(contd.)

Altogether, the online questionnaire was sent out to more than 600 professionals (around 
500 quantity surveyors, 70 engineers, 50 accountants) but received only 125 responses 
(20.8 per cent). This sample of 125 includes 64 quantity surveyors, 47 engineers and 14 
accountants. Even though the numbers of engineers and accountants in the sample is far 
below than that of quantity surveyors, the authors do not consider it as a limitation since 
it is assumed that the number of Sri Lankan quantity surveyors in Qatar far exceeds those 
of engineers and accountants. 

All the data gathered were used in a mixed-method analysis to gain more precise in-depth 
insights into various aspects of the migration of Sri Lankan professionals to Qatar. The KIIs 
were used in thematic qualitative analysis, whereas the information collected through the 
online survey was analysed using quantitative methods.

Key messages According to the survey results and key informant interviews, the tax-free salaries provided 
in GCC nations which the respondents believe to be higher than the disposable income 

popular option amongst Sri Lankan professional migrants. Apart from that, complexities 

to a Gulf state. This suggests that migration is not always a free choice even for highly 
skilled migrants and the complexities in immigration systems limit their decision-making 
power. On the other hand, among the factors that influenced Sri Lankan professionals in 
Qatar to migrate to Qatar over other Gulf countries, the availability of job opportunities 
due to ongoing massive construction projects aiming for the FIFA world cup in 2022 and 
the relatively liberal atmosphere in the country are prominent. 

Among the income, career and quality-of-life-related factors that motivate Sri Lankan 
professionals to migrate to Qatar, the income-related factors play the most significant 
role followed by career-related factors while the quality-of-life related factors play only a 
minimal role. Conversely, the quality-of-life related factors play the most significant role in 
the migration decision of Sri Lankan professionals in Qatar who intend to eventually settle 

implies that even though professionals who migrate to the GCC are primarily motivated 

quality-of-life-related factors. 

Limitations Since a complete list of Sri Lankan professionals currently working in Qatar is not available, 
the researchers had to resort to the use of non-probability methods of sampling. Therefore, 
the extent to which the selected sample of Sri Lankan professional migrants represents 
the entire population of Sri Lankan professional migrants in Qatar remains unknown, and 
it is the primary limitation of this study. Secondly, the researchers had to limit the research 
to three categories of professions (quantity surveyors, engineers and accountants) due to 
time constraints. Even though these three categories of professions are presumed to be 
among the top five categories that mostly represent the Sri Lankan professional migrant 
population in Qatar, limiting the study to these three professions makes the analysis 
somewhat biased towards these occupations. 

Conclusions N/A
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19. Review of law, policy and practice of recruitment of migrant workers 

in Sri Lanka

Synopsis The Fair Recruitment Initiative of the International Labour Organization (ILO) aims to 
address abusive and fraudulent recruitment practices as an important element of reducing 
labour migration costs and thus improving development outcomes for migrant workers 
and their families. The objective of the General Principles and Operational Guidelines for 
Fair Recruitment adopted by the ILO in 2016 is to inform the current and future work 
of the ILO and of other organizations, national legislatures, and the social partners on 
promoting and ensuring fair recruitment. As part of its Fair Recruitment Initiative and 
with the support of the European Union, the ILO is undertaking a three-year project titled 
Global Action to Improve the Recruitment Framework of Labour Migration (REFRAME). 
Its aim is to reduce abusive practices and violations of human and labour rights during 
the recruitment process and maximize the protection of migrant workers and their 
contribution to development. In Sri Lanka, this project examines the migration corridor 
from Sri Lanka to the Middle East. 

This review, undertaken with the REFRAME project, supports the improvement of 
legislative and policy frameworks on recruitment, institutional capacities of stakeholders 
to implement initiatives on fair recruitment, and aims to increase accessibility to accurate 
information, knowledge, tools on fair recruitment for migrant workers and other relevant 
stakeholders. Based on identified gaps in current practices and processes in relation to 
the ILO Principles and Guidelines and through stakeholder interviews and a survey of 
prior research, recommendations are made to overcome these gaps and to ensure fair 
recruitment to migrant workers.

Method This review is based on published and unpublished material (cited in the list of references 
at the end of the report) produced during the last ten years, and statistical information 
dating back to 1990. Stakeholder interviews with the ALFEA, trade unions working for the 
interests of migrant workers, non-governmental/civil society organizations, the SLBFE, 

to map the process of recruitment of migrant workers, identify challenges and issues for 
resolution and to formulate recommendations. 

Conclusions Separate the SLBFE’s functions: A review of the SLBFE Act and the functions of the SLBFE 
should be undertaken to assess the possibility of separating the regulatory, employment 
promotion and welfare aspects of its operations into three parallel agencies. 

Extend protection to inward bound migrants: The NLMP as well as constitutional provisions 
on freedom of association currently exclude inbound migrant workers from protection. 
Other aspects, such as access to national adjudication processes and the right to remain 
within the country until such an adjudication is complete, need to also be assured if Sri 
Lanka is to fulfil its obligations under ratified ILO Conventions. 

Reconsider the need for and process of obtaining the FBR: The FBR discriminates against 
women and especially mothers. In its place, implement a comprehensive social protection 
plan to create an environment where all children can be safe from harm, abuse and 
neglect, such as the proposed Family Care Plan. 

Expand employment opportunities to provide alternatives to migration for employment: 
Further expand employment opportunities in Sri Lanka by implementing employment 
generation plans for both men and women in regional and rural areas. Greater employment 
choices in-country will help minimize the number of workers who feel compelled to 
migrate abroad for work. 

Ensure enforceability of contracts in destination countries: The tripartite signature 
arrangement between the migrant worker, an SLBFE official, and the recruitment agent 
when entering into employment contracts needs to be reintroduced. This is especially 
pertinent for domestic workers who are not covered by labour legislation in destination 
countries and therefore, the contract may be the only legal protection such workers have. 
In addition, SLBFE data indicates that most complaints by workers are related to breaches 
of contract. 
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Conclusions 
(contd.)

Protect all migrant workers regardless of registration: The SLBFE should provide protection 
to all migrant workers, regardless of the channel of migration they used to arrive in a 
destination country – either through a LFEA, on self-basis or without registration. The lack 
of protection for those migrating without registration remains a breach of International 
Conventions and the provisions of the SLBFE Act. Other workers such as seafarers, who 
are also migrant workers, but who are employed on a different basis and under different 
national and international regulations, should also be protected under relevant legislation.

20. Fair recruitment country brief: Sri Lanka

Synopsis The Global Action to Improve the REFRAME project seeks to work in partnership with ILO 
constituents in the country to address some of the challenges related to the recruitment 
of migrant workers in line with the ILO’s General Principles and Operational Guidelines for 
Fair Recruitment. This policy brief summarizes some of the identified challenges and the 
areas of priority for the REFRAME project intervention during the biennium 2018-19. 

Method The challenges and opportunities have been identified based on a literature review, 
research conducted by the REFRAME project, and through national consultations. 

Key messages Main Labour Migration Trends in Sri Lanka include:

Steadily increasing migration flows which have slowed in recent years, possibly due to 
increased regulatory measures particularly for women migrant workers, which may 
have pushed them towards informal and unregistered migration.

Concentration of flows toward low-skilled occupations in the Arab States: The top 
four countries of destination – Saudi Arabia, Kuwait, the United Arab Emirates and 
Qatar – alone hosted almost 80 per cent of all Sri Lankan labour migrants in 2017. 
Migrant workers from Sri Lanka have also predominantly been concentrated in low-
skilled occupations, which are often excluded from effective labour protection in the 
destination country. 

Recent shifts in the gender composition of registered migration flows, primarily as 
a result of the directive of the FBR, effectively preventing women domestic workers 
with children under the age of five from migration for work overseas. This may 
however have the unintended consequences of pushing women into more irregular, 
unprotected recruitment and migration channels.

Skills mismatch: some labour market trend analyses reveal an extensive gap in the 
skills that are supplied and those that are in demand in countries of destination. The 
demand for migrant workers in GCC countries is higher than the Sri Lankan labour 
force can meet, and migrant workers are often low-skilled or are not equipped 
with skill sets that are in demand. Reasons for this mismatch include: (a) Given the 
increasing education levels in Sri Lanka, there is an inability to meet the demand for 
low- and semi-skilled workers; (b) The weak quality of vocational training provided and 
the lack recognition of Sri Lankan qualifications at the destination country, and the 
overall lack of harmonisation of qualification frameworks between Sri Lanka and the 
GCC countries further contribute to the skills mismatch.

Weak enforcement of recruitment regulation, widespread informality and abuse at 
the recruitment stage. Several challenges related to recruitment exist and may be 
exacerbated by this recent dynamic, including: (a) The predominance of informal, 
unregulated recruitment agents or brokers operating outside the current legal 
frameworks. These brokers are often operating at local level and are individuals 
trusted by local communities and prospective migrants. Their role, often central in the 
recruitment process, is currently not regulated; and (b) Insufficient pre-decision and 
pre-departure information (e.g., about rights at work, employment conditions, and 
welfare services available for migrant workers and their families). 
pre-departure information (for an example about rights at work, employment conditions, 
and welfare services available for migrant workers and their families).
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Key messages 
(contd.)

Limited access to justice and dispute resolution mechanisms: In the destination 
countries, due to language barriers, fear of retribution, or an insecure migration 
status, migrant workers face many challenges in accessing grievance and other 
dispute resolution mechanisms for an alleged violation of their rights during the 
recruitment process. Upon return, migrant workers who have registered with the 
SLBFE can access complaint mechanisms and are covered by a specialized insurance 
scheme. However, the current grievance handling system is not considered sufficiently 
trustworthy by many migrant workers, and many migrant workers have little 
confidence in the relationship between recruitment agencies and the SLBFE and 
perceive the system as biased in favour of the recruitment agencies.

Weak representation of migrant workers and of labour migration concerns within 
workers’ organizations. While trade unions in Sri Lanka have a long history of 
engaging with migrant workers, the consistency and coordination of their actions has 
often been limited and recently there has been relatively little engagement of trade 
unions on the issue of labour migration.

21. General principles and operational guidelines for fair recruitment and 

Synopsis The objective of these non-binding ILO general principles and operational guidelines for 
fair recruitment (hereafter “principles and guidelines”) is to inform the current and future 
work of the ILO and of other organizations, national legislatures, and the social partners 
on promoting and ensuring fair recruitment. 

The definition of recruitment fees and related costs is guided by international labour 
standards and should be read together with the ILO General Principles and Operational 
Guidelines for Fair Recruitment. As such, it recognizes the principle that workers shall not 
be charged directly or indirectly, in whole or in part, any fees or related costs for their 
recruitment. 

Method These principles and guidelines are derived from a number of sources. The primary 
sources are international labour standards and related ILO instruments. Other sources 
and good practices have also been consulted. All the sources are listed in the appendix to 
this document. 

The definition of Recruitment Fees and Related Costs is based on the findings of the ILO’s 
global comparative research which analysed different member States’ national laws and 
policies and international voluntary codes and guidance on recruitment fees and related 
costs. It considers the practical realities and context-specific conditions that workers, 
labour recruiters, enterprises and employers face. 

Key messages The publication provides detailed description, explanation and definitions of the following:

General Principles of Fair Recruitment

Operational Guidelines for Fair Recruitment, including

– Responsibilities of Governments

– Responsibilities of enterprises and public employment services, including labour 
recruiters and employers. 

– Recruitment fees

– Related costs

– Illegitimate, unreasonable and undisclosed costs

Conclusions N/A
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22. Recruitment intermediaries in the foreign employment industry in 

Sri Lanka

Synopsis Recruitment for foreign employment in Sri Lanka involves many stakeholders and 
informal recruitment intermediaries identified as “Sub-Agents” play an integral role in 
the process. This comprehensive study involves a survey of 405 sub agents from nine 
districts representing the nine provinces in Sri Lanka. The study aims to expand the 
understanding of the current situation of recruitment intermediaries to facilitate evidence-
based policy formulation on regulating recruitment intermediaries and contributing to 
the implementation of measures outlined in the recently submitted Cabinet Paper (No: 

Sri Lanka. Given the history of unethical recruitment practices, ranging from financial 
fraud and misinformation to abuse, harassment and human trafficking, attributed to 
recruitment intermediaries, the recommendations of the study support larger concerted 
efforts to regularise recruitment intermediaries (sub-agents) in the Sri Lankan labour 
emigration sector. 

Method The overarching objective of this study was to better understand how the recruitment 
intermediaries operate and to support and promote protection and rights of Sri Lankan 
migrant workers. The methodology involved a comprehensive two-pronged data collection 
schematic on recruitment intermediaries. The first segment involved quantitative data 
collection by means of a sample survey of 405 recruitment intermediaries from 12 districts, 
representing all nine provinces in Sri Lanka. The second segment involved qualitative data 

informant interviews (KIIs) with SLBFE officials, foreign employment development officers 

with recruitment intermediaries. 

Key messages The survey indicates the carrying out of illegal activities by recruitment intermediaries: 
In addition to legitimate services performed on behalf of licensed recruitment agents 
and potential migrants, qualitative data revealed recruitment intermediaries were 
also often entrusted with illegal activities, such as forging documents. Specifically, 
one male recruitment intermediary from Rideegama, Kurunegala indicated that 
many licensed agencies faced issues due to the FBR requirements and recruitment 
intermediaries were entrusted to perform illegal activities, mainly forging the FBR, 
to fulfil this requirement. Furthermore, a case study with a recruitment intermediary 

occupation by engaging in financial fraud, while a licensed agency from Kegalle 

premises of the agency and collect money from the migrant, without taking the 
potential migrant inside the agency office, and merely pretending that there is 
involvement of the agency. 

The main reasons behind the existence of recruitment intermediaries: In tracing the 
emergence of foreign employment-focused recruitment intermediaries in Sri Lanka, 
the predominant reason given was potential migrants’ lack confidence in unknown 
licensed recruitment agents. Specifically, 79 per cent of recruitment intermediaries 
in the survey reported this was the main reason for the emergence of recruitment 
intermediaries in Sri Lanka. Another key reason indicated by more than 76 per cent 
of recruitment intermediaries was the inability of licensed agencies to visit villages 
to find potential migrants. Other important reasons included migrants and family 
members’ familiarity with a recruitment intermediary and the related ease to address 
recruitment and migration-related issues as well as the need to assist potential 
migrants to fulfil documentary requirements for migration. 
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Key messages
(contd.)

Intermediary-to-intermediary collaboration: Survey data points to interactions 
between recruitment intermediaries in common geographical areas. For instance, 
35 per cent of recruitment intermediaries agreed they collaborated with other 
recruitment intermediaries to scout potential migrants, while 31 per cent exchanged 
information on the availability of migrants for different job categories. Other instances 
of collaboration include redirecting potential migrants to other licensed, country-
specific agencies, cooperating to address problems and exchanges of information 
and other agencies. Only 8.48 per cent of respondents indicated monetary disputes 
among recruitment intermediaries due to such collaboration. Similar findings were 
also evident from qualitative data. 

A key takeaway from international experiences is despite laws in place, there were 
limited incentives for recruitment intermediaries to formalize their status. As such, 
Sri Lankan regulators need to be conscious of this fact and implement regulations that 
enable recruitment intermediaries, rather than restrict them. Findings of this study 
suggest recruitment intermediaries were agreeable to being formalized as it would 
give them ‘credibility’. However, they are resistant to being regulated by agencies and 
prefer to be registered with government actors.

Conclusions With regards to the revision of the SLBFE Act, a multi-agency taskforce should be 
established to support the committee which has already been appointed by the MoL&FE. 
The proposed taskforce would comprise of government officials from the MoL&FE and 
SLBFE, licensed recruitment agents, recruitment intermediaries, CSOs, relevant United 
Nations agencies, law enforcement stakeholders and academia. The purpose of the task 
force would be to provide technical guidance in terms of specific details in regulating 
recruitment intermediaries in line with recommendations provided in this report. The 
SLBFE, as the regulator of the industry, is recommended to chair the proposed task force. 

For the benefit of the taskforce, the report recommends the following procedures to enlist 
recruitment intermediaries for consideration:

Expression of interest for registration 

Legal recognition of enlisted recruitment intermediary 

Identification card to enlisted recruitment intermediaries 

Code of Ethical Conduct (COEC) for recruitment intermediaries 

Training and development for recruitment intermediaries 

Monitoring and evaluation of recruitment intermediaries’ practices 

Complaint handling mechanism 

23. Best practice guidance on ethical recruitment of migrant workers

Synopsis The purpose of ICCR’s Best Practice Guidance on Ethical Recruitment of Migrant Workers is 
to highlight the steps some leading companies have made that may serve as examples or 
models for other companies looking to implement ethical recruitment policies, and drive 
change at the recruitment agency level. By examining eight companies in high-risk sectors, 
ICCR provides an analysis of emerging best practices in the development of corporate 
ethical recruitment policies and identifies gaps where improvement is needed. We hope 
this analysis will serve companies, suppliers, workers and the investment community. 
Several of these case studies are based on ICCR member engagements. Additional case 
studies are the result of research furnished by Social Accountability International (SAI). 

Corporate Responsibility to Respect Human Rights:

Although labour brokers and recruitment agencies are directly responsible for using some 
of these unethical practices, companies and their suppliers that hire or contract with these 
agencies have a responsibility to take concrete steps to eliminate forced labour. Companies 
may be facilitating forced labour unwittingly through their own recruitment processes. For 
this reason, corporate human rights due diligence around recruitment is critical. 
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Synopsis 
(contd.)

Government’s Role in Enforcing Ethical Recruitment: 

Governments with weak labour laws and inadequate regulation of recruitment agencies 
may inadvertently play a role in facilitating forced labour. In 2016, the ILO Governing 
Body issued general principles and operational guidelines for fair recruitment with 
recommendations for governments, as well as companies and labour recruiters, to 
promote fair recruitment practices and protect migrant workers from exploitation.

Method

Key messages The eight companies participating in case studies represent an array of industries from 
food and beverage to apparel, electronics and agriculture, and are located in the Asia-
Pacific region (India, Thailand, Malaysia, Taiwan), Africa and the United States. Through 
this study we identified the following best practices for companies and suppliers to 
eliminate forced labour from global supply chains: 

Policy development: 

Adopt a forward-facing (public) policy and a guidance document that addresses the 
recruitment of migrant workers, including the prohibition of worker-paid fees, passport/
personal paper confiscation and a written contract with the terms of employment in the 
language of the worker (3-pillar model). Map the entire supply chain including products, 
services and labour to identify the risks and, with the support of top management, start 
implementing the policy across these entities. 

Direct recruitment:

Where feasible for a company, establish a direct recruitment mechanism with dedicated 
staff in sending and receiving countries. If a company must use broker services, work only 
with authorized brokers securing direct hiring of workers immediately after placement. 

Work with suppliers:

Establish an understanding with suppliers vis-à-vis recruitment through direct 
communication, contracts and other tools. Conduct trainings on ethical recruitment, assist 
suppliers with reimbursement of fees and verify that only authorized brokers are used. 

Auditing tools:

Ensure that the recruitment system is included in the scope of a 3rd party audit and that 
recruitment agencies are included in the scope of the audit. 

Compliance with local law: 

Migrant workers are covered under local labour law for wages, overtime, leave, holidays, 
health insurance and social security benefits. No illegal deductions from wages are 
withheld without a worker’s explicit consent. Workers have freedom of association and 
collective bargaining rights. Company investigates any allegations of worker abuse. 

Recruitment fees reimbursement: 

Company defines recruitment fees, adopts a fee-free model and verifies reimbursement 
of fees to workers. 

Beyond compliance: 

Company assists suppliers with covering recruitment costs; company/suppliers ensure that 
workers have access to grievance mechanisms. Accommodation, food and transportation 
allowances, transportation to/from home countries, and supplemental accident insurance 
are covered in company’s direct operations and by suppliers. 

Leadership: 

Company participates in industry initiatives like the Leadership Group for Responsible 
Recruitment, EICC, AIAG, FLPG and others. Company collaborates with local governments 
through MOUs or taskforces and civil society on worker’s rights issues.
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24.Impact of migration of Sri Lankan professionals to Qatar on skill 

Synopsis Since the boom in the economies of Gulf countries in the mid- 1970s, the region has 
gradually become an appealing destination for professional migrants. In the Gulf, 
professionals gain skills and knowledge which could be beneficial for their home countries. 
However, the majority of studies on professional migrants have only focused on those who 

This study on Sri Lankan professional migrants to Qatar attempts to address this dearth in 
literature by assessing the skills and long-term plans of Sri Lankan professionals in Qatar. 
The study is based on primary data gathered via in-depth interviews and an online survey 

brain gain and using a mixed-method analysis, the study identifies that the enhancement 
of communication, technical, managerial and other skills and the exposure to cutting-edge 
technologies by Sri Lankan professionals in Qatar are valuable for Sri Lanka. The study also 
identifies that the majority of Sri Lankan professionals in Qatar have prolonged their stay 
in the country. Moreover, a significant number of these professionals intend to migrate to 

from benefiting from their skills.

Method Out of the many categories of Sri Lankan professionals working in Qatar, three were 
selected for this study: engineering, quantity surveying and accounting. These three 
professions were selected since each of them have a substantial number of Sri Lankan 
migrants working in Qatar and have well-established professional bodies encompassing 
a significant proportion of the total number of Sri Lankan engineers, quantity surveyors 
and accountants in Qatar. This study is solely based on primary data gathered through two 
instruments: an online questionnaire and in-depth interviews with key informants. 

Twelve semi-structured interviews were conducted with key informants identified by 
the researchers through judgemental sampling. These key informants included three 
members of the executive committee of the Institute of Engineers Sri Lanka (IESL) – Qatar 
Chapter, an office-bearer from the Society of Sri Lankan Quantity Surveyors (SLQS) – 
Qatar as well as engineers, quantity surveyors and accountants with two to ten years of 
experience in Qatar. 

Altogether, the online questionnaire was sent out to more than 600 professionals (around 
500 quantity surveyors, 70 engineers, 50 accountants) but received only 125 responses 
(20.8 per cent). This sample of 125 includes 64 quantity surveyors, 47 engineers and 14 
accountants. Even though the numbers of engineers and accountants in the sample is 
far below than that of quantity surveyors, the authors do not consider it as a limitation 
since it is assumed that the number of Sri Lankan quantity surveyors in Qatar far exceeds 
those of engineers and accountants. Nearly 97 per cent of quantity surveyors and 96 per 
cent of engineers in the sample were males which is reflective of the male dominance in 
the engineering and quantity surveying professions both in Qatar and Sri Lanka. Among 
accountants in the sample, 86 per cent were male, while 14 per cent were female. 

All the data gathered were used in a mixed-method analysis to gain more precise in-depth 
insights into various aspects of the migration of Sri Lankan professionals to Qatar. The KIIs 
were used in thematic qualitative analysis, whereas the information collected through the 
online survey was analysed using quantitative methods.

Key messages Sri Lankan professionals who migrate to Qatar get the opportunity to enhance various 
skills. Among them, communication skills, technical expertise and industrial exposure can 
be considered the main areas. The majority of professionals surveyed believe the skills 
they obtain in Qatar are exceptional and that they would not be able to gain those skills 
from similar jobs in Sri Lanka. However, there are notable differences in the type and 
level of skill enhancement across professions in Qatar with more opportunities for skill 
accumulation for professionals with work directly related to the construction sector. 
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Key messages
(contd.)

The majority of Sri Lankan professionals in Qatar believe that Sri Lanka will benefit from 
the skills they have accumulated in Qatar if they return to Sri Lanka. They believe their 
exposure to cutting-edge technologies and the confidence, efficiency and commitment 
to work they develop by working in billion-dollar projects in Qatar would be valuable for 
Sri Lanka. In this light, the migration of Sri Lankan professionals to Qatar is beneficial for 
Sri Lanka. Although Sri Lanka loses the services of these professionals for a short duration 
of time, eventually, the country has the potential to gain net benefits when they return 
with enhanced skills and knowledge. Moreover, since Sri Lankan professionals in Qatar 
remit a proportion of their salaries to Sri Lanka, in the short run, it counterbalances the 
losses in human capital to some degree.

However, the problem is that the majority of Sri Lankan professionals in Qatar extend their 

or permanent residency in Qatar, a significant per centage of Sri Lankan professionals in 
Qatar tend to spend a prolonged period in the country mainly due to escalation of their 
needs and expectations after migrating to Qatar, getting accustomed to the high-quality 
lifestyle in Qatar and lack of confidence in the future development prospects of Sri Lanka. 
This diminishes the opportunities to transfer their knowledge and skills to Sri Lanka. If 
these professionals return to Sri Lanka at the end of their prime years, with less productive 
capacity, there will be only a limited transfer of skills. Moreover, if these professionals 

approximately one-quarter of respondents intend to, or return to Sri Lanka just for rest 
and retirement, there will be zero transfer of skills and knowledge to Sri Lanka.

Limitations Since a complete list of Sri Lankan professionals currently working in Qatar is not available, 
the researchers had to resort to the use of non-probability methods of sampling. Therefore, 
the extent to which the selected sample of Sri Lankan professional migrants represents 
the entire population of Sri Lankan professional migrants in Qatar remains unknown, and 
it is the primary limitation of this study. 

Secondly, the researchers had to limit the research to three categories of professions 
(quantity surveyors, engineers and accountants) due to time constraints. Even though 
these three categories of professions are presumed to be among the top five categories 
that mostly represent the Sri Lankan professional migrant population in Qatar, limiting 
the study to these three professions makes the analysis somewhat biased towards these 
occupations.

Conclusions N/A

25. Improving youth employment & entrepreneurship in Sri Lanka: 

insights and strategies

Synopsis There is a high economic cost to society when youth labour remains underutilised. 
Therefore, the provision of opportunities for youth to integrate into the labour market is 
critical for enabling the better utilisation of human capital, the creation of job opportunities, 
and increased competitiveness of markets. 

Youth unemployment in Sri Lanka is characterised by a paradox: high youth unemployment 
on the one hand, and a large number of employment opportunities on the other. This 
paradox is framed by four gaps: (a) Skills gap; (b) Aspirational gap; (c) Information gap; 
and (d) Structural gap.

The 2018 Youth Labour Market Assessment addressed the impact of each of these four 
gaps on youth employment and youth entrepreneurship in Sri Lanka. Building on the 
previous report, the current Market Assessment focuses on a series of specific issues that 
represent key barriers to increasing youth employment and youth employability in the 
country. 
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Method The Market Assessment takes a deep dive into several key issues and provides insights 
and strategies to address these challenges. The report responds to the following areas of 
interest: 

An in-depth analysis of national data sets such as the 2012 and 2016 Labour Force 
Survey and Household Income and Expenditure Survey, and the previous 2018 Youth 
Survey. 

promote youth entrepreneurship. 

An annotated bibliography of selected literature focused on youth employment and 
entrepreneurship, including top-line findings. 

Engagement with leading academics and key government officials to obtain insights 
and perspectives on the latest research and policy initiatives, including the ‘Thurunu 

Key messages The largest skills gap relates to the lack of English language skills in reading, writing 
and speaking. English language skills rank as the most-demanded skill by employers 
in Sri Lanka, better English language skills can greatly boost an unemployed youth’s 
access to the labour market. 

There are over 870,000 youth between the age of 15-35 who are Not in Labour Force, 
Education or Training (NLET), of which 88 per cent are women.

Own-Account Workers are those who work on their own or with one or more partners, 
hold the type of jobs defined as self-employment jobs. However, the path to self-
employment as an own-account worker requires addressing two specific barriers: 
entrepreneurial readiness and inability to access the market.

Women face numerous challenges in transforming the educational and health 

of employers stated that maternity leave and fewer working hours were factors 
considered by employers at the point of recruiting women. Incentives for employers to 
discriminate against young women must be reduced.

Conclusions Introduce a mechanism to improve English language skills amongst teachers based on 
a reward and award system. 

Provide a mechanism for youth to improve their spoken English through the use of 
online learning material. 

Overhaul the current English examination curricula to follow an international 
curriculum of assessment. 

Implementation of return-to-work programs so that NLET youth, specifically women 
are nudged into re-entering the workforce. 

Provide industry-specific courses that enable youth to reintegrate into the workforce 
by bridging their skills gap. 

Provide the option of work-from-home programs. 

or school-based exposure programs to connect youth with own-account workers as a 
means of improving entrepreneurial readiness among youth. 

Enhancing locally developed digital platforms and building programs to enhance 
awareness of such platform with short-term incentives may help develop access to the 
market for own-account workers. 

Promoting programs such as “Thurunu diriya” will enable youth to engage with such 
services and access the capital required to set up as own-account workers. 

Getting the 2019 Maternity Leave Benefit budget proposal gazetted and enacted as 
law. 

Expanding the coverage of Maternity Leave Benefits.
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six countries

Synopsis In 2010, the ILO together with European Training Foundation presented research on “The 
implementation and impact of National Qualifications Framework: Report of a study in 16 
countries” documenting countries that were early adopters of NQFs, such as Australia, 
Scotland, New Zealand, England, Wales and Northern Ireland as well as countries that had 
recently started implementation of NQFs, such as South Africa, Mexico, Chile, Malaysia, 
Mauritius, Botswana, Sri Lanka, Turkey, Lithuania, Tunisia, Bangladesh and Russia. 

As the number of countries implementing NQFs has grown exponentially, the debate has 
increasingly centred on topics like labour market impact and outcomes of NQFs, including 
employer experience in using qualification frameworks when making hiring decisions. 

This research is intended to better understand labour market aspects of NQF 
implementation and to provide sound empirical evidence of how employers recruit, 
fill vacancies and understand how qualification frameworks are tools for them and for 
employing people. 

Method This research attempted to measure labour market impact, with a specific focus on 
employers’ practices and views, and employment outcomes of graduates, as well as an 
interest in social dialogue.

This report consists of an analysis of five case studies which were produced by conducting 
research in the different countries, supplemented by additional literature on the countries 
in the study where available. This research aimed for an analysis of the labour market use 
of the frameworks. 

Key messages Evidence of difficulties associated with implementing qualifications frameworks was 
found. It is not evident that the qualifications framework per se is a major focus in the 
system in many of the countries. While in many countries qualifications frameworks are 
cited by policy makers as key mechanisms to ensure educational progress, in Sri Lanka 
the government has enabled educational progress by creating more and different types 
of educational provision, and the framework seems to be a relatively minor aspect of 
this. This perhaps reflects a more mature view about what can realistically be achieved by 
qualifications frameworks in their own right. 

One of the clearest findings is how different qualifications frameworks are around the 
world. 

in Sri Lanka there was evidence of limited recognition and acceptance of the NVQs from the 
private sector. There are small pockets of involvement from employers in the qualification 
system, and employer representation on official structures. There is official recognition 
in the public sector through an official requirement for the public administration to hire 
NVQ graduates and to link their employment level and conditions of service to particular 
qualification levels, although given that this is a recent initiative, concrete information 
about how this has actually affected hiring practices was not available. As mentioned 
above, what is also clear in Sri Lanka is that TVET has been dramatically expanded, and 
it appears quality improved to some extent, through extensive public intervention in 
provision; this looks set to continue, particularly at higher levels. 

There was a feeling in Sri Lanka that despite the implementation of a competency-based 
system the right qualifications were still not being generated. There are also a myriad 
of concerns raised pertaining to occupations—particularly non-engineering trades—
for which there are no NVQs in place, such as retail skills, visual merchandising, and 
salesmanship. Some employers state that they would like NVQs to be put in place for these 
occupations to enable the programmes that they run to be recognized formally. They 
argue that this would increase the status of the work and may assist them to encourage 
individuals to take up these jobs.
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Conclusions There is a difficulty of establishing what employers want. This is one of the key aims 
of many TVET reforms, including many qualifications frameworks and competency-
based training reforms. But it has proved hard to pinpoint. Professional bodies have 
the potential to play crucial roles. To the extent that qualifications and standards 
are a problem in a particular instance, they can and should be discussed as part of 
the processes aiming to build, reform, and support institutions within a national 
framework. Attempting to engage employers in terms of their short and medium term 
needs, as well as attempting to research future needs of the economy, particularly 
where there are specific interventions in industries, sectors, and so on, will remain 
important for TVET systems 

Youth unemployment and qualification inflation have distorting effects on education 
systems and notions of what can and can’t be achieved through education and 
training. It is possible that TVET could continue to be seen as a weak option regardless 
of how it is reformed and strengthened. Current policy reforms seem to place 
too much weight on the role that these systems could play in countering youth 
unemployment. What should also be considered is a reduction in expectations from 
qualification frameworks and perhaps from TVET systems more broadly.

Focus of TVET reform should be on building institutions: the question of what 
qualification and curriculum models underpin a qualification framework is more 
important than the question of whether or not framework exists in the first place. 
Given the weaknesses of TVET in many countries, it is a concern that some donors 
and international agencies continue to prioritise the introduction of qualification 
frameworks. It may be more useful to focus on building and supporting education and 
training institutions, curriculum and assessment systems, and the training of trainers, 
assessors and institutional managers. 

A fourth key point is social dialogue. Supporting processes and institutions to build 
relationships between social partners is useful, but could be more focused on the 
needs and logics of different sectors of the economy and types of provision, and the 
potential role that social partners could play, than the design of qualifications 

If real progress in occupational training is to be achieved, governments need to attempt to 
carefully understand problems caused by the structure and incentives provided by current 
labour, product market, and industrial relations regimes. 

in the construction industry in GCC countries

Synopsis This report specifically focuses on skills of migrant workers, in particular in the construction 
sector. Based on a trend analysis, the report reveals that there is an extensive gap in the 
skills that are supplied and those that are in demand. This issue has two dimensions. First, 
there is an overall shortage in the supply of labour from Sri Lanka. Second, the migrants 
do not have the skill-sets or qualifications that are in demand. The report further lays out 
possible factors that are exacerbating this gap and presents policy recommendations that 
address these identified factors. 

This report was commissioned by the International Labour Organization (ILO) as part 
of a project on “Enhanced recognition of skills and reduced vulnerability of Sri Lankan 
construction workers in selected GCC countries.” This project is a sub-component of a 
regional project of the International Organization for Migration (IOM) on “Strengthening 
Labour Migration Governance through Regional Cooperation in Colombo Process 

Method Research for this study was conducted from January to November 2016. The analysis of 
this study was based on secondary data and desk research of relevant literature. Though 
there has been increasing efforts to collect more data on the labour market and migrant 
population, the amount of information available in the GCC countries is limited and 
inconsistent (Baldwin-Edwards 2011; ILO 2015). This limitation has affected the analysis 
of this study to comprehensively cover labour market trends and employment situation of 
migrant workers in the GCC countries.
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Key messages This report has revealed the skills mismatch both in terms of labour supply and 
qualifications of migrant workers. The study showed the extensive shortfall in the supply 
of Sri Lankan workers to meet job orders across various professions in the construction 
sector. This phenomenon can be partially explained by the lack of willingness among 
young Sri Lankans, especially graduates, to take up labour-intensive, low-skilled and blue-
collar jobs. This report proposes that this issue can be tackled by increasing the demand 
for a skilled labour force. Increasing skill-levels of the Sri Lankan migrants would give them 
a competitive edge against migrants from other South Asian countries; although it should 
be noted several other countries are also making investments to up-skill their workers. 

Qualitative mismatch also emerged as a factor, though less so than the quantitative 
mismatch. The driving force of this discrepancy is the way in which the curricula for 
vocational training courses are developed in Sri Lanka. More comprehensive curricula 
are required to make vocational training more attractive to youth and relevant to labour 
market demand. Furthermore, occupational qualifications should be identified specifically 
responding to sub-qualifications needs (in ISCO language, at the three digits levels) and 
wages negotiated for such jobs providing premiums targeted to three digits occupations.

Conclusions Improvement of Labour Migration Information System

Strategic bilateral partnerships by type of migration 

Skills for construction and institutional agreements 

Improving the TVET system

occupations of the construction industry

Synopsis
migrant workers is an issue that affects the construction industry domestically as well as 
internationally. It has a direct impact on the labour market opportunities for construction 
workers and affects them negatively through setting of lower wages with poor working 
conditions, among others. This mismatch continues to act as a barrier to upgrade the 
profile of migrant workers from low skilled to skilled. 

This report seeks to map the existing skills certification requirements and standards in Sri 
Lanka, against the skills required by countries of destination such as United Arab Emirates 
(UAE) and Kuwait. It further highlights the equivalencies and gaps in the construction sector 
in the identified occupations and recommends measures to improve the implementation 
of the skills qualification framework and quality of training services of prospective Sri 
Lankan construction workers who seek employment in UAE and Kuwait. 

Method The study adopted a multi-staged approach; which included: (a) literature review; (b) 

practitioners (through offshore process using email questionnaires and conference 
calls) to support the analysis; (d) collection of inputs from Sri Lankan practitioners and 
stakeholders; and (e) a synthesis of findings to develop conclusions.

At the time of conducting this study, the national occupational standards of the UAE (NQA) 
and Kuwait (KOSAC) were in the process of being developed. Therefore, benchmarks for 
the list of performance criteria of each identified occupation were prepared in consultation 
with the panel of technical experts and assessors catering to GCC countries. It was 
further referenced with the Register of Regulated Qualifications in the UK (as applicable 
for Building Construction), and the assessment criteria set out by Building Construction 
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Key messages The NVQF Sri Lanka has not been formally mapped against the NVQFs of other 
countries. The framework and competency standards have evolved to suit the Sri 
Lankan educational system, industry practices and administrative systems. There 
is a need for better comparability and benchmarking of the national NVQF with the 

Analysis of detailed information regarding the entry level courses being offered in 
electrical wiring, telecommunication, painting, and masonry showed adequacies of the 
entry level TVEC framework. However, some theoretical and practical gaps still exist, 
when it comes to work experience and can be traced back to educational qualifications 
and lack of cognitive skills.

The importance and criticality of OJT in any construction skill development program 
cannot be overstated. Literature review suggested that the usual duration of OJT in Sri 
Lanka is less in comparison to other internationally accepted meta-frameworks. 

Generally, the craftsmen were of lower educational qualification level, mostly 
completing five to eight years of schooling. Their formal knowledge and cognitive 
skills to read drawings, undertake calculations and conduct quality checks are also 
quite low.

Behavioral skills gaps were found with respect to innovativeness, time management, 
teamwork and leadership skills, problem solving, creativity, working independently 
and attitude towards work ethics. Safety, environment, and health were also a concern 
for this category of workers. 

Conclusions Recommendations are provided in the four areas listed below:

Enhancing implementation of qualification frameworks in Sri Lanka, and in alignment 

Outreach and mobilization of new labour market entrants, improving perception of 
‘craftsmanship jobs’, particularly in the construction sector. 

Focus on few occupations and excel in them overseas: create a differentiate niche for 
Sri Lankan workforce. Build deeper skills in the COO on a fewer specialized areas (tiling 
or waterproofing) or in emerging skills areas (e.g., building automation systems) and 
invest in required training infrastructure for these. 

Set up a model Overseas Testing Centre in Sri Lanka, perhaps as a part of a G2G 
or multilateral partnership to assess and certify skills in identified occupations 
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29. Labour migration, skills development and the future of work in the 

CC

Synopsis This paper maps in broad terms the present and future demand for migrant workers 
in the GCC countries, particularly those from Asian countries of origin, by highlighting 
key trends as well as the complex government challenges, constraints, and responses 
in a globalized world. The paper discusses the following topic areas: (a) future sectoral 
demand for migrant workers in light of economic, demographic and labour market trends; 
(b) policy consequences of projected GCC skill requirements; (c) examines the migration 
governance issues that will emerge as a result of this shift towards greater skills training 
and recognition; and (d) some recommendations for governments of countries of origin 
and destination in the short- and long-term. 

However, this paper does not go into detail on two complex societal challenges that appear 
to be critical for the GCC countries in their ongoing drive towards long-term knowledge-
based economies and nationalized labour markets. The first challenge revolves around 
incentivizing the local population to shift to the private sector, and the second is fostering 
a culture in which skills are not only recognized, but also valued by employers. There are 
deep-seeded reasons for these challenges, not least of which is the pervasive culture of 
cronyism or wasta; and the long-standing social contract based around extensive state 
benefits – both of which have contributed to low productivity. 

Method N/A

Key messages
based economies, the demand for migrant workers in the GCC region will remain in 
the short-term. The implementation of nationalization policies in the GCC continues to 
pose complex challenges to future labour market planning for GCC governments. The 
introduction of skill certification requirements in the medium-term will mean a significant 
re-structuring of the regional labour market. The future skill requirements are critical to 
examine because they have complex implications, both on the GCC and countries of origin 
in Asia and Africa. 

Technological and automation investments in the labour market will affect the number 
and nature of migrant workers in the fields of construction, services, manufacturing, etc. 
The effects of skills requirements on countries of origin are more complex. It is unlikely 
that employers will willingly pay for the skilling and the longer-term gains to the country 
of origin and the worker may be questionable – in terms of improved outcomes: primarily 
wages and length of stay/job mobility in the destination country. 

Conclusions Future migration policy shifts are not only bound to pose regulatory and 
institutional challenges within countries, but also necessitate close government 
and coordination between countries of origin and destination, as well as 
deeper stakeholder collaboration with workers’ and employers’ organization.
More evidence is needed to show under what circumstances investment in skills training 
and skills recognition schemes can lead to returns in better wages and working conditions, 
or greater employability and job mobility. 

The economic and demographic trends, as well as technological developments, suggest 
that governments need to urgently link their economic visions with labour market policies 
in order to strengthen recruitment, enhance internal labour market mobility, increase 
productivity, and more importantly, bolster economic development in the long run. 
These proposed recommendations may only be seen as partial solutions to address the 
skills development and migration governance problem, but they have the transformative 
capacity to enhance existing labour cooperation and effectively contribute to the future 
transformation of the GCC economies. 

Technological and automation investments in the labour market will affect the number 
and nature of migrant workers in the fields of construction, services, manufacturing, and 
so on. The effects of skills requirements on countries of origin are more complex. It is 
unlikely that employers will willingly pay for the skilling and the longer-term gains to the 
country of origin and the worker may be questionable – in terms of improved outcomes: 
primarily wages and length of stay/job mobility in the destination country.
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Summary of existing research

Nearly the entirety of gender-based research on labour migration in Sri Lanka focuses on women migrant 
domestic workers, with recent research placing special focus on the FBR introduced by SLBFE in 2013. 
The discourse includes review and analysis of national legislation and policies that impact migration 
and mobility of women migrant (domestic) workers, as well as challenges faced along the migration 
cycle (recruitment, pre-departure, in-service and return). All studies unanimously find that the FBR 
policy is associated with higher involvement of lower-skilled workers in recruitment-related corruption, 
a higher exposure to recruitment-related vulnerability, and lower foreign employment opportunities. 
Recommendations include policy alternatives to the FBR to improve access to safe pathways to migration 
for women and better child- and elderly-care support structures to support families left behind.

The report on Labour Mobility Between Asia and the Arab States provides fresh insight into updated 
migration trends of women migrant workers, including discussions on share of women workers in total 
migration outflows, discrimination of women migrant workers, remittance habits and analysis for future 
trends in migration flows in the Arab states. However, given that the vast majority of women migrant 
workers are domestic workers, this report also places focus on women migrant domestic workers.

It is important to note here that a vast number of studies, statistics and data sets are not gender 
disaggregated. Rather, the data sets and survey samples are categorized according to type of work 
(housemaid, construction worker, etc.) or place of origin/ethnicity of the worker (e.g., Southern/Sinhala 
districts vs. Northern/Tamil districts). There is virtually no international dataset on remittances containing 
sex-disaggregated information. Better understanding of remitting patterns of men and women migrant 
workers could allow better availability of financial support to each group. Nor is there sufficient gender-
disaggregated data on returned migrant workers, or aspiring/prospective migrant workers. Recognizing 
that the migration experiences of women and men are drastically different and requires different sets of 
services and support, it is imperative that all future research and data collected on Sri Lankan migrant 
workers are gender disaggregated.

Topics for further exploration

Gender assessment of existing migration policies, procedures and programmes to identify areas to 
be improved in terms of gender sensitivity, gender-responsiveness and gender-transformative. The 
assessment should assess unique migration experiences of men and women migrant workers and 
propose recommendations to address needs of each group.

With regards to women migrant workers, further topics to research include:

– Labour market assessment of employment opportunities for women, looking beyond vacancies in 
care-work and in GCC countries;

– Skills mapping related to above labour market assessment;

Comparative study of well-being of families left behind of women vs. men migrant workers;

Gender-disaggregated data on remittances (remitting patterns, household expenditures of families left 
behind, etc.).

As a general rule, it is recommended all future research be disaggregated according to gender of migrant 
worker (i.e., male vs. female), skills category of the migrant worker (i.e., professional, low-skilled, etc.), and 
country or region of destination.
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30. Overseas migration of women and socio-economic impact on women 

and their families in rural Sri Lanka

Synopsis Foreign earning from overseas migrant workers is the second largest source of foreign 
earnings in Sri Lanka which has been the main factor that has driven the attention 
of the government towards the foreign employment migrants. However, there is a 
growing concern with the socio-economic impact on women and their families. Hence, 
investigations are required on both economic and social impacts of female migration. 
Previous research on the impact of migration in Sri Lanka has focused mainly on economic 
impacts while the social impacts have attracted little research attention. Hence, this study 
seeks to contribute to this latter area.

Method This study has primarily adopted a qualitative approach to analyse factors. Case studies, 
direct observation methods, interviews as well as key informant interviews were used to 
gather data. This study was conducted with a sample of sixteen (12 including two key 
informants) for long interviews. In the selection of these respondents, the “Snow balling 
technique” was used, to ensure that respondents from diverse circumstances would be 

throughout the data gathering process. The respondents’ impressions and ideas about 
the conditions before and after foreign employment were recorded. The thematic method 
was used to analyse qualitative data. Secondary sources have been used to help interpret 
the primary data. For secondary data, the study has used published materials such as 
books, book chapters, research papers, journal articles, research reports, newspaper 

Key messages The study found that women who returned to their homes after working abroad have 
achieved relatively unequal social and economic advancement. Moreover, it indicated that 
although the length of time and salary received were important, the final results had been 
inconsistent and unequal. One of the primary determinants of success was the influence 
of social and economic behaviour of the family members at the pre-departure and post 
departure period. These have directly affected the success or failure of the individuals and 
their families. 

Analysis of data gathered in this study reveals, that some of the returning overseas domestic 
workers and their families have been able to successfully achieve their socio-economic 
advancement objectives, and there are some families who have not achieved substantial 
changes in their socio-economic status as a result of earnings in foreign employment, while 
a few families have failed in terms of achieving any success. Consequently, the impacts of 
migration of Sri Lankan returnee women from foreign employment can be both positive 
and negative. Some data shows that migration can have positive impacts on the family well-
being when it helps to increase migrants’ household income, savings and investments; to 
build houses or improve the condition of the houses; to buy lands or household consumer 
durables; to reduce debt burden; and to improve daily consumption. It can have negative 
impacts on the family economy if the period that the migrant worked abroad is short; the 
migrant had accumulated debts, the family members at home had misused migrants’ 
remittances, migrants’ husbands stopped working with the migration of their spouses, etc. 
Similarly, migration can have both positive and negative impacts socially.
remittances, migrants’ husbands stopped working with the migration of their spouses, and 
so on. Similarly, migration can have both positive and negative impacts socially.
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Conclusions The migration of women has brought multiplier effects on their families, economic benefit 
being the first priority among them. The overwhelming evidence from the study is that 
migrant families gain a net economic benefit from migration since there is an increase 
in the household income, improvement in living conditions and daily consumption, an 
increase in the ability to invest in productive and non-productive items, and an increase in 
savings. While the transfer of social remittances in terms of ideas, attitudes, behaviours, 
and skills have changed the lifestyles of migrants and their families and the gendered 
roles of migrants and their family members, the separation of migrant women for longer 
periods have created several problems in migrant families. 

The study found that the primary determinant of success or failure was the influence 
of social and economic behaviour of the family members at the pre-departure and post 
departure period. The success of a family also depends to a great extent on mutual co-
operation, good will, affection and solidarity. Moreover, the mutual co-operation between 
the woman and the members of her family had a significant influence. Particularly 
protection of the family members while the woman was away from home and also avoiding 
alienation were desirable. It influences the economic behaviour of the family members.

However, it is not possible to say that the impacts of migration on families are exclusively 
positive or negative. Social costs are more important than economic benefits, or economic 
benefits are more important than social costs since the study found mixed outcomes of 
positive as well as negative, social as well as economic impacts. If migrant women find 
economic benefits are more important than social costs, they will continue migrating. If 
they are more concerned about social costs, they may stop migrating. Although there 
are reported cases of negative social impacts of migration in this study, the social costs 
of migration would appear to have been covered up by its economic benefits, especially 
because the reason for their migration is mainly economic and they generally give priority 
to their economic needs. 

31. Ban on female migrant workers: skills-differentiated evidence from 

Sri Lanka

Synopsis This article contributes to the existing literature by providing the first assessment of the 
skills-differentiated implications of a migration ban by addressing the research question: 
what are the skills-differentiated implications of the female migration ban in Sri Lanka? 
Section 2 provides some background on labour migration from Sri Lanka in terms of 
historical trends, the current context, and the introduction of the FBR policy. Section 3 
reviews the literature, starting with theory related to migration bans and restrictions, 
followed by international and Sri Lankan empirical literature on migration bans. Section 4 

process and results in Section 5. Here, separate models are estimated by skills group to 
analyse the impact of the introduction of the FBR policy, followed by a sensitivity analysis 
for specification and two placebo tests where the policy intervention is hypothetically set 
to the dates and skills groups that were not covered by the policy. The results are discussed 
in terms of the implications for different skills groups in Section 6, followed by a summary 
and recommendations for the way forward in Section 7. 

Method
using aggregate level monthly departure data from Sri Lanka for the period from 2012-19 
and validating quantitative findings through qualitative key informant interviews with a 
policy maker and a recruitment agent.
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Key messages The paper finds that the FBR policy has decreased the departures of female migrant workers 

and has increased the departures of middle-level and professional workers. The decrease 
in departures in lower-skilled groups is consistent with the objectives of the policy and 
existing impact evaluation studies. The finding of increased migration of professional and 
middle-level workers is consistent with existing literature on FBR-related corruption and 
the misreporting of skills to avoid the policy. The FBR policy is also associated with higher 
involvement of lower-skilled workers in recruitment-related corruption, a higher exposure 
to recruitment-related vulnerability, and lower foreign employment opportunities. The 
study also finds that it was appropriate to exempt the 45–49 years age group from the FBR 
requirement in 2017.

Conclusions In conclusion, the FBR policy has only been partially successful in its objective to restrict 
the departures of female migrant workers with young children, as it is only the lower-
skilled workers who are restricted, while higher-skilled workers continue to migrate. Future 
revisions to the FBR policy should focus on eliminating these adverse skills-differentiated 
implications by consistently implementing the policy across all skills groups, with a view 
to discouraging FBR-related corruption and vulnerability. Moreover, the policy should be 
simplified so that it restricts only a few critical cases, as greater regulation inevitably leads 
to corruption. This could be achieved by transitioning the FBR from a restrictive and punitive 
approach to a more protective approach that enhances the availability and flexibility of 
pathways for regular migration (UN 2019). Finally, the FBR policy should provide alternative 
employment opportunities in Sri Lanka for low-skilled female workers who are barred 
from foreign employment and should ensure sufficient foreign employment opportunities 
for those who are not restricted. Here, Sri Lanka can learn from Nepali experience and 
introduce a pro-poor and pro-marginalized category approach to reserve quotas for foreign 
employment through recruitment agencies for disadvantaged groups (Pyakurel 2018). 

32. Identify the effectiveness of implementation the policy on submission of 

FBR by female Sri Lankans leaving for employment abroad

Synopsis This is an internal research conducted be the SLBFE Research Unit. The research has not 
been validated and published for public consumption. Therefore, details on methodology, 
key messages and conclusions are not included here. The research is available as a hard 
copy with the SLBFE and is available for review upon request.

The research poses the following questions: 

Is there an increase of premature repatriations due to problems of child well-being?

Findings are analysed against National Child Protection Authority statistics and provides 
useful and interesting insights to inform policy decisions.
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33. Sri Lanka – GCC temporary economic migration corridor and the 

circular migration of female domestic workers

Synopsis Sri Lanka-GCC temporary economic migration corridor which boomed in the early 1980s 
quickly became feminized with increasing number of women moving back and forth as 

Lanka presents several peculiarities. Apart from well-established push and pull factors of 
economics, there are a number of mooring factors which forms the migration decision 

in Kuwait and Saudi Arabia sheds some light on these mooring factors. It provides that 
monetary gain is the main push and pull factor and factors such as debt free departure, 
psychosocial assurance through upfront payments, familiarity with destination, personal 
networks, escapism, socio-cultural traits and negative stereotyping are operate as mooring 
factors in migration decision. The study underlines that some of the established ideas on 
female migrant domestic workers cannot be applied in toto

Method Literature Review

Key messages Internal and international mobilization of female labour is one of the outstanding features 
of the open economy (Ukwatte 2010) introduced in 1978 to Sri Lanka. This paved the 
way to evolve the nature of the role of Sri Lankan women from a passive housewife to a 
breadwinner and provided more active roles in the economic markets (Kottegoda 2006; 
Jayaweera 1995), which combined with pervasive unemployment and perceived improved 
standards of living became a persuasive advertisement for women to migrate for work 
(Ukwatte 2010). This phenomenon is commonly referred to the feminization of migration.

Peculiarities of Sri Lanka:

upfront payment of cash/monetary incentives. Given that the ‘total cost of migration’ is 
being absorbed by the prospective sponsor, even the poorest of the Sri Lankan poor could 

migration. 

Circular Migration: 

leave the country for the second time or beyond has been an individual decision. The main 

husbands and unavailability of economic opportunities apply to the circular migrants as 
well. Other main pull factors such as better country situation, entertainment, access to 
services, family links and push factors such as natural disasters, social unrest have not 

the second time. Therefore, economic factor could be seen as the central premise and the 

‘Mooring’ factors in migration decision making: 

This include: (a) upfront cash/monetary incentives, (b) debt-free departure, (c) familiarity 
with destination, (d) supporting safety nets, (e) transnational relationships and personal 
networks (including social networks), (f) sub-agent rapport, (g) personal and socio-cultural 
issues, and (h) negative stereotyping of female migrant domestic workers.

Literature review

Circular migration:

The GCC Female Domestic Worker Corridor includes: (a) informal sub-agent culture; and 
(b) upfront payment of cash/monetary incentives. Given that the ‘total cost of migration’ 
is being absorbed by the prospective sponsor, even the poorest of the Sri Lankan poor 
could leave as a FMDW. This is an additional driver which often increases the FMDW’s 
desire for migration.

This include: (a) upfront cash/monetary incentives; (b) debt-free departure; (c) familiarity 
with destination; (d) supporting safety nets; (e) transnational relationships and personal 
networks (including social networks); (f) sub-agent rapport; (g) personal and socio-
cultural issues; and (h) negative stereotyping of female migrant domestic workers.
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Key messages
(contd.)

Return and Reintegration:

This survey also underlines the failure of managing the return migration in Sri Lanka. 
Though return migration has been called the least understood aspect of the migration 
process much focus was given to this aspect in Sri Lanka. This study reconfirms that 

their departure, but with added sophistication. They have not acquired any additional 
‘employable skill’. Therefore, the widely held idea of using the skilled acquired aboard in 

in the survey accepted that they have ‘no skill to do any other job’ other than day to day 
household chores.

Possible Trajectories Of Future FMDWs:

At present, the Government of Sri Lanka has adopted a new policy of destination 
diversification by adding new ‘male- oriented’ markets such as South Korea, Japan and East 
European countries and explicitly encourages male workers to leave overseas for skilled 
work. The main intention of this process is to increase the remittance flows to Sri Lanka 

However, the validity of this remittance maximization model has been called to question 
with some research suggesting that that the dip in the remittances since 2015 owes to the 
decrease in the number of housemaids as well as the increase of skilled male workers, 
who remit less. 

The GCC recruiters are of the view that Sri Lanka cannot provide the sufficient numbers and 
the skill levels of male workers that they seek. The Arabization and ‘nationalization’ processes 

skilled/unskilled male recruitments, but interestingly, this has not affected the domestic 
sector. Therefore, it is doubtful that the new remittance maximization model of Sri Lanka 
would work out as it deems to be.

Given the fact that issues such as the female poverty and structural anomalies of 

34.The legal protection of women migrant domestic workers from the 

Philippines and Sri Lanka: An intersectional rights-based approach

Synopsis Women migrants’ position in the global labour market is constrained by gender and 
racial divisions of labour, and the work they are offered is often insecure, low-paid and 
concentrated in feminised sectors of the economy, such as domestic work. It is not only 
women who predominantly perform domestic work, but also women of a certain race, 
ethnicity, socioeconomic class and nationality. This article adopts an intersectional rights-
based lens to examine how selected policies and regulations in the Philippines and Sri Lanka 
are discriminating against, and creating conditions for the systematic exploitation of, women 
migrant domestic workers positioned at the intersection of multiple converging identities.

Method Primary legal resources were examined at the domestic and international levels, 
including legislation, government regulations and official legal documents published by 
the governments in the Philippines and Sri Lanka, as well as international human rights 
treaties and general recommendations submitted by the United Nations committees. The 
author supplemented this with published materials, including journal articles and reports 
published by advocacy groups and international organisations. 

Return and reintegration:

Possible trajectories of future FMDWs:

At present, the Government of Sri Lanka has adopted a new policy of destination diversification 
by adding new ‘male- oriented’ markets such as the Republic of Korea, Japan and East 
European countries and explicitly encourages male workers to leave overseas for skilled

organizations.
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Method 
(contd.)

Participants were sampled purposively on the basis of their experience of and expertise in 
the issues being addressed in the research and ability to answer the research questions, 
which yielded information-rich cases. Since purposive sampling involves the non-random 
selection of participants, it introduces selectivity bias. Tuckett (2004) notes that one way 
of minimising the problem stemming from sample selection bias is to apply different 
techniques of data collection. In order to account for the similarities and differences of the 
information collected and to reduce the bias inherent in this type of sampling, the author 
used methodological triangulation for correlating data from multiple data-collection 

documentary analysis of primary and secondary sources.

Primary legal resources were examined at the domestic and international levels, 
including legislation, government regulations and official legal documents published by 
the governments in the Philippines and Sri Lanka, as well as international human rights 
treaties and general recommendations submitted by the United Nations committees. The 
author supplemented this with published materials, including journal articles and reports 
published by advocacy groups and international organisations.

Key messages In this article, the author explores how the Philippine and Sri Lankan governments enforce 

but do not pertain to ‘low-skilled’ men or ‘skilled’ women. The author posits that both states 

done, first, by enforcing restrictive regulations in the form of outright bans or onerous 
prerequisites on the migration of women domestic workers overseas. Such migration 
restrictions specifically target women domestic workers and do not apply to men seeking 
employment in similar ‘low-skilled’ precarious areas of work. Consequently, the restrictions 
simultaneously discriminate against women not only on the grounds of their gender, but 
also on grounds of age and socio-economic class. 

The second form of intersectional discrimination identified in the Philippines and 
Sri Lanka relates to inadequate state regulation and sanctioning of unscrupulous 

Philippines, the redress mechanism for lodging complaints regarding illegal recruitment 
activities is located in the capital city and thus inaccessible to the majority of women from 
low socio-economic backgrounds who live in rural communities. ‘Low-skilled’ women 

to the ‘skilled’ women workers and ‘low-skilled’ male workers who are exempt from this 
ban. Similarly, in Sri Lanka, the government’s failure to regulate the activities of sub-agents 
and hold them accountable for their unlawful actions, while also restricting the operation 
of licensed recruitment agencies in rural communities, specifically disadvantages rural 
migrant women from low socio-economic backgrounds. 

The two examples illustrate how both sending states’ migration policies are a key mechanism 

Sri Lankan governments are discriminating against women domestic workers on multiple 
grounds by enforcing restrictive regulations that ban them from migrating overseas. The 
author highlights a paradox: these bans appear to provide greater protection but, in reality, 
they systematically discriminate against women domestic workers on the grounds of their 
gender, class and age, and push them into irregular and precarious migration channels. 

and subsequently overseas, as a result of their undocumented migration status. 

In addition, the inaction of both sending states to enforce laws to regulate effectively 
the activities of recruitment agencies and hold sub-agents accountable for their actions 

low socio-economic backgrounds. The lack of legal protection provided by the two 

enabling unscrupulous recruiters to charge and collect illegal fees with impunity and 
violate their rights under international law. 
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Key messages
(contd.)

Interviews and focus groups with key informants revealed that there is often a disconnect 
between the legal framework governing the migration of domestic workers in both 

practice.

Conclusions In order to identify and address rights violations that arise at the intersection of different 
forms of discrimination experienced by women domestic workers, the author proposes 
an intersectional rights-based approach comprising three key elements. Adopting this 
approach would better inform laws and policies that protect the rights of women migrant 
workers throughout the migration cycle.

The first element of the approach involves the incorporation of core human rights and 
labour standards, defined by relevant international instruments, as central premises 
of national legislation, policy and practice (Farbenblum 2017). The Philippine and Sri 

women migrant workers with rights that are specific to the labour migration context 

prohibits discrimination based on nationality, Article 14 protects rural women and Article 
2 commits state parties to condemn discrimination in all its forms. Thus, there is a ‘firm 
textual basis requiring states to account for all identities, experiences and factors that 
contribute to gender discrimination and inequality’ (Campbell 2015, p. 487). Similarly, the 
ICMW adopts a strong intersectional approach as Article 1 guarantees that the protections 
in the ICMW are applicable without distinction of any kind as to sex, race, colour, language, 
religion, nationality, age, economic position, marital status, birth or other status. The 

Recommendation 25 and 28, which acknowledge differences between women and call on 
states to legally recognise and prohibit intersectional forms of discrimination. 

The second element of the approach involves the empowered participation and 
consultation of migrant workers and advocacy groups by both governments in key labour 
migration processes and decisions. The author proposes that in order to implement an 
intersectional rights-based approach in practice, advocacy groups and migrant workers 
should be included and informed both at the individual local level, including pre-departure 
decision-making, and at the state level, including their empowered participation in labour 
migration policy development and in the preparation of state party reports to assess 
compliance with international conventions (Farbenblum 2017).

The third element involves the enforcement and implementation of an intersectional 
rights-based approach in practice. It may be argued that a narrow focus on workers’ rights 
through international conventions that adopt an intersectional lens cannot overcome the 

to address this criticism by embracing the principle of transformative equality, which 
requires states to address the underlying causes and structures of inequality (Cusack and 

framework demonstrates how international conventions can advance the rights of 
women migrant workers in practice by considering the complex structural inequalities of 
globalisation that render such workers more susceptible to rights violations. 

Ultimately, the author maintains that an intersectional rights-based approach provides 
a lens through which policies and programmes can be developed, implemented and 
evaluated to better respond to the distinct types of discrimination and disadvantage that 
occur against women domestic workers as a consequence of the combination of their 

hold governments to account for intersecting forms of discrimination and rights violations, 

and exacerbate their vulnerability to abuse.
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35. Labour mobility between asia and the arab states: Sharing of 

on women migrant workers

Synopsis 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, 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 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; 

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. 

Method

Key messages There have been several positive developments in both the Arab State and Asian regions 

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. 

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. 
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Key messages 
(contd.)

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.

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.

Conclusions Key questions for further discussion:

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? 

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

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? 

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? 

How can Arab States and Asian countries contribute to the implementation of 

related dimensions of the Global Compact for Safe, Orderly and Regular Migration? 

How can both regions cooperate to improve the coverage, quality, and sex-
disaggregation of labour migration statistics?
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36. Migrant Workers in South Asia and the Middle East: Making 

international labour migration governance gender-responsive

Synopsis Rights-based, gender-responsive employment contracts are a key tool for ensuring 
women migrant workers are able to exercise their right to decent work and safe migration. 
The standards and requirements regarding employment contracts are determined 
through national policy frameworks in countries of origin and destination, and further 
established through bilateral negotiation between the two countries. The extent to which 
these processes are informed by the realities of labour migration for women significantly 
influences the extent to which the resulting contracts protect and promote the rights of 
women migrant workers. 

This three-part Policy Brief series identifies opportunities to strengthen the development of 
effective, rights-based and gender-responsive protections for women workers migrating 
from South Asia to the Middle East: 

Making International Labour Migration Governance Gender Responsive for Women 
Migrant Workers from South Asia identifies ways to ensure national, bilateral and 
regional policy development, monitoring and review effectively addresses the 
perspectives and needs of women migrant workers; 

Promoting the Rights of Women Migrant Workers through Employment Contracts 
For Women Migrant Workers from South Asia assesses international standards, good 
practices and gaps in existing employment contracts; 

Implementing Gender-Responsive Employment Contracts for Women Migrant Workers 
from South Asia identifies effective methods for translating improved standards into 
increased protection, through implementation, monitoring and accountability against 
employment contracts. 

Method N/A

Key messages In the absence of comprehensive legislative protection, rights-based and gender-
responsive employment contracts are a key tool for ensuring decent working and 
living conditions for women migrant domestic workers. 

This Brief outlines the role of labour migration governance in determining the living 
and working conditions of women migrant workers through employment contracts. It 
identifies specific entry points in the labour migration governance cycle where more 
gender-responsive approaches can be introduced. 

A gender-responsive approach to labour migration incorporates the principles of 
gender equality, rights and empowerment into the formulation, monitoring and 
review of policies and interventions. It considers the extent to which policies and 
interventions are effective in realizing these principles.

The inclusion of model contracts and STOEs in BLAs/MOUs is an opportunity for 
countries of origin to ensure the rights established for migrant workers under national 
policies are applied to their workers while abroad. 

To address potential discrimination, precarity, violence, abuse, and exploitation; and to 
amplify the opportunities for women’s decision-making and agency in the household 
and in the labour market, as well as their mobility within and outside their countries of 
origin. 

Good Practices:

In Bangladesh, the Expatriates’ Welfare and Overseas Employment Policy 2016 
addresses the need for research and data. It provides for two programmes: (a) a 
Labour Migration Information System (LMIS) to collect and produce dedicated labour 
migration data, including gender-disaggregated information; and (b) a Labour Market 
Research Centre (MRU) which will investigate labour markets at home and abroad to 
provide appropriate information on changing supply and demand for skills. 
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Key messages

(contd.)

In Sri Lanka, the National Labour Migration Policy (2008) recognizes the contributions 
of women migrant workers to nation-building and commits to apply a gender lens to 
all programmes. 

In Bangladesh, the Expatriates’ Welfare and Overseas Employment Policy 2016 
includes a standalone policy directive on women’s migration, and gender is 
mainstreamed throughout the policy. 

and the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia (2014) includes a standard employment contract 
establishing agreed wages, proper working hours, paid holidays, and dispute 
settlement mechanisms. 

The Memorandum of Understanding between Bangladesh and Jordan (2012) brings 
domestic workers from Bangladesh under the Jordanian labour law. It also requires 
employers to pay full recruitment costs for women, provide sleeping quarters and 
food, and purchase life insurance for the worker. 

In Bangladesh, the Expatriates’ Welfare and Overseas Employment Policy 2016 
provides for the establishment of a National Labour Migration Forum (LMF) to direct 
and oversee the implementation of policies, to review and monitor periodically the 
outcomes of policies, and to advise and give guidance on necessary reforms. The 
LMF comprises high-level representation from government and non-government 
institutions, recruitment agencies, workers’ and employers’ organizations, migrant 
workers’ associations and other civil society organizations. 

Sri Lanka, the National Labour Migration Policy (2008) identifies the lack of contracts, 
MOUs or BLAs to safeguard and protect migrant workers as a major challenge in 
promoting and protecting the rights of overseas workers. 

Civil society organizations can influence policy development using the international 

2011 (No. 189) and the International Convention on the protection of the Rights of All 
Migrant Workers and Members of their Families.

In Bangladesh the Expatriates’ Welfare and Overseas Employment Policy 2016 
identifies the need for financial and human resources to address gender issues, 
including: (a) establishing a special permanent wing in the Ministry of Expatriates’ 
Welfare and Overseas Employment to devise approaches and coordinate 
implementation of programmes supporting the migration of women workers; 
(b) enhancing gender-responsive budgetary allocations on the expansion and 
diversification of women’s participation in the migration process; (c) seeking 
cooperation from civil society organizations, international donors and NGOs for 
technical and resource support for promotion, protection and empowerment 
programmes; and (d) increasing the presence of women in Labour Welfare Wings. 

Nepal has started sending women labour attachés to key countries of destination, for 
example in the United Arab Emirates and Kuwait. 

India has established a gender budget cell to create schemes benefiting women 
migrants, assess benefits reaching women through existing schemes, and bring out 
provisions and targets for benefiting women (Government of India 2015).

tasked with monitoring employment agencies and addressing issues affecting 
domestic workers. 
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Conclusions Recommendations include:

Governments: Establish and implement a gender-responsive policy framework 

– Establish a rights-based policy baseline by reviewing compliance with international 
standards on gender, labour and migration 

– Establish systemic research, data collection and analysis that is gender-
disaggregated 

– Engage civil society organizations, women migrants and their representatives 
in data collection and research at national, regional and international levels, to 
identify migration patterns, opportunities, challenges, and unintended policy 
impacts 

– Integrate and strengthen policy expertise on gender and migration, for example 
through thematic working groups and frameworks to strengthen rights and 
opportunities for women migrant workers 

– Proactively engage in systematic, inclusive and transparent consultative processes 
for policy development, monitoring and review 

– Take action to ensure equal representation of women in government, employer’s 
organizations, trade unions and civil society 

– Use gender-responsive budgeting to ensure policies and systems are sufficiently 
resourced 

– Build the capacity of labour migration actors to effectively implement gender-
responsive policies including among frontline service providers. Consider the 
use of capacity development training, codes of conduct, guidelines and standard 
operating procedures 

– Take a gender-responsive and whole-of-society approach to bilateral and 
multilateral processes to strengthen protections for women migrant workers 
throughout the migration cycle. 

Intergovernmental mechanisms and international development partners: Build 
capacity 

– Provide institutional capacity development support to women’s and workers’ 
organizations to reach, mobilize and organize women migrant workers, especially 
in high-risk sectors 

– Provide capacity development and technical support to women’s rights 
organizations and women migrant workers to engage effectively in policy 
formulation, implementation and review from subnational levels through to global 
review processes 

– Promote and facilitate transparent and consultative bilateral and multilateral policy 
development processes 

– Facilitate the formation of employers’ networks in feminized sectors, especially 
domestic work, and increase their involvement in policy formulation and 
implementation. 

Civil society: Empower women migrants 

– Strengthen peer-to-peer networking and invest in grassroots organizing to engage 
women in policy research, consultations and review processes, including through 
treaty bodies and intergovernmental agreements 

– Continue to facilitate and support participation of women migrant workers in 
national, regional and international platforms through effective engagement in 
global dialogue and review processes 

– Continue to build public awareness of the diverse realities of women migrant 
workers, and the governance systems and frameworks required to protect their 
rights.
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37. Migrant workers in South Asia and the Middle East: Promoting the 

rights of women migrant workers through employment contracts

Synopsis Rights-based, gender-responsive employment contracts are a key tool for ensuring 
women migrant workers are able to exercise their right to decent work and safe migration. 
In the absence of comprehensive legislative protection, the rights of women migrant 
workers to decent working and living conditions, and access to justice, are to a significant 
extent established through employment contracts. While the contracts currently in place 
provide some level of protection, there is a persistent gap between existing contracts 
and international laws and standards. These gaps are linked to disproportionate rates of 
labour exploitation, abuse and trafficking affecting women migrant workers. The need 
for clarity on key principles for rights-based contracts has gained increased attention in 
recent years. This Policy Brief series contributes to this dialogue by identifying principles 
and standards to ensure comprehensive and effective employment contracts for women 
migrant domestic workers. 

This Brief, the second of the series, identifies and compares existing contract provisions 
in the South Asia-Middle East corridor, and summarises gaps in protection in line with 
common right violations reported by women migrant workers themselves. It makes 
recommendations on addressing these gaps by creating enforceable rights-based, 
gender-responsive employment contracts. 

Method N/A

Key messages Women make up a significant proportion of workers migrating from South Asia to work 
in the Middle East region. When labour migration is responsive to the needs of women 
migrant workers, it brings social, political and economic gains for individual women and 
contributes to sustainable development in countries of origin and destination. When 
women’s labour and human rights are not protected, the benefits of migration are less 
likely to be realised for individual women migrant workers, their employers and for 
countries of origin and destination. 

Women migrant workers are frequently employed under limited labour laws and 
regulations, or without legal protection entirely. Women are more likely than men to be 
employed in sectors which are excluded from labour laws, in particular domestic work. 

This leaves migrant domestic workers without legislative protection commensurate with 
other occupations regarding working hours, leave, wages and freedom of movement and 
association. Women migrant workers are also often excluded from social protection, and 
in some countries of destination pregnancy can be grounds for deportation. A lack of 
comprehensive protection under labour laws means women migrant workers are unable 
to benefit from labour inspections and other mechanisms that monitor working conditions 
and are without access to complaints mechanisms or dispute resolution when things go 
wrong. 

The practice of tying visas for migrant workers to a specific employer can increase risks to 
workers, especially where there are no agreed conditions for termination of employment or 
repatriation of the worker. It is common for contracts to be changed or substituted on the 
worker’s arrival in the country of destination, meaning that the actual living and working 
conditions may in reality be less favourable that the terms offered during recruitment. 

As a consequence, women migrant domestic workers report often working long hours 
for low pay with little control over their living and working environment. The absence 
of policies and practices to regulate working conditions, and limited access to services, 
information or justice mean that women migrant workers, especially domestic workers, 
are at risk of exploitation and abuse. 
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Conclusions Recommendations include: 

As a priority recommendation, countries of destination should provide migrant 
workers and domestic workers the full protection of the labour law, with access to the 
same terms and conditions of employment as nationals across all sectors of work, in 
line with international standards. 

Governments in countries of origin and destination should work together to eliminate 
the practice of contract substitution and sanction those agents and employers found 
to be engaging in it. 

Regional Consultative Processes can be used to strengthen consensus on STOEs for 
migrant women and domestic workers, as an important element of MOUs, BLAs and 
regional agreements. 

Countries of origin should increase accountability of recruitment agencies regarding 
employment conditions of workers through the use of joint and several liability in 
employment contracts signed before departure; noting the importance of working to 
build the capacity and systems of recruitment agencies to be able to comply.

Countries of origin should introduce and promote the use of transparent online 
contract repositories, as a method for workers to evidence their contractual 
agreements when raising complaints or in situations of contract substitution. This 
can also be a tool for labour attachés and recruitment agents to use to monitor 
employment conditions. 

Governments, development partners, recruitment agencies and civil society partners 
should work to empower migrant workers before and during migration to be agents 
of their employment by (a) improving their awareness of contract substitution and its 
potential, direct detrimental impact; and (b) increasing their capacity to understand, 
negotiate, document and report on employment conditions in line with the protections 
guaranteed in law, and within relevant STOEs, MOUs and BLAs.

38. Migrant workers in South Asia and the Middle East: Implementing 

gender-responsive employment contracts

Synopsis Rights-based, gender-responsive employment contracts are a key tool in ensuring women 
migrant workers are able to exercise their right to decent work and safe migration. In 
the absence of full legislative protection, the rights of women migrant workers to decent 
working and living conditions are to a significant extent determined and protected through 
employment contracts. 

The first two policy briefs in this series made recommendations to strengthen governance 
processes and develop employment contracts that effectively protect the rights of women 
migrant workers. Once improved terms of employment are established, it is crucial to 
ensure these rights are translated into improved living and working conditions for women 
migrant workers. 

This final brief in a series of three examines systems for implementing and monitoring 
contracts and makes recommendations to strengthen systems so they are effective, 
ensuring women migrant workers are able to realize their right to safe migration and 
decent working conditions. 

Method This Policy Brief analyses current methods used to monitor the implementation of 
contracts and makes recommendations to strengthen accountability against the terms 
of employment contracts. This includes strengthening the role of labour inspectors in 
monitoring employment conditions of women migrants, in particular domestic workers, 
and the role that embassies and labour attachés have in monitoring employment 
conditions. It also examines ways to strengthen respect for and compliance with contract 
terms among recruitment agencies and employers. Finally, social change to deepen 
understanding of and commitment to employment contracts and legal protections for 
women migrant workers is necessary to ensure the implementation of employment 
contracts. 
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Key messages Establishing labour migration policies and frameworks that work effectively for women 
(as discussed in Policy Brief No. 1) and developing employment contracts that address 
the real needs of women migrant workers (as discussed in Policy Brief No. 2) are critical 
steps towards effective protections for women migrant workers. Once protections are in 
place in law, contracts and through bilateral agreements, systems of accountability and 
monitoring are required to ensure that improved standards are realised in practice. In 
the absence of monitoring and accountability systems the extent to which employment 
contracts provide genuine protections for migrant women – in particular domestic workers 
– is largely reliant on individual compliance. While regulatory systems exist, compliance 
largely relies on the application of contract terms in the employment relationship itself, 
and on the extent to which parties to the contract are held accountable through grievance 
and justice mechanisms. 

Monitoring systems: 

Formal, regulated and government-led systems for monitoring implementation of 
employment contracts are essential to the effective protection of migrant workers’ rights. A 
labour inspectorate may be in place to monitor employment conditions, while recruitment 
agencies, employer federations, and employers, who are points of contact for migrant 
workers throughout the migration cycle, play a vital role in these efforts. Self-monitoring by 
workers in the domestic work sector is an essential to complementing these efforts. 

Codes of conduct: 

Codes of conduct are another vehicle for increasing the accountability of employers and 
recruitment agencies to agreed employment conditions. Codes of conduct are promoted 
by organisations that support employers or recruiters to meet minimum compliance 
standards. Because they are often developed by an umbrella bodies or federation 
(for example of employers or recruitment agents) the code of conduct establishes a 
commitment by the employer or recruiter to a higher body of peers, rather than to the 
worker alone. This enhances the level of accountability of the employer or recruiter to 
comply with contractual terms. 

Self-monitoring:

Migrants themselves play an important role in monitoring the implementation of 
employment contracts. Most commonly, this occurs at the point of complaint, dispute or 
termination of employment. With the right support, structures and capacity development 
training, this self-monitoring role can also pre-empt, mitigate and mediate issues, thereby 
preventing complaints from arising in the first place. Self-monitoring can be supported 
through post-arrival orientation in the country of destination. Post-arrival orientation 
provides an important point of contact to enable migrants to report if their contract, 
working or living conditions are not as expected, and equip workers with information how 
to seek further advice and support. 

Formal complaints mechanisms:

Women migrant workers may direct workplace complaints to a number of different actors, 
including recruitment agents, embassy staff, civil society or trade union representatives. 

disputes that will record and track the complaint to ensure that it is resolved, however this 
practice is not standard across all countries.

Currently, approaches to documenting or sharing this information on blacklisted 
recruitment agencies and employers is focused on particular countries or migration 
channels, which means that recruitment agents and employers can refocus efforts on 
a different sector of employment for migrant workers or geographical location with 
impunity. 

organizations
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Key messages
(contd.)

Civil society and trade unions: 

Civil society organizations and trade unions play a key role in supporting migrant workers 
to protect and defend their rights. This includes monitoring compliance, providing direct 
support where employment contracts are breached, and advocating for sanctions against 
exploitative recruiters and employers. 

Ultimately the treatment of women migrant workers is often determined by accepted 
norms and behaviors, and the extent to which attitudes and opinions of individual 
employers and recruitment agents are normalised. 

Conclusions Recommendations include:

Inspection 

– Explore options to extend the mandate of labour inspectors to all sites where 
women migrant workers are employed 

–
private residences 

– Strengthen the liability of recruitment agencies for the working conditions of 
migrant women, incorporating obligations on them to inspect work sites at regular 
intervals to ensure compliance with contractual terms 

– Establish systems of “remote monitoring” for countries of origin through digital 
technology and/or mobile messaging apps with backstopping protocols that guide 
the embassy or recruitment agent in the event that the worker makes no contact 

– Countries of origin should advocate to ensure MOUs and BLAs have provisions for 
workplace inspection for all migrant workers, including domestic workers. 

Self-monitoring 

– Empower women to understand, monitor and report on their workplace 
conditions, and form supportive formal and informal peer networks 

– Strengthen advocacy and pressure on employers of domestic workers (including 
through supply chain and employment relations) to make a pledge to comply with 
decent work standards for domestic workers, and monitor working conditions at 
home 

– Countries of origin should pilot new mechanisms for regular and direct reporting 
by migrant women; using technology-based interventions where workers can 
check in on a regular basis providing feedback on conditions 

– Assess the Qatar self-sponsorship scheme to measure the effectiveness of self-
monitoring and identify options to replicate the scheme. 

Complaints mechanisms 

– Countries of origin should establish and strengthen formal complaints 
mechanisms, to include online reporting, complaint categorisation and systemic 
assessment and referral on complaints 

– Labour attachés should be provided with training on how to categorize, respond to 
and refer complaints from migrant women 

– Countries of destination can establish transparent systems for publishing 
information on blacklisted recruitment agents and employers that migration 
actors in countries of origin can access.
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Conclusions 
(contd.)

Awareness raising 

– Countries of origin in collaboration with countries of destination could engage 
in research, awareness raising, and advocacy campaigns focused on changing 
attitudes towards migrant women 

– Civil society and trade union groups in countries of destination (supported by 
international development partners) should develop campaigns, alongside 
community and religious leaders and youth groups, to change attitudes and 
accepted behaviours around migrant women workers and their contributions.

39. Policy brief: the rights of women migrant domestic workers | 

Synopsis This document aims to inform Sri Lanka’s national policy on the protection of rights of 
women migrant domestic workers. Guided by normative commitments and international 
standards on gender equality and migrant labour rights, the and the most marginalised 
women migrant domestic workers. It reviews existing policies and programmes and 
captures good practices to recommend strategies for realising the rights of Women 

This policy brief explores how gender-responsive employment contracts can be better 
implemented in multiple ways, including as an ethical recruitment tool during the 
recruitment process, a pedagogical tool to raise rights-based awareness among women 
migrant domestic workers and as a model contract in the BLAs and MOUs that safeguard 

This policy brief uses a gender lens to review existing policies, programmes and schemes 
of the Government of Sri Lanka. It highlights the critical roadblocks to advancing women 
migrant domestic workers’ rights and provides key recommendations for aligning the 
national policy architecture with the international normative framework on labour and 
women’s rights. 

The policy brief strongly recommends that all discriminatory clauses in the national 
framework be reviewed to make way for strategies that rest on principles of gender 
equality and equity. It supports the integration of gender perspectives in pre-departure 
orientation, ethical recruitment, access to social protection, grievance redress, and in 
the drafting of BLAs/MOUs. Most critically, the policy brief presents Gender-responsive 
Guidance on Employment Contracts as a useful tool to protect the rights of Sri Lankan 
domestic workers both in their country of origin and in the destinations, and advocates for 
its use to promote gender justice across all stages of the migration cycle. 

Method N/A

Key messages Women migrant domestic workers constitute the bulk of women workers emigrating 
from Sri Lanka. Between 2012 and 2018 of 1.8 million migrant workers, 40.2 per cent were 
women and of these, 74.9 per cent were registered as domestic workers. Studies suggest 
that 59.0 per cent of female workers migrate before the age of 35 and that their migration 
is women migrant domestic workers’ emigration as part participation rates. 

National framework: 

Sri Lanka has developed an extensive policy framework for regulating and protecting 
women migrant domestic workers’ rights. This includes measures for regulating 
international labour migration through standardization of recruitment processes, pre-
departure training, access to social protection and grievance redress. This section reviews 
the policy framework’s impacts on women migrant domestic workers’ rights to equality, 
mobility and decent work. 
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Key messages
(contd.)

The Policy Brief also includes snap shots of global best practices and pilot projects, such as:

Caregivers for Israel Project:

In early 2016, a joint pilot programme between the Government of Sri Lanka and the 
Government of Israel announced job opportunities for 50 caregivers to provide care to 
elderly persons with disabilities in Israel. The programme identified clear qualification 
criteria and adopted rigorous recruitment processes. Contract details included the 
duration of employment, monthly wage, entitlements (including access to health 
insurance), accommodation, food, weekly rest day, paid annual leave and religious 
holidays. Women migrant domestic workers were further mandated to be registered with 
one of the Israeli licensed bonded placement bureaus, which in turn would be responsible 
for appointing social workers to oversee the employment. It is evident that under the 
pilot project, terms and conditions for decent work have been negotiated for women 
migrant domestic workers, including fair wages, living conditions, provisions for leave and 
institutionalisation of a monitoring mechanism through social workers in Israel.

Musaned Online Recruitment System of Saudi Arabia: 

online recruitment system. The system enables the employers and prospective domestic 
workers to identify each other. The system sets out rights and duties of employers and 
domestic workers and identifies penalties for violations. The system also enables applying 
for an e-visa and then tracking visa status. This is perceived to be a fast and easy system of 
recruitment where both employer and employee can make informed decisions. 

Global good practice #1: 

A certificate of attendance received during the pre-departure orientation seminars 
conducted in the Philippines is one of the document requirements presented to the 
Philippines Overseas Employment Authority for the issuance of an exit clearance. This 
gives the Employment Authority an opportunity to screen applicant on the basis of 
whether they have attended the trainings and to sanction recruitment agencies that have 
failed to provide the orientation. This important initiative ensures that workers are trained 
before their departure and that recruitment agencies invest in orienting them.

Global good practice #2: 

In 2013, the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia and the Philippines signed a standard employment 
contract for domestic workers that binds the employer, domestic workers, the Saudi 
Recruitment Office and the agreement includes clauses on regulating recruitment costs 
in both countries and the welfare of domestic workers. However, issues such as sexual 
harassment remain missing in most of the contracts.

Conclusions

women migrant workers’ rights to freedom and strengthening of institutional mechanisms 
that facilitate safe migration, and the guarantee of access to protection measures in 
countries of destination and upon return. 

Recommendations include:

Remove barriers to women’s mobility

Create robust and universal opportunities for pre-departure skills building

Integrate gender perspectives into employment contracts

Institutionalise ethical recruitment

Enable grievance redress

Facilitate access to healthcare

Enforce stringent measures to combat human trafficking

Improved protection measures

Strengthen bi-lateral agreements and Memoranda of Understanding

Strengthen the gender-responsiveness of global and regional platforms
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40.Uneven development and displaced care in Sri Lanka

Synopsis Temporary labour migration has become a defining characteristic of Sri Lanka’s economy. 
The concentration of production and services in and around urban Colombo has produced 
a lopsided pattern of development that undermines traditional rural livelihoods and 
necessitates practices of ‘survival migration’. Such migration has been starkly gendered: 
export production has been explicitly feminised through the creation of garment factories 
operating in export processing zones, and through the displacement of care in the form of 
internal and international migrant domestic work. This article examines the displacement 
and commodification of care through the lens of domestic worker migration. It situates 
this at the intersection of gender, ethnicity and class, both geographically and historically, 
and analyses the interrelationship between internal and international migration. This 
framework is then used to explore the changing dynamics of, and attitudes towards, 
domestic work. Migrant domestic work is explicitly bound up in uneven development, 
articulated through a continuum of gendered and ethnic subordination. There are many 
differentiated outcomes and experiences of constrained agency within this process.

Method Using the nascent literature on the implications of displaced care among vulnerable 
households, the article emphasises the development hurdles set by widespread care 
deficits and identify those unconventional expressions of domestic worker agency that 
arise from the commodification of care work. It goes on to show the interrelationship of 
structure and agency that permeates the tensions of displaced care across multiple scales 

returned international migrants (Withers 2016) and a study into local domestic workers 
emerging from Piper’s work with Verité Research in Sri Lanka (2015) – that both employ a 
mixed-methods approach to interviewing migrant workers. The article begins an analysis 
of gendered subordination within Sri Lanka’s uneven development, before deconstructing 
the patterns of internally and internationally displaced care, and, finally, exploring agency 
and attitudinal change among domestic workers.

Key messages The commodification of care at the starting point of global care chains, in the form of 
migrant domestic labour, has far reaching socio-economic implications that extend beyond 
macroeconomic prognoses. This paper applies the concept of displaced care to Sri Lanka, 
exploring the factors of uneven development that have forced the economic migration of 
domestic workers (internally and internationally), while creating complex care deficits in 
vulnerable migrant households. Fundamental to this process is a transformation of care 
roles: women who migrate as domestic workers cease ‘caring for’ and ‘caring about’ their 
families in the immediate sense – i.e., physical and emotional care work (Yeates 2012) – 
and instead provide material care through remitted income. This transformation of care 
intersects with women’s productive realities and reproductive expectations, and in turn 
reorients familial relations. It leads to unconventional expressions of agency.

Much of the positive spin placed on migration-development in recent years is based 
on the presumption of skill gains or ‘brain circulation’. This ignores the work that a 
majority of temporary labour migrants actually engage in. Throughout South Asia, large 
numbers of ‘low-skilled’ workers enter foreign employment under highly constrained 
circumstances. Often this is under short-term contracts, as part of the kafala system – 
the employer-tied visa sponsorship scheme used extensively in the Gulf, or it is part 
of a web of private recruitment brokers or agents who manipulate both ends of the 
migration process. This commodification of care work does not lead to any acquisition of 
‘human capital’. Recent research amongst Sri Lankan returnees has indicated that time 
spent as a migrant domestic worker “had no impact on standards, wages, bargaining 
power or the assertiveness of the worker” (de Alwis 1996). Prevailing gender norms in 
Sri Lanka and West Asia see the provision of care as a natural and inalienable facet of 

characteristic; ‘skills’ are not even procured, let alone developed. This devaluation of care 
has far reaching implications for the sending country, in this case Sri Lanka. The benefits 
of male migration are set against the opportunity cost – forgone domestic employment 
– while care is treated as a ‘free’ resource, to be newly commodified in exchange for 
remittances. 

families in the immediate sense – physical and emotional care work (Yeates 2012) –
and instead provide material care through remitted income. This transformation of care
intersects with women’s productive realities and reproductive expectations, and in turn
reorients familial relations. It leads to unconventional expressions of agency.
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Key messages 
(contd.)

The invisibility of reproductive work obfuscates the developmental repercussions of 
these resultant care deficits. This neglect is integral to the dynamic of displaced care 
in Sri Lanka. Neo-liberal reforms enacted from 1977 entrenched uneven development 
processes. They disrupted the sustainability of the rural economy and the traditional 
livelihoods it depended on, while the resultant exodus of migrant domestic workers was 
seen as a hitherto unexploited and large source of remittance. No consideration was 
given to the socio-economic or developmental consequences of widespread care deficits 
(Kottegoda 2004).

In outlining the relationship between uneven development and displaced care, this paper 
puts the extensive global care chains literature to one side, in order to engage and extend 
bodies of scholarship that emphasise the internal dynamics and developmental intricacies 
of migrant-sending countries. In mapping the links between internal and international 
migration, while differentiating these patterns by gender, ethnicity and class, the author 
builds upon a theoretical schema developed by Skeldon (2006), to illustrate how different 
forms of care work relate to forced economic migration in Sri Lanka.

Conclusions In this paper, we conceptualised migrant and non-migrant domestic work as displaced care
– as such work is explicitly bound up in the forced economic migration that arises from 
uneven development. For Sri Lanka, this dynamic is moored in a continuum of gendered 
and ethnic subordination in labour markets, resulting in the creation of ‘invisible’ care 
deficits, that accrue most harmfully for those at the bottom of the care chain – i.e., for the 

from international and internal migration alike, but they have distinct characteristics: 
international and internal migrants have markedly different demographics, socio-
economic circumstances, and scope for exercising agency. 

While foreign domestic workers seem to fare materially better than local domestic 
workers, and are better able to navigate their in-between identities, neither has been 
able to negotiate real improvements in their working conditions. A persistent lack of self-
organisation among returned and active domestic workers, both local and international, is 
the key hurdle to be overcome if we want to transform the increased demand for domestic 
work into better outcomes for workers.

41. Migration and gender outcomes: Analysis of selected policies in 

Sri Lanka

Synopsis This paper analyses the implications of migration rules, regulations, and policies in 
Sri Lanka, in the country’s efforts to integrate gender perspectives into migration issues. 
The study focuses on three policies: the imposition of maximum chargeable amounts that 
agents can collect for recruiting migrant workers, mandatory predeparture training for 
migrants, and the FBR requirement. The study adopts a combined methodology, wherein 
an in-depth case study of Sri Lanka is developed based on data from key informant 
interviews and a review of the literature. This qualitative methodology is reinforced by 
a difference-in-differences analysis of the Family Background Report policy. The study 
finds that women’s increased access to migration brought about by the zero-chargeable 
policy is neutralized by the FBR requirement. Ideally, the FBR policy should be revisited to 
strike a balance between women’s autonomy versus benefits to children left behind. As 
such, in addition to the multifaceted gender implications of migration policies, the study 
underscores the importance of coordination among policies to ensure optimal gender 
outcomes. 

Method This study aims to address three research questions: (a) what rules and regulations affect 
the gender outcomes of migration? (b) what are the gender impacts of each policy? (c) 
which policies have affected male and female migrants who have received support before 
migration? To achieve these, the analysis is based on a combination of quantitative and 
qualitative methods. The qualitative component develops an in-depth case study of Sri 
Lanka based on data from key informant interviews (KIIs) and a review of the literature, 
which are reinforced by a quantitative difference-in-differences analysis. 
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Key messages The study focused on three policies: zero chargeable recruitment fees for female domestic 
workers to the Middle East, mandatory pre-departure training for migrants, and the FBR 
requirement. The analysis shows that each policy affects men and women differently. The 
findings show that the intended impacts of the zero chargeable policy include elimination 
of debt bondage and premigration indebtedness, empowerment, resilience to income 
shocks, and greater labour force participation by women. The unintended consequences 
for women include a decrease in impulsive decisions to migrate, being forced to migrate, 
being subjected to a sense of ownership by the employer, resilience to adverse domestic 
situations such as abuse and violence and addressing the gender wage gap to some 
extent. The positive implications of the zero chargeable policy on men include acceptance 
of the position as secondary income earner in the family and taking over more childcare 
and household responsibilities, while alcoholism and forcing women into migration are 
some unintended outcomes. The policy also causes older women and girl children in 
families to take on more responsibilities than older men and boy children. 

The main gender implication of the FBR is that it causes female departures to decline. 
It also unevenly distributes parenting responsibilities between the mother and father, 
limits the independence and freedom of women, casts women in a negative light, violates 
women’s human rights, and treats female domestic workers differently from male 
domestic workers. Moreover, the policy discriminates against men who are vulnerable at 
destination versus women who are protected under the FBR. 

In conclusion, these findings based on the Sri Lankan case study provide valuable lessons 
for policy formulation in other countries, to minimise the negative and maximise the 
positive gender implications of migration policies. 

Conclusions Based on the findings of the study, recommendations to improve the related policy 
implications are as follows: 

Restructure predeparture training into two components in which (a) migration 
awareness training targets potential migrants so they can make an informed 
decision, and (b) predeparture training targets those who have decided to migrate for 
employment. 

Introduce into the predeparture curriculum a component on mapping out the targets 
and goals (benefits) of migration versus its potential issues and sacrifices (costs). 
Such a mapping exercise would facilitate a better understanding of the full scope 
of migration, its costs and benefits, and its intended objectives, as well as a plan for 
achieving these objectives. 

Negotiate with destination country governments to incorporate upfront incentives 
into higher monthly wages for female domestic workers. 

Improve coordination among policies to ensure optimal gender outcomes. 

Mainstream gender in migration policy formulation. 

and capacity building; enhance protection and assistance; and build more effective 
bilateral, regional, and international cooperation on gender. Much could also be 
achieved through greater advocacy and legislative and policy initiatives. 

To handle situations of domestic violence, the FBR requirement should be equipped 
with a built-in flexibility mechanism to facilitate regulators to evaluate the pros and 
cons of departure for foreign employment against remaining in a violent or abusive 
domestic situation. 

To overcome issues of access to predeparture training, residential training with fewer 
days (that is, two and a half days) covering the same number of hours as the five-day 
non-residential training (with sessions continuing late into the evening) should be 
introduced for women.
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42.Policy brief on Sri Lanka female migrant workers and the family 

BR

Synopsis In June 2013, the SLBFE introduced a regulation banning prospective women domestic 
migrant workers with children under the age of five years from migrating for work overseas. 
Within its four-year implementation, the FBR regulation has proven to be controversial, 
sparking debate around issues of gender discrimination on the basis of violating the Sri 
Lankan Constitution and the Government’s commitment towards ratified UN Conventions. 
Related issues of corruption and unsafe migration where women utilize alternative means 
to circumvent the FBR regulation have come to the fore through the findings of the study. 
The appropriateness of the FBR regulation in safeguarding the welfare of children left 
behind has also been questioned. 

Method The broader objective of the study was to better understand the effects of the FBR on 
identified stakeholders ranging from: 

The prospective and in-service/returnee migrant women 

Their families 

The community at large 

The State apparatus engaged in the process of issuing the FBR 

The non-government and private sector actors who are intrinsically linked to the 
process of women’s migration overseas for work 

The study involved 373 interviews conducted in high migration districts also representing 
districts with plantations and districts affected by conflict (Colombo, Kurunegala, Galle, 
Nuwara Eliya, Batticaloa, Puttalam) and representing the stakeholder groups listed above.

Key messages Women continue to migrate using other channels and circumvent the FBR procedure 
altogether, thus raising fears of trafficking and unsafe working and living conditions 
overseas.

They avoid registering with the SLBFE, rendering them invisible and putting them at 
risk of abuse in the country of destination with little means of protection. 

The obtaining of an FBR is equated to registering with the SLBFE as a long list of 

The FBR is failing to ensure the children are protected, since there is no follow-up 

focus merely on the lower rungs of semi-skilled women, a large proportion of left-
behind-children of male migrant workers and of women at the professional and skilled 
levels, remain outside the purview of this monitoring mechanism. 

The continued subscription to gendered roles within the family, reflected at different 
levels of the Government and the judiciary, is gravely undermining the role the father 
can play with regard to the children’s welfare. 

The related State structures at the local level and in Colombo are over-burdened due 
to the administering and reviewing of the FBR regulation. 

The Government is losing access to female migrant workers both prior to departure 
and during the in- service period. Such a measure, therefore, has proven to be 
counter-productive at all levels, perpetuating a vicious cycle of corruption, irregular 
migration and unsafe working conditions for the women, rather than ensuring that 
children are protected and that women engage in safe migration for work. 

Conclusions Reconsider the continued imposition of the FBR on prospective female migrant 
workers. Instead, consider the further development of the Family Care Plan or a 
version that is developed through consultation with the relevant officials and the key 
family members involved. 

Establish and administer stricter guidelines on recruitment agents (with the loss of the 
license as a consequence for non-adherence) to ensure the new information collection 
and entry method is neither undermined nor circumvented. 

Labour migration research on Sri Lanka: What do we know? What don’t we know?
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Looking beyond remittance sending channels, some small-scale research has been conducted on the 
utilization of remittances by families for migrant workers. The importance of financial literacy, particularly 
for lower skilled migrant workers and their families, has been highlighted as a key determinant of improved 
family well-being and improved economic standards. The SLBFE Research Unit has also considered small 
research on the savings patterns of migrant workers in the apparel sector, while an officer at the SLBFE, 
Mr K. L. H. K. Wijeratne, has conducted his master’s thesis on the impact of remittances on the well-being 
of migrant workers in Israel. While both latter researches listed here has not been formally published, I 
include it here as examples of relevant topics that should be further researched, and findings disseminated 
widely. These two papers highlight the lack of empirical and academic research of the (positive or negative) 
impacts of remittances at the household level, as well as strategizing of maximizing remittances to improve 
household well-being and increase household resilience against shocks such as the on-going economic 
crises and climate change related disasters. 

Furthermore, there is virtually no international remittance dataset containing gender-disaggregated data, 
better understanding of women vs male remitting patterns and household expenditure habits. Once again 
recognising the intrinsic difference in migration experiences of women vs. men migrant workers, gender 
disaggregated data would be essential to addressing needs, providing better services, and improving 
financial inclusion of women and men migrant workers.

Topics for further exploration

Understanding the motivations for utilizing informal remittance sending channels, and strategies to 
address these issues

Mapping of financial services and products in Sri Lanka (private and public), and availability/accessibility 
to migrant workers

Social Protection and Remittances 

Role of remittance in building climate resilience 

Understanding the gaps and obstacles (bottlenecks) in remittance management and financial planning 
of migrant workers – why are migrants unable to uplift their families (or escape poverty (debt))

As a general rule, it is recommended all future research be disaggregated according to gender of migrant 
worker (i.e., male vs. female), skills category of the migrant worker (i.e., professional, low-skilled, etc.), and 
country or region of destination.

43. The economic impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on Sri Lankan 

migrants in Qatar

Synopsis The spread of -19 in Qatar and the pandemic-led economic slump in the country 
have substantial financial implications for Sri Lankan migrant workers in Qatar and the Sri 
Lankan economy as a whole, as Qatar has been one of the primary destinations among Sri 
Lankan migrants in recent years. Based on 12 in-depth interviews and an online survey of 
101 Sri Lankan workers in Qatar, this paper assesses the pandemic’s financial implications 
on three groups of Sri Lankan migrants: the highly skilled, skilled and semi-skilled. Using 
a mixed-method analysis, the paper identifies that pay-cuts have been the most common 
financial issue across all skill levels, with nearly half of respondents reporting deductions 
from their salaries. The research also identifies that while all three groups of migrants 
have used various coping mechanisms to mitigate the pandemic’s financial impact, highly 
skilled migrants have been more successful in weathering the storm than others due to 
their accumulated savings. Though compared to the early months of the pandemic, the 
financial stability of most Sri Lankans in Qatar had improved by September 2020 with the 
easing of restrictions imposed to contain the spread of -19, it might not necessarily 
transfer into stability in remittances to Sri Lanka, as an increasing number of Sri Lankan 
migrant workers in Qatar are considering a permanent return home.

As a general rule, it is recommended all future research be disaggregated according to gender of migrant
worker (male vs. female), skills category of the migrant worker (professional, low-skilled, and so on), and
country or region of destination.
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Method Qatar is home (although a temporary one) to migrant workers belonging to more than 
2019). Among them, the researchers 

selected Sri Lankans as the study population due to two main reasons. Firstly, Sri Lankans 
are among the top ten nationality groups in Qatar, and in recent years Qatar has been the 
primary destination among Sri Lankan migrant workers to the GCC, with nearly a quarter 
of all Sri Lankan migrant workers migrating to Qatar in 2018 (SLBFE 2019). According to 
the Sri Lankan Embassy in Qatar, as of 2018, approximately 140,000 Sri Lankans resided in 
Qatar (Asees 2018). The second reason for selecting Qatar is that one of the researchers 
is a Sri Lankan migrant currently based in Qatar.

This study is solely based on primary data gathered through two instruments: semi-
structured in-depth interviews with 12 participants conducted over the phone and a 
web-based survey of 101 respondents. All interview participants were recruited using 
purposive sampling to ensure that the interviews covered various experiences of migrants 
belonging to different skill levels and varying levels of impact of the pandemic. Since a list 
of all members of the population was not available, the sample for the questionnaire was 
selected using the snowball sampling method.

While the data collected through online surveys can be skewed due to selection biases, 
the researchers tried the maximum to avoid this with the current data set by making the 
survey available in all three languages (Sinhala, Tamil and English) spoken by Sri Lankans 
and sharing the survey with Sri Lankan migrant workers with varying experiences of the 
financial impact of the pandemic ranging from high impact to no impact at all.

All the data gathered were used in a mixed-method analysis to gain more precise in-depth 
insights into the financial impact of the C -19 pandemic on various groups of Sri 
Lankan migrant workers in Qatar.

Key messages Since the onset of the C -19 pandemic, a significant portion of Sri Lankan workers 
in Qatar, akin to other migrant workers across the GCC, has faced numerous financial 
challenges due to lockdowns and other measures undertaken to contain the spread of 
coronavirus. Among the various financial issues Sri Lankan migrant workers in Qatar 
have had to deal with, pay cuts are the most common across all skill levels, with nearly 
50 per cent of respondents reporting deductions from their salaries. While reduced pay 
is a significant financial burden for Sri Lankan migrant workers in Qatar as most of them 
had migrated to Qatar mainly because of the country’s attractive remuneration packages, 
in–depth interviews indicate that most Sri Lankan migrant workers consider reduced pay 
acceptable due to the volatile economic conditions in Qatar posed by the pandemic and 
because they consider a reasonable pay cut to be far better than being made redundant.

There are significant differences in the level and type of financial difficulties faced. The semi-
skilled workers have been the most severely affected by the pandemic, with a significant 
per centage of semi-skilled workers facing difficulties in sending remittances to Sri Lanka, 
making debt repayments, and paying for their food and other basic needs. Compared to 
highly skilled workers, a higher per centage of skilled and semi-skilled Sri Lankan in Qatar 
have experienced pay cuts, layoffs, losses in bonus payments and losses in savings due 
to the pandemic. On the other hand, a higher per centage of highly skilled Sri Lankans in 
Qatar have experienced losses in gratuity payments and have faced difficulties making 
rental payments than skilled and semi-skilled workers.

Even though in the early months of the pandemic, the vast majority of Sri Lankan migrants 
in Qatar expected that their financial position would worsen as the year progresses, with 
the easing of C -19 containment measures in mid-June 2020, the financial situation 
of some migrants has improved. The most significant improvement is with regard to job 
security. However, In-depth interviews indicated that not all migrant workers have been 
successful in coping with their financial struggled induced by the pandemic by cutting 
down expenses. Some of those facing severe financial pressures have resorted to asking 
their families in Sri Lanka to send them money for the return journey by mortgaging 
their assets in Sri Lanka. While such reverse remittances are not uncommon among Sri 
Lankan migrant workers in the GCC, in-depth interviews indicate that the pandemic has 
increased such occurrences. Further research is required to examine the extent to which 
the pandemic-led financial challenges led to reverse remittances

Labour migration research on Sri Lanka: What do we know? What don’t we know?
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Key messages 
(contd.)

The research findings suggest that migrants who have high levels of accumulated savings 
have been able to bear the negative impact of the pandemic than those with low levels 
of or no savings. Semi-skilled migrants who, in general, use their salaries in the Gulf to 
purchase consumer durables and to meet everyday household expenses in Sri Lanka do 
not have sufficient accumulated savings to support them during an extended period of 
unemployment. Therefore, as can be expected, compared to semi-skilled workers, skilled 
and highly skilled workers who have been laid off or facing pay cuts and delays in payments 
have been able to weather the storm due to their accumulated savings.

Limitations
workers who filled out the survey were engineers, quantity surveyors and managers, while 
the majority of semi-skilled workers were vehicle mechanics and drivers. Moreover, the 
researchers could not recruit any unskilled workers to participate in the survey. This caveat 
has skewed the results and analysis towards the experiences of certain occupational and 
skill categories and is the main limitation of the study.

Conclusions While the easing of 19 containment measures in Qatar has improved the financial 
stability of most Sri Lankan migrants in Qatar, it might not necessarily transfer into an 
increase of remittances in the long run as a significant per centage of Sri Lankan migrants 
are accelerating their plans of leaving Qatar, mostly due to pandemic-related reasons. 
As a substantial proportion of those contemplating a permanent return to Sri Lanka are 
highly skilled migrants who earn higher salaries than other skill categories, the dip in 
remittances Sri Lanka receives from Qatar could be considerable. This will negatively affect 
the Sri Lanka economy as a whole as Sri Lanka is a remittance driven economy. However, 
further research is necessary to determine whether those who were considering returning 
to Sri Lanka permanently in September 2020 actually returned and whether the pandemic 
resulted in significant permanent return migration. This is an important distinction that 
needs to be made as research on prior crises in the GCC (such as the Global Financial 
Crisis) did not result in significant return migration.

44.Study on the Impact of labour migration on savings behavior of 

Synopsis This is an internal research conducted be the SLBFE Research Unit. The research has not 
been validated and published for public consumption. Therefore, details on methodology, 
key messages and conclusions are not included here. The research is available as a hard 
copy with the SLBFE and is available for review upon request.

The research studies the difference between savings and expenditure of migrant-families 
vs non-migrant families in Colombo district (limited to urban areas) and assesses the 
positive and negative impact of remittance on savings behaviour of migrant worker 
families. The research also explores how age of the migrant worker, the duration out of Sri 
Lanka and the family size affects proportion of savings. 

Recommendations include:

Raise awareness on saving schemes and investments

Mandatory remittance requirements (e.g., Korea requires 80 per cent through Korean 
Banking system)

Counter challenges of accessing formal remittance systems, promote financial literacy

Special interest rates for migrants’ workers

Concessions to migrants to import machinery etc.

Return migration branches – re-open

Savings linked to pensions

Mandatory remittance requirements (for an example the Republic of Korea requires 
80 per cent through Korean Banking system)
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45. A comprehensive Analysis of remittances from Sri Lanka

Synopsis The overall goal of this study was to develop an evidence base on remittances to Sri Lanka 
for the foreign employment and financial sectors. It is intended that this body of evidence 
would contribute to policy development on reducing the cost of remittances in line with 

cent of the amount remitted. To this effect, the specific objectives of the study are to better 
understand remittances in the areas of accessibility, use, and cost of remittances. In addition, 
it hopes to contribute to improving the regulatory environment on remittance receipts 
in Sri Lanka. The study further explores the merits and demerits of formal and informal 
channels, and regional initiatives and good practices on remittances sending and receiving. 

Method The study uses a mixed methods approach consisting of both qualitative and quantitative 
primary data supplemented by secondary information. Quantitative data was collected 
via a sample survey of 602 migrant households from three purposively selected districts 
in Sri Lanka, namely Colombo, Kurunegala and Batticaloa. In addition, the study also 
collected qualitative data via different approaches. In terms of KIIs, the study involves 
28 KIIs in Sri Lanka with stakeholders involved in the migration and/ or remittances 

Organizations (CSOs). 

Key messages On average, the amount remitted is LKR 39,550 per month, while the average monthly 
salary of a migrant is LKR 68,814. The average cost of sending remittances to Sri Lanka is 
5.9 per cent, while in the banking and Money Transfer Organization (MTO) channels it is 
5.4 per cent and 3.7 per cent, respectively. In the case of mobile money, the remittance 
cost is 2.9 per cent. These findings indicate that Sri Lanka’s average cost of remittances 
is close to the existing estimates for South Asia (5.2 per cent) and lower than the global 
estimate (7 per cent). Similarly, the estimates from this study for banking, MTO and mobile 
money channels are lower than the corresponding global estimates of 10.5 per cent, 6 per 
cent, and 3.3 per cent, respectively. 

For banks, factors that contribute to increasing cost of remittances over MTOs are the lack 
of transparency in determining the formula for remittance charges imposed on banks and 
MTOs compelling banks to maintain parallel operating systems and exerting a degree of 
unfair balance of power over banks. In the case of mobile money, regulator restrictions on 
capping the maximum remittance at LKR, 25,000 per transaction, and the low level of trust 
associated with mobile money inhibits its growth potential and ability to capitalise on its 
advantage as a low-cost channel. 

The study indicates that, at the household level there is a high dependence on remittances 
for daily spending and loan repayment. However, there is minimal planning on remittance 
management prior to the migrant embarking overseas. As a result, migrants have little 
control on how beneficiary households chose to spend remittances.

Conclusions The following are recommendations to reduce the cost and improve the management of 
remittances in Sri Lanka: 

Improve interaction between banks and MTOs 

Adopt FinTech in remittance service delivery 

Promote Mobile Money 

Learn from informal channels to improve remittance services in formal sector 

Factor in gender dimensions in remittance management education and household 
spending

Improve timing and frequency of remittance education 

management education

Transition from financial literacy education to remittance management education 
during pre-departure training 

Promote collective international efforts to reduce cost of remittances

Produce better, standardized, reliable, and up-to-date data on migration and 
remittances to track cost of remittances and develop evidence-based policy decisions 
to reap the full benefits of migration in Sri Lanka. 
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46.Study on remittance regulatory frameworks and accessibility of 

regular remittance channels of the Colombo Process Member States 

CPMS

Synopsis This report surveys remittances in the CPMS and provides recommendations to remove 
barriers, reduce costs and improve access to formal services. Findings and recommendations 
are based on publicly available information substantiated and built upon by interviews 
with key stakeholders in public, private and civil society sectors in selected Member States 
and questionnaires sent to public sector stakeholders in each State. The report draws out 
good practice examples from CPMS as well as the main challenges experienced by CPMS 
migrants in accessing formal remittance services and provides background information on 
formal remittance flows, costs and the main channels used, including formal and informal 
methods. The focus of the report is on the legal, regulatory and policy environment for 
remittances services in the CPMS with attention on pay-out environments, regulation for 
digital payments and financial inclusion. Three “deep-dive” case studies are provided on 
the Bangladeshi, Cambodian and Indonesian markets in an appendix. 

Method The methodology for this project involved collecting as much relevant available material 
on remittances in the 12 CPMS as possible, including three country “deep dives”. This data 
and information gathering was conducted through desk-based research, three in-country 
missions (to Bangladesh, Cambodia and Indonesia), interviews with key stakeholders and 
questionnaires sent to public sector stakeholders in the CPMS. 

Key messages In Sri Lanka, the remittance market is still bank dominated with not much competition 
from MTOs or other entities. Since 2012, mobile money service eZ Cash has also gained 
traction with an impressive subscriber base of over two million Sri Lankans and over 
20,000 agent locations and merchant points island wide. 

Sri Lanka’s commercial banks number 22 in total and operate across the country. Two state 
owned banks, the Bank of Ceylon and the People’s Bank have also attracted significant 
remittance flows through the extensive outreach they both have across Sri Lanka. Banks 
have been keen to attract new customers with remittance-related products. They have 
introduced a number of innovative financial inclusion initiatives, including card-based 
accounts and remittance-linked savings accounts. 

The two principle MTOs in Sri Lanka operate through partnerships with commercial 
banks. Western Union has significantly expanded its reach into remote areas through an 
agreement with Sri Lanka Post. 

eZ Cash, Sri Lanka’s pioneering mobile money service for local transfers, was launched by 

Conclusions Recommendations include:

Implement/develop a remittance regulatory framework - The importance of 
remittances should be reflected in government led actions. 

Removal of exclusivity arrangements between MTOs and local pay-out partners to 
increase competition. 

Educate migrants, their families and communities on what is formal versus informal 
– important in any financial education that the benefits of using formal providers are 
made clear. 

Countries that have exchange controls in place could conduct a cost benefit analysis to 
help governments to understand the best policy positions. 

Robust consumer protection legislation and systems should be established in each 
CPMS. Once in place there needs to be ongoing awareness campaigns. 

Price information portals – consider developing these to provide customer information 
or leverage existing sites 
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Conclusions 
(contd.)

Improve digital pay-out infrastructure in receiving countries: CPMS should focus on 
developing the domestic digital payments environments as a first step. This should be 
followed by consumer utilization and subsequently the development of cross- border 
options. 

Increase financial inclusion – Make it as easy as possible to open a range of accounts 
including, bank accounts, pre-paid accounts, and mobile wallets. For mobile 
wallets it is important to ensure that individuals can obtain mobile SIM cards easily. 
Consideration be given to setting-up an intra CPMS cooperation mechanism amongst 
CPMS members to enable greater financial inclusion, remittance cost cutting, 
recording of transfers, etc. 

Support the development of new mobile money providers – Promote them/incentivize 
customers/reduce prices/implement interoperability/introduce e-money legislation.

Volumes and values of remittance data is important. However, particular emphasis 
should be paid to gender-aggregated data as this is currently lacking.

47. Temporary labour migration and underdevelopment in Sri Lanka: The 

limits of remittance capital

Synopsis Sri Lanka’s long history of temporary labour migration to West Asia began amidst 
economic upheaval in 1977 and burgeoned during decades marred by macroeconomic 
volatility and ethnic conflict. Today, the remittances sent by migrant domestic workers and 
low-waged manual labourers in the Gulf are vital to the subsistence of poor households in 
marginalised communities and constitute the country’s largest source of foreign exchange 
earnings. Prominent policymaking frameworks purport that temporary labour migration 
of this kind should produce a ‘triple win’ outcome, wherein remittance transfers catalyse 
economic development for migrant households and their countries of origin. Yet, while 
labour-receiving economies unequivocally benefit from exploiting reserve armies of labour 
and care, the developmental impact of inbound remittance flows remains under-theorised. 
This article advances a critique of how remittance capital functions at household, national 
and global scales to demonstrate how temporary labour migration has limited Sri Lanka 
to a precariously uneven and remittance-dependent model of development. A profound 
contradiction emerges where uneven development ‘pushes’ vulnerable populations into 
foreign employment, only for their remittances to sustain exclusionary development 
spending that intensifies the need to migrate.

Method

Key messages Temporary labour migration between Sri Lanka and West Asia has been seen to produce 
developmental outcomes that undermines the notion of a ‘triple win’ scenario by all but the 
crudest of measures. Addressed from a comparative view of development, the assumptions 
behind the promotion of temporary labour migration as a ‘triple win’ scenario amount to 
an unequal distribution of ‘wins’ that benefit the developed before the developing, and 
migrant workers least of all. The immediate outcomes of temporary labour migration 
thereby constitute an arrangement that exacerbates existing developmental disparities 
between Sri Lanka and the GCC countries that exploit its workers as part of a diverse 
reserve army of migrant labour.

Nevertheless, temporary labour migration schemes continue to be pursued by migrant-
sending and migrant-receiving countries alike. Certainly, in the case of Sri Lanka, the 
promotion of foreign employment persists as one of only a few readily identifiable 
developmental strategies. Although this might infer the existence of a mutually beneficial 
arrangement between countries of origin and destination, an ostensible coinciding of 
national interests might more shrewdly be understood as the resonating preferences of 
prominent factions of local and foreign capital. Sri Lanka’s apparent path dependency 
on temporary labour migration and remittances encompasses the vested (and politically 
potent) short-term interests of an influential set of actors who directly benefit from the 
arrangement: recruitment agencies and other merchants of labour, businesses in the 
urban non-tradeable sector, and the political elite itself.
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Desk analysis
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Key messages 
(contd.)

Yet, if temporary labour migration and remittance inflows were to persistently stagnate or 
decline – as they have threatened to do in the past few years – there is potential for a more 
serious exchange rate collapse, with flow-on effects for import prices and effective demand 
that would harm the profits of those same factions of capital. By continuing to promote 
foreign employment, whether actively or through inaction itself, Sri Lanka is placing 
the short-term interests of dominant actors above the value of inclusive development. 
Ironically, the long-term interests of capital in general are also compromised in this 
scenario, as the continuation of jobless growth and uneven development will ultimately 
stymie the growth of wages to the detriment of the entire economy.

While some countries are locked into a global ‘race to the bottom’ to provide the lowest 
labour costs for industrial manufacturing, others have emerged as ‘labour exporters’. 
The latter category can be thought of as remittance economies and tend to share common 
characteristics of trade and production, typically involving the absence of industrialisation 
alongside declining terms of trade for their low-value, inelastic exports. As Petras observes, 
‘overseas migration deprives the nation of its most innovative, skilful and ambitious 
workers who provide the basis for creating a diversified economy based on industry and 
services… What remains is a client state dependent on agro-mineral exports, tourism 
and of course immigrant remittances’ (Petras 2007, p. 49). Although referring to Mexico’s 
longstanding experience with temporary labour migration to the US, Petras’s description 
could apply almost as well to Sri Lanka, as it could too for the Philippines, Nepal, Indonesia, 
and a handful of Caribbean and Pacific Island economies, all of which share characteristics 
common to remittance economies.

Conclusions The need to shift away from temporary labour migration as a development strategy is 
evident, and calls for transition towards the availability of decent work in countries of origin 
are well founded (Wickramasekara 2016), but there seem to be few practical opportunities 
for remittance economies to reverse the momentum of migration-underdevelopment. For 
Sri Lanka, it appears as though the ‘loaning’ of labour-power in exchange for remittance 
capital has proven easier and more lucrative than the break with 40 years of path 
dependency that would be necessary to employ the same labour locally. With the ladder 
of industrial development receding from view, Sri Lanka is left to confront its vulnerable 
overdependence on remittances, as an entirely exogenous source of developmental 
capital that is precariously tied to the continued good fortune of West Asia’s oil-economies.

48.Welfare of Sri Lankan caregivers working in the State of Israel

Synopsis This is individual research conducted be an Officer of SLBFE Research Unit as part of 

consumption. Therefore, details on methodology, key messages and conclusions are not 
included here. The research is available as a hard copy with the SLBFE and is available for 
review upon request.

The research seeks to understand the impact of international migration and remittances 
on household income stability and the welfare of Sri Lankan caregivers working in the 
State of Israel. The research looks into expenditure patterns of the migrant workers in 
Israel, age analysis, comparison with migrants from other countries (including savings 
and investments) and provides related recommendations for policy and services provision.



92 Labour migration research on Sri Lanka: - What do we know? What don’t we know? 

growth

Synopsis Labour migration has significant multiple impacts for Sri Lanka, where migrant 
remittances have massively increased over time. In the light of changing migrant worker 
dynamics, including state involvement in virtually exporting people, this article examines 
various trends of labour migration and then specifically analyses remittance inflows and 
their economic impacts in Sri Lanka between 1970 and 2015. The findings of this paper 
confirm the increasing importance of remittances as a source of external financing, with 
considerable impetus for domestic economic growth, related development policies and 
gender issues. The conclusions make some suggestions to safeguard future remittance 
inflows to Sri Lanka.

Method N/A

Key messages This study has provided a historical overview of Sri Lankan migrant workers and their 
contributions to Sri Lanka’s economic growth. It clearly documents that remittances have 
been playing an increasingly significant role for the country’s economy in terms of exports 

be supported by recent MoU agreements with several countries that take in many skilled 
worker migrants. At the same time, it was found that a significant per centage decline 
of female migrant workers, particularly housemaids departing to the Middle East, but a 
notable increase in male skilled migrant workers. This can be considered as a progressive 
shift in labour migration, with significantly increased benefits for economic development 
in Sri Lanka. Further remittance inflow is encouraged by suggesting policies that 
safeguard migrant worker capacities, protect legal inflows of remittances and also focus 
on improvements in the conditions of the host country’s labour market. Overall, as is also 
reflected in the conclusions of John (2018) for labour migration from Kerala, increasing 
government involvement in directing and supervising these processes of sending one’s 
workers abroad would appear to have become a matter of considerable public interest, 
not to speak of fiscal prudence. 

Conclusions Regarding policy suggestions, the authors advise that the Sri Lankan government should 
encourage male skilled migration workers and increase potential benefits for them on 
return. Especially in countries like South Korea, Japan and Italy, but also in the construction 
sites of the Middle East, male migrant workers are often working with new technologies and 
gain important transferable skills. Even if they went overseas as unskilled or semi-skilled 
workers, on return to Sri Lanka, they often bring with them comprehensive knowledge of 
certain technologies. Taking this new phenomenon seriously will assist further economic 
development. The Sri Lankan government should encourage such upskilled returnees 
by providing them special facilities, particularly loans for starting small or medium-size 
enterprises after they finish their employment period abroad. 

Safe surroundings for migrant workers in their respective host countries are important 
for migrant workers’ health and safety, also regarding their living conditions. Therefore, 
respective Sri Lankan missions should be encouraged to take necessary steps to secure 
adequate health care for their overseas workers and any family members, including better 
education facilities for children. This involves keeping closer ties and positive political 
relationships with countries that provide working facilities for Sri Lankan migration workers. 
Informal channels for sending more remittances are major issues in Sri Lanka and other 
developing countries. Introducing incentives to send more remittances through formal 
channels should be encouraged. One of the potentially cheapest and quickest options is 
now money transfer using mobile phone networks. This kind of information should be 
shared with migrant workers to protect them against exploitative practices in the process 
of sending remittances. Many migrant-sending countries are worried about large return 
migration prompted by crises or weak job markets in destination countries (John 2018). 
While such eventualities cannot be fully predicted, alert monitoring of various socio-
political and economic trends is advisable. John (2018, p. 88–9) also raised the spectre 
of various Arabisation policies in the Middle East, and it appears that Sri Lanka is already 
taking steps to diversify the range of countries to which it sends its workers. 
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Regarding policy suggestions, the authors advise that the Sri Lankan government should 
encourage male skilled migration workers and increase potential benefits for them on 
return. Especially in countries like the Republic of Korea, Japan and Italy, but also in the 
construction sites of the Middle East, male migrant workers are often working with new 
technologies and gain important transferable skills. Even if they went overseas as unskilled 
or semi-skilled workers, on return to Sri Lanka, they often bring with them comprehensive 
knowledge of certain technologies. Taking this new phenomenon seriously will assist 
further economic development. The Sri Lankan government should encourage such 
upskilled returnees by providing them special facilities, particularly loans for starting 
small or medium-size enterprises after they finish their employment period abroad. 
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50. Financial literacy is key to sound remittances management

Synopsis Overseas employment is the largest foreign exchange earning source for both the 
Nepalese and the Sri Lankan economy. Since formal labour migration commenced, it has 
generated substantial and continuously growing inflows of remittances, while at the same 
time relieving pressure on unemployment. In Sri Lanka and Nepal, many migrant families 
struggle to make ends meet instead of being able to save part of their received remittances 
for an investment that would allow them to build the basis of their livelihoods at home. 
Whether migration indeed has beneficial impacts on long-term, sustainable development 
of the migrant families depends on a wide range of variables, such as the local context, 
type and extent of migration and the size of remittances. This article demonstrates that 
financial literacy is indispensable for a more sustainable use of remittances.

Method Based on empirical data from labour migration projects implemented by Helvetas Swiss 
Intercooperation in Sri Lanka and Nepal.

Key messages In Sri Lanka, the major areas for the use of remittances include housing, children’s 
education, personal assets and consumption. Migrant families’ expenditures on a range 
of unproductive and consumable assets have also increased after migration. Less than 
five per cent of the returnee migrant workers have in-vested in productive assets, such 
as land, housing, three wheelers, and, to a smaller extent, small businesses. In Nepal, 
the sample households reported that 25 per cent is used for loan repayment, 24 per cent 
for daily consumption, 10 per cent for education and health, 4 per cent for social work, 3 
per cent for household assets and 1 per cent for productive work. The study also reflects 
that families tend to become remittance-dependent and stop engaging in other income-
generating activities. In both countries, knowledge of financial literacy, including financial 
planning and budgeting, financial services and concepts of savings are often lacking. Many 
families remained indebted, did not manage to pay back loans and became dependant to 
different degrees on income from labour migration. The importance of financial literacy 
for sound remittances management has been confirmed by field experiences gathered in 
the context of implementing a Helvetas project.

Conclusions It is key to include financial literacy for migrant workers and families left behind as a 
stepping block in any policy targeting return and reintegration. This must be followed 
by adequate financial products provided by banks and micro-finance institutions and 
ultimately by a favourable framework for small-scale investments. The recently passed 
Sri Lankan Sub Policy and Action Plan on Return and Reintegration of Migrant Workers 
recognises the importance of financial literacy and sets an indicator accordingly.
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Summary of existing research

Much of the publications produced and commissioned by international organizations focus on policies and 
frameworks to facilitate social and economic return and reintegration of migrant workers. These include 
reviews of existing policies and practices related to return and reintegration of migrant workers from South 
and South-East Asian countries of origin, including social protection, insurance and welfare schemes for 
returned migrant workers. Unfortunately, in most cases, the reports lack data on actual returned migrant 
workers, including statistics of returned migrant workers, who they are, where they are, reasons for return 
and their overall (positive of negative) migration experiences. Therefore, these publications that provide an 
overview of existing policies and practices fall short of assessing effectiveness and impact of the policies in 
facilitating safe return and reintegration of returned migrant workers. The Joint IOM/ILO/UN-Women GOALS 
project is in the process of conducting a mapping of re-integration practices in South Asia, which will also 
include re-integration practices in Sri Lanka.

The study on Return and Reintegration without Assimilation: South Asian Migrant Workers in the Gulf during 

between countries of original and countries of destination (particularly in the Gulf) to respond to the shocks 

unemployment and mitigating spread of the virus) falling disproportionately on the countries of origin, such 
as Sri Lanka. The research calls upon governments to utilize mechanisms such as the Global Compact on 
Migration and the Agenda 2030 to improve policies of both countries of origin and destination to protect the 

A few studies begin to explore the lived experiences of returned migrant workers in Sri Lanka and South 

Karunaratne and Kanaka Abeygunawardene, and Well-being of labour migrants returned from employment 
abroad and their families in Sri Lanka by Manjula Prabath Batagoda of the SLBFE research unit. The study 
by GAATW provides insights into the lived experiences of returned women (domestic) migrant workers in 
South Asia, including Sri Lanka. The report highlights their social and economic challenges upon return and 
on assimilating back with their own families. The report on Migrant Workers from South Korea provides 
insights interviews 100 returned migrant workers from South Korea and analyses the current level of 
their reintegration. According to the findings, more than 90 per cent of those interviewed claim to have 
successfully fulfilled their migration objectives (such as purchase of land, housing construction, on business 
investments). Interestingly however, findings from this paper challenge the popular understanding that 
unproductive investments and conspicuous consumption patterns contribute to re-migration. Finally, the 
report by Manjula Batagoda is once again available only within the SLBFE research unit. The report raises 
important and pertinent questions relevant to policy making and implementation. However, the sample size 
of the report is small, and analyses is limited. If the SLBFE research Unit could be linked to academics and 
research institutions focused on labour migration issues, more comprehensive research could be conducted 
for wider dissemination.

Topics for further exploration

Comprehensive research for Sri Lanka disaggregated by gender, skills category and migration 
experience (expansion of research by Manjula Batagoda) 

Impact of sub-policy on return and reintegration including activities implemented to date, with 
recommendations for improvement

Reintegration – linked to TVET, RPL, psychosocial issues and corridor issues (comparative)

Nexus between return/reintegration and national economic development. 

East Corridor Say? by GAATW, Sri Lankan Returnee Migrant Workers from the Republic of Korea by Hettige 
Don A few studies begin to explore the lived experiences of returned migrant workers in Sri Lanka and South 
Karunaratne and Kanaka Abeygunawardene, and Well-being of labour migrants returned from employment
abroad and their families in Sri Lanka by Manjula Prabath Batagoda of the SLBFE research unit. The study by 
GAATW provides insights into the lived experiences of returned women (domestic) migrant workers in South 
Asia, including Sri Lanka. The report highlights their social and economic challenges upon return and on 
assimilating back with their own families. The report on Migrant Workers from the Republic of Korea provides 
insights interviews 100 returned migrant workers from the Republic of Korea and analyses the current level 
of their reintegration. According to the findings, more than 90 per cent of those interviewed claim to have 
successfully fulfilled their migration objectives (such as purchase of land, housing construction, on business 
investments). Interestingly however, findings from this paper challenge the popular understanding that 
unproductive investments and conspicuous consumption patterns contribute to re-migration. Finally, the 
report by Manjula Batagoda is once again available only within the SLBFE research unit. The report raises 
important and pertinent questions relevant to policy making and implementation. However, the sample size
of the report is small, and analyses is limited. If the SLBFE research Unit could be linked to academics and 
research institutions focused on labour migration issues, more comprehensive research could be conducted
for wider dissemination.
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51. Social protection for migrant workers: The case of Sri Lanka

Synopsis Social protection is one of the fundamental phenomena that boost the well-being of 
vulnerable and poor people. Unskilled migrant workers are a segment of a vulnerable 
group that needs social protection to manage their risks and uncertainty. In Sri Lanka, 
many people migrate as unskilled workers, and their contribution to the Sri Lankan 
economy is significant since one of the primary foreign currency sources is remittance. 
However, migrant workers face many difficulties throughout the migration process. 
Therefore, this study reviews the existing social protection programs for migrant workers 
and the main challenges faced by the migrant workers. The SLBFE is the key focal institute 
that provides social protection for migrant workers. This institute has implemented a 
number of social protection programs for migrant workers by targeting pre-departure 
needs, while on service and after the return. Similarly, the bureau has extended social 
protection programs for the well-being of migrant workers’ families. Pre-departure 
training, providing information, providing financial facilities at a low-interest rate, 
insurance facilities, provision of scholarships, school equipment and day-care facilities 
for migrant workers’ children, housing programs for disabled migrant workers, and 
reintegration programs are the existing social protection programs for migrant workers. 
The implementation of the bilateral agreements and legal policies to protect migrant 
workers’ rights are also considered social protection since those contribute to achieving 
a decent life. Breach of employment, sickness, physical and sexual harassment, natural 
death and suicides, pre-mature termination, non-payment of agreed wage are major 
problems faced by the migrant workers. However, most of these obstacles are not 
compensated by the existing social protection programs. Female workers face many more 
issues than males, highlighting the need for a particular social protection program for 
females. Similarly, unskilled workers and housemaids faced many more problems than 
other employees. Inadequacy of benefits, limited coverage and unavailability of social 
protection for some risks and uncertainties, lack of old security, inability to access national 
social protection programs in Sri Lanka, and destination countries are the main drawbacks 
of the existing social protection system. Therefore, policymakers should pay attention to 
revise existing social protection programs by increasing benefits, affixing all the problems 
and all migrant workers for social protection system, linking all institutions that provide 
social protection programs. Actions should be taken to implement a database for migrant 
workers to identify the risk and problems faced by migrant workers. The introduction 
of a contributory or non-contributory pension scheme is also essential. Implementing 
legal policies so as to access social protection programs of the destination countries are 
essential. It is recommended to legally impose responsibility for employers to include 
migrant workers in the social protection system at destination countries.

Method N/A

Key messages This chapter reviews the existing social protection programs for unskilled migrant 
workers of Sri Lanka. The SLFEB is the leading institutional body responsible for 
migrant workers. As described in the above section, this institute provides various 
social protection programs for migrant workers and their families to improve their 
well-being. Apart from that, the SLBFE has articulated various legal policies to enhance 
the decent work right of migrant workers. 

However, migrant workers face many difficulties and problems while working in 
distant countries. Their families also faced many problems because they did not 
receive income and lost protection and other family ties. Furthermore, many migrant 
workers become vulnerable after returning to the country since they cannot find 
decent work. The SLBFE provides various services at a satisfactory level throughout 
the migration cycle. However, many gaps can be identified from the existing social 
protection system. 
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Key messages Accordingly, the existing insurance scheme does not insure all the significant 
risks faced by migrant workers. Most migrant workers have complained about 
non-payment of salaries, breach of agreement, not being allowed to return after 
completing the agreed period, suicide, and pre-mature termination as significant 
problems they faced. However, those risks are not concealed by the current insurance 
program or other social protection programs. 

Adequacy of benefits offer under the scholarship program is also questionable. 
However, it can be appreciated as an encouragement for further studies or continuing 
the studies. 

Mostly all the migrant workers are from low-income families or vulnerable families. 
So, they need financial assistance to fulfil their basic pre-departure requirements 
such as paying for the passport, other documents, air tickets, agents, and their family 
expenditure. Although the SLBEF provides various financial facilities for migrant 
workers for various requirements through state banks, the amount is insufficient 
to cover their expenditure. Because of that, migrant workers have to seek financial 
assistance from informal sources with high-interest rates and stressful conditions. 
Sometimes they lose their properties because of indebtedness.

Further, the SLBFE offers financial assistance for housing programs collaborating 
with the National Housing Authority. However, according to the rules and regulations 
of the program, disabled workers who do not have their own land are not eligible 
for the housing program. Hence, the purpose of the social protection program is 
questionable. Such a program aims to assist migrant workers who cannot work 
because of disabilities. 

The awareness of the existing social protection programs also should be increased. 
Lack of information and awareness prevent migrant workers from accessing and 
getting benefits from existing social protection programs. 

The other primary concern of migrant workers is their old-age security. After 
returning, most migrant workers and their families face financial difficulties, and most 
of them even lose their properties because of indebtedness or other problems. Hence, 
it is worthwhile to introduce an old-age benefit scheme for this segment of people by 
considering their economic value to the country while in the labour force. 

In some cases, migrant workers and their families face difficulties enrolling on social 
protection programs. For example, most migrant workers’ families did not receive 
the Samurdhi benefits (the main poverty alleviation program in Sri Lanka) since the 
relevant authorities count them as out of the threshold income. However, it cannot 
be guaranteed whether those families received remittance continuously. Even though 
migrant workers do not have regular income after they return, it is difficult to get 
benefits from the social protection program.

Lack of publicly available data also hinders the private and public sector authorities 
from introducing social protection programs for migrant workers.

There are limited facilities for migrant workers in destination countries. They are not 
able to access available social protection programs in destination countries. 

Conclusions Inadequacy of the benefits is one of the prevailing problems. Especially the benefits 
granted from the insurance scheme are not adequate. Hence, it is recommended to 
increase the benefits adequately insure the risks. Otherwise, migrant workers become 
more vulnerable since they have to afford extra healthcare expenditures.

Relevant institutional attention should be paid to extending the existing insurance 
scheme and social protection system to cover significant risks faced by migrant 
workers. 

It is essential to increase benefits offered by the scholarship program targeting needy 
children. 
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Conclusions 
(contd.)

It is essential to review existing financial programs and revise them according to the 
current economic situation and it is highly recommended to provide enough financial 
facilities for pre-departure requirements for all needy people without considering the 
type of work or the destination country.

The landless victims also should get these benefits. According to the current economic 
situation, this amount should be revised.

Information should be disseminated through local government and community level 
offices and other organizations because most workers are low educated. 

An old-age benefit scheme can be introduced under public-private partnership. The 
payment method can be arranged while service based. 

Private and public sector authorities should take necessary action to maintain a 
comprehensive database regarding migrant workers. 

It is crucial to make necessary agreements with destination countries to provide social 
protection for migrant workers. Bilateral agreements with destination countries are 
highly recommended.

52. Sustainable reintegration – What do women migrant workers in the 

Synopsis Return and reintegration are core features of international instruments for the protection 
of migrants’ rights and migration governance. The Global Compact on Migration 
encourages states to facilitate ‘the safe and dignified return’ as well as ‘sustainable 
reintegration’ of migrants. The UN Convention on migrant workers obliges states to 
cooperate for the ‘orderly return’ of migrants. Governments have, to varying degrees, 
included reintegration measures in their migration legislation and action plans, while 
many NGOs and international organisations implement projects to support returning 
migrants’ reintegration. 

However, the ideal scenario imagined in international conventions, where migrants 
return voluntarily to the safety of their homes and live happily thereafter, often does not 
materialise. Many migrants are fleeing their homeland for a number of reasons including 
conflict, war, climate crisis and various forms of persecution. States spend millions of 
dollars to protect their borders and to deter migrants from entering their countries. 
‘Voluntary’ return is often a euphemism for a situation when migrants are technically 
not ‘forced’ but must leave because they cannot enter or stay in the destination country. 
Migrant workers often return with experiences of abuse and without any savings and plan 
to remigrate as soon as they can. Some of the challenges are a direct result of labour 
migration regimes. Others stem from the fact that many migrants return to the same 
socioeconomic conditions, which prompted their migration in the first place, such as lack 
of economic opportunities or violence within the home. In short, return and reintegration 

challenges, as many migrants lost their jobs, were forced to return, or unable to return, 
incurred additional costs related to their return, and were unable to make a living once 
back in their home countries. 

The aim of this report is to highlight these challenges as they were expressed by women 
migrant workers from South Asia who returned from the Middle East. It also highlights 
gaps in the implementation of policies and programmes for sustainable reintegration of 
migrants. It identifies opportunities for improvement based on migrant women’s own 
desires and ambitions, as well as the work of civil society organisations working with them. 
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Method The report is based on research conducted during July 2020 - March 2021 with 486 
returnee migrant women from Bangladesh, India, Nepal, and Sri Lanka. Most had worked 
as domestic workers in Kuwait, UAE, Oman, Bahrain, Qatar, Saudi Arabia, and Lebanon 
for between several months and several decades. The research employed participatory 
methods and explored women’s experiences with return, work and income upon return, 
access to government programmes for returnees, and relationships within the family and 
community. 

Key messages The four countries in the study have a mixed bag of interventions in place that are either 
specifically targeted to returnee migrant workers or are available to them. Only Sri Lanka 
has an explicit sub-policy on reintegration, but implementation has been weak. Across the 
four countries, most of the women who participated in the research had not been able 
to access government support beyond, in some cases, a meagre allowance. Generally, 
women were not aware of government programmes for returning migrants or how to 
access them. In some cases, the eligibility requirements were not applicable to them (for 
example, excluded undocumented migrants) or were too strict (for example, required 
documents or collateral that the women could not provide). 

More broadly, there continues to be a lack of viable options for well-paid jobs in the four 
countries. More than 70 per cent of the women in the study were unemployed upon 
returning and their families were struggling. Additionally, the burden of housework and 
child and elderly care still falls on women, making their search for paid employment even 
more difficult. To add to their distress, the skills they gained from overseas work, such as 
speaking Arabic language, using modern appliances, making coffee, or baking cake, did 
not have a market in their communities of origin. 

Women shared a mix of attitudes in their families and communities towards their overseas 
migration. To some extent, this depended on the amount of money the women had 
remitted or returned with – those who remitted or saved more were usually appreciated, 
while those who, for whatever reason, did not earn much were often resented. At the same 
time, many women experienced stigma because they were seen as failing to fulfil their 
roles as wives and mothers or were suspected of having engaged in ‘immoral activities’ 
overseas. For single women, these suspicions impacted their marriage prospects, while 
for married women, they strained marriage relationships. The pandemic has exacerbated 
the stigma and some of the women were accused of bringing the virus into the country 
or community. 

We also asked women about their future aspirations and recommendations towards their 
governments. Many were insistent that the government should make better use of their 
knowledge and expertise – of the migration process, the working conditions in destination 
countries, what to expect in terms of food, weather, culture, etc., how to prepare for return, 
and so on – and involve them as resource persons in trainings for new migrants. Others 
spoke about the need to challenge stigma and gender norms, and for society to recognise 
the important contributions that migrant women make to their families, communities, and 
countries. Other recommendations concern amendments to specific regulations about 
labour migration and reintegration and the support that women can receive from their 
states while working abroad or returning. 

Conclusions Specific recommendations for Sri Lanka include:

The government must implement the migrant health policy effectively and efficiently 
including for undocumented workers. 

SLBFE should provide migrants with guidance in local languages or the national 
language of choice on the ‘Recognition of Prior Learning’ and all other institutional 
processes such as contract signing, pre-departure orientation, complaints 
mechanisms, correspondence, replies and responses. RPL leads to a qualification 
from the National Vocational Qualification Centre and improves their employment 
prospects domestically and overseas. 
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Conclusions
(contd.)

Following the enactment of national action plans guaranteeing decentralisation of 
information dissemination, service provision, and complaint mechanisms for migrants, 
these should be implemented consistently and systematically, and backed with 
funding and resources. 

The FBR locks women into a set of unequal power relations at home and during 
the migration process. The government should, in consultation with civil society 
organisations, women migrant workers, and women’s groups, at least ease the 
restrictions on women from seeking overseas employment. 

The government should give official recognition to existing migration societies, 
register them under the Foreign Ministry or SLBFE, and recognise their respective 
district/divisional secretariats. Migrant societies should be established at the village-
level in every district where there is a high concentration of outward migration. In this 
way, migrant societies can be institutionalised as a source of support and information 
for prospective migrants and as a venue for facilitating concerns of their families left 
behind. 

The government should increase the value and number of scholarships offered to 
children in migrants’ families to match the rising cost of living. 

There should be more foreign employment agencies in districts with high out-
migration. 

Make NRFC accounts more accessible to women by providing the information and 
assistance needed.

53 Return and reintegration without assimilation: South Asian migrant 

workers in the gulf during COVID-19

Synopsis Temporary labour migration and related remittances are integral components of the South 
Asian economies. A significant portion of labour migrants from this region head to the Gulf 
countries. Nevertheless, migrant workers to the Gulf are barred from formally integrating 
into the socioeconomic context in their country of destination. In this context, using the 

reflects on the disproportionate division of responsibilities between the South Asian and 
Gulf countries in terms of the assimilation, return and reintegration of migrant workers, 
in an attempt to improve the wellbeing of migrant workers through the frameworks of 

Migration. 

Method Literature review and context analyses.

Key messages Similar to the previous global downturns, the implications of the great shutdowns in this 

has triggered the need for a large number of South Asian migrant workers to return to 
their countries of origin. 

Whilst the full extent of the impact of the pandemic on temporary migrant workers in 
the Middle East remains to be seen, the complications due to the minimal responsibility 
assumed by countries of destination in terms of assimilation of migrant workers are 

some aspect of this disproportionate division of responsibilities between countries of 
destination and origin. 

Labour migration research on Sri Lanka: What do we know? What don’t we know?
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Key messages
(contd.)

The repatriation of undocumented migrant workers from Kuwait to Sri Lanka has resulted 
in a partial reversal of the successful efforts made in Sri Lanka to curtail the spread of 
the pandemic. Furthermore, despite worsening labour market conditions in the South 
Asian economies, they do not have an analogous capacity to export their unemployment 
to the rest of world; instead, they must absorb the unemployment of their nationals in the 
Middle East. Such disproportionate responsibility falls on the countries of origin when the 
countries of destination do not prioritise the needs and safety of migrant populations. 
From the point of view of the country of origin, such returns can challenge the absorption 
capacity and resilience of households, communities and societies in the country of origin.

The report demonstrates that the commitment of the Gulf countries of destination toward 
migrant workers appears to be limited to their labour market transaction. Nevertheless, 
unlike the trading market for commodities, the labour market requires added protections 
and safeguards for workers. However, over the years, the countries of origin have 
had limited success in addressing these issues bilaterally. In order to get countries of 
destination to accept a stronger commitment to the plight of migrant workers, a larger 
voice needs to be raised.

Conclusions Currently, there are two main development frameworks related to improving the plight of 
migrant workers which can be harnessed to rebalance issues associated with assimilation, 
return and reintegration of South Asian migrant workers in the Gulf. The Agenda 2030 and 

Within the GCM framework, assimilation issues of migrant workers in Gulf countries 
of destination can be addressed through objectives 16 and 2. Aspects of this objective 
focus on empowering migrants and societies to realise full inclusion and social cohesion, 
and underscore that countries of destination should commit to fostering inclusive and 
cohesive societies by empowering migrants to become active society members and by 
promoting reciprocal engagement by receiving communities also in the exercise of mutual 
rights and obligations. The emerging empirical evidence on the challenges faced by 
migrant workers and their countries of origin on return and reintegration in the absence 
of adequate assimilation should be factored into reshaping this objective and its related 
implementation. Similarly, Objective 2 of the GCM highlights that during natural disasters, 
sustainable outcomes have to be promoted by “taking into account the capacities of all 
countries involved.” 

As such, the governance framework of the GCM can be harnessed towards addressing the 
disproportionate division of responsibility towards South Asian migrant workers in the 
Gulf and to improving their assimilation in the countries of destination, thereby ensuring 
more successful and efficient implementation of return and reintegration efforts by the 
countries of origin. 

54.Effective return and reintegration of migrant workers

Synopsis The right of citizens to return to their home countries is a human right recognized in the 

instruments, including the International Convention on the Protection of the Rights of 
All Migrant Workers and Their Families (ICRMW). Traditionally, return migration has 
been positively viewed as a popular strategy to “reverse the brain drain” caused by the 
permanent migration of skilled persons abroad. More recently, return of migrants and 
their reintegration in home countries have received increasing emphasis in the light of 
perceived migration-development linkages and the proliferation of temporary labour 
migration programmes. Return of workers is integral to the temporary migration cycle 
involving pre- departure, employment abroad, and return phases. At the same time, 
forced migration has led destination countries to launch assisted return, re-admission, 
and deportation programmes for rejected workers in irregular status. 
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Synopsis
(contd.)

Return migration is also one of the least enumerated and researched areas. King (2000, 
p. 7) described return migration as the “unwritten chapter in the history of migration”. 
Few countries monitor the return of migrant workers or maintain databases of returnees. 
Assessment is made more difficult by the considerable diversity in patterns of return and 
reintegration. 

Efforts in the ASEAN regarding reintegration is limited. The background report for the 
11th ASEAN Forum on Migrant Labour (AFML) stated: “While programmes and services 
have been set up in some ASEAN Member States, no country in the region has reportedly 
established a comprehensive state policy or strategy on reintegration” (ILO 2018a, p. 46). 

This paper first deals with definitional issues, and the rationale for reintegration 
programmes. Next it discusses general principles to be followed in such programmes, and 
emerging issues and challenges. This is followed by a review of selected good practices 
in ASEAN and beyond. The final section contains some observations on the way forward.

Method The objective of the background paper is to highlight conceptual issues and good practices 
in the reintegration of migrant workers in the ASEAN region and beyond, while noting that 
all ASEAN Member States are both origin and destination countries to varying degrees. 

This study is primarily a desk review based on an extensive survey of existing research and 
documents on return and reintegration in ASEAN and internationally. There is very limited 
information on return and reintegration available in the public domain for some ASEAN 
countries. It has been supplemented in a limited way through information supplied by the 
ILO TRIANGLE in ASEAN programme. 

Key messages Issues and challenges in return and reintegration:

Lack of data on return and their patterns of reintegration

Lack of proper laws, policies, and institutions regarding return and reintegration

Stagnant home economic situations

Inadequate and ineffective employment services

Lack of information on available services and programmes

Absence of provisions for skills certification and skills recognition

Poor social protection coverage

Lack of coordination and awareness among different ministries and agencies and key 
stakeholders

Stigmatizations

Resource constraints

Limitations The report mainly focuses on return and reintegration of migrant workers in regular status 
and does not deal in detail with special programmes such as Assisted Voluntary Return 
and Reintegration administered by the International Organization for Migration (IOM). 
The primary focus of this issues paper is on return and reintegration of low- and semi-
skilled migrant workers. It does not cover the return and reintegration of skilled workers 
within ASEAN and beyond.

Conclusions Policy level recommendations on the way forward include:

Effective return and reintegration preparedness starts from the pre-migration phase 
and covers the entire migration cycle. 

Cooperation between origin and destination countries extends throughout the 
migration cycle to promote sustainable return and reintegration. 

Origin countries develop comprehensive reintegration policies for returned migrant 
workers and their families within the frameworks of national economic, employment, 
and migration policies

Reintegration policies and programmes are based on broad-based consultative and 
participatory processes. 

Reintegration measures address the diverse needs of returnees. 

Gender is mainstreamed in all reintegration policies and programmes. 

Labour migration research on Sri Lanka: What do we know? What don’t we know?
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Conclusions
(contd.)

Information and data are collected on the profile of return and reintegration situations 
in ASEAN Member States. 

Social protection coverage is provided for all migrant workers including returned 
workers. 

Capacity-building needs of stakeholders are addressed to support reintegration 
efforts. 

Opportunities for migrant workers to seek overseas employment legally are expanded.

55. Reintegration of Sri Lankan returnee migrant workers from 

Synopsis This paper attempts to shed light on reintegration of contractual labourers who are 
returning to Sri Lanka with new knowledge, skills and substantial monetary savings, after 
serving approximately five years in South Korea. This paper briefly describes the importance 
of foreign currency remittances sent by the migrant workers to Sri Lankan economy. 
Further, it proceeds to review various theories and empirical evidence that are used to 
explain the success or failure of reintegration process. South Korea became one of the top 
destinations for prospective Sri Lankan labour migrants due to several reasons such as 
(a) minimum pre-departure costs; (b) no need to pay for agencies; (c) specific educational 
qualifications are not required; (d) except basic Korean language, other language proficiency 
tests are not required; (e) substantial high salaries; and (f) legally accepted working visa 
granted for five years. Therefore, in the years 2011, 2012 and 2013, respectively 7,406, 
5,630 and 5,389 workers had the opportunity to enter South Korea. Through interviews 
of selected 100 informants and by analysing data available, paper proceeds to highlight 
characteristics of Sri Lankan returnee migrants from South Korea and analyse current level 
of reintegration of these returnees. The final section of the paper evaluates the migration 
experience based on the productivity of migrants after arriving home, rather than focusing 
on the experience from the host country. Contrary to structuralists understanding, only 
32 per cent of the respondents have focused in obtaining lands or building or renovating 
their houses, while 60 per cent of the returnees claimed to be in business ventures in 
line with the original objectives of migration. The overall findings of this study challenge 
the popular understanding that unproductive investments and conspicuous consumption 
patterns breed the unequal relationship between the core (receiving countries) and the 
periphery (sending countries) forcing the returnees to re-migrate.

Method This paper attempts to shed light on reintegration of contractual labourers who are 
returning to Sri Lanka having acquired new knowledge, skills and substantial savings, after 
serving approximately five years in South Korea. The main objectives of this research can 
be divided five-fold as follows:

To review existing theoretical and empirical literature on labour migration and 
reintegration of returnee migrants

To understand the characteristic of Sri Lanka returnee migrants from South Korea

To map out the experiences and skills gained, and resources acquired by migrants 
during their stay in South Korea

To evaluate the level of reintegration of Sri Lankan returnee migrants from South 
Korea

To evaluate whether they have deviated from their original objectives related to 
migration after returning to Sri Lanka.

The findings for the paper are derived through extensive desk analysis and literature 
review, survey findings and interviews of selected informants. The research was conducted 
through qualitative data gathering using a purposive sample of 25 returnees and interviews 
of 5 informants were conducted to gather necessary information. The sample is for mixed 
geographical locations. Migrants who returned more than five years ago were excluded 
from this study because it is assumed they have already reintegrated in Sri Lanka.

This paper attempts to shed light on reintegration of contractual labourers who are 
returning to Sri Lanka with new knowledge, skills and substantial monetary savings, after 
serving approximately five years in the Republic of Korea. This paper briefly describes the 
importance of foreign currency remittances sent by the migrant workers to Sri Lankan 
economy. Further, it proceeds to review various theories and empirical evidence that 
are used to explain the success or failure of reintegration process. The Republic of Korea 
became one of the top destinations for prospective Sri Lankan labour migrants due to 
several reasons such as (a) minimum pre-departure costs; (b) no need to pay for agencies; 
(c) specific educational qualifications are not required; (d) except basic Korean language, 
other language proficiency tests are not required; (e) substantial high salaries; and (f) 
legally accepted working visa granted for five years. Therefore, in the years 2011, 2012 
and 2013, respectively 7,406, 5,630 and 5,389 workers had the opportunity to enter the 
Republic of Korea. Through interviews of selected 100 informants and by analysing data 
available, paper proceeds to highlight characteristics of Sri Lankan returnee migrants from 
the Republic of Korea and analyse current level of reintegration of these returnees. The 
final section of the paper evaluates the migration experience based on the productivity 
of migrants after arriving home, rather than focusing on the experience from the host 
country. Contrary to structuralists understanding, only 32 per cent of the respondents 
have focused in obtaining lands or building or renovating their houses, while 60 per cent 
of the returnees claimed to be in business ventures in line with the original objectives 
of migration. The overall findings of this study challenge the popular understanding that 
unproductive investments and conspicuous consumption patterns breed the unequal 
relationship between the core (receiving countries) and the periphery (sending countries) 
forcing the returnees to re-migrate.

This paper attempts to shed light on reintegration of contractual labourers who are 
returning to Sri Lanka having acquired new knowledge, skills and substantial savings, 
after serving approximately five years in the Republic of Korea. The main objectives of this 
research can be divided five-fold as follows:

To understand the characteristic of Sri Lanka returnee migrants from the Republic of Korea

during their stay in the Republic of Korea
To evaluate the level of reintegration of Sri Lankan returnee migrants from the Republic 
of Korea

the Republic of Korea
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Key messages Since the contract period of employment is five years, workers from South Korea 
return to Sri Lanka in their 40s (below the age of 45) and mostly with the money they 
saved during the contract period. Furthermore, the returnees from South Korea 
apply for their pension benefits after returning and obtain approximately US $5000 
as further saving. Therefore, when compared to a returning Sri Lankan contractual 
migrant from other parts of the world, the returning migrants from South Korea as 
more skills, experiences and resources for reintegration.

Structural theorists argue that returnees may not be able to reintegrate and 
consequently may decide to leave again is the gap between their own norms and 
values and those at home is too large. Furthermore, they argue that returned 
migrants may also respond to expectations at home by spending their savings on 
consumption or unproductive investments. The respondents of these study did not 
support this argument perhaps because they were away only for five years. Sixty per 
cent of the respondents revealed that they are already engaged in business ventures 
in line with their objective of migrating to save money to start business. It appears that 
an overwhelming majority of returnees from Korea have saved a reasonably amount 
and are currently earning interest, while simultaneously earning from small business 
ventures. Only a relatively smaller group (30 per cent) has plans of re-migrating while 
other have not shown any keenness to migrate in the near future. 

An overwhelming majority of respondents stated ‘better pay’ as the main reason to 
travel to South Korea for work. Since returning and by investing their savings, these 
returnee migrants appear to still receive substantial incomes – at least three times 
higher than the salary of government servants in the same age group with similar 
qualifications.

90 per cent of the sample had completed their education up to G.C.E. Advanced Level 
and decided to migrate a few years after completion of schooling. 

A majority of workers were employed at industrial sites as labourers, machine 
operators, assistant machine operators, etc., but skills acquired was not transferable 
on return. Therefore, upon return to Sri Lanka, many returnee migrants are engaged 
in work that is not directly linked to what they did or learnt in South Korea, which 
perhaps, is a waste of skills. If there are not systems and structures in the home 
country to absorb the skills gained, that inevitably go waste. 

Limitations Since 99 per cent of the Sri Lankan migrant workers in South Korea are male, the sample 
consists only of males. Attempts made to include at least a smaller number of women 
have failed. The sample size of this research is also comparatively small and limited. 
Generalisations should be avoided unless further verified and validated.

There are no records of return migration that can be accessed readily for any analysis. 
In addition, for multiple reasons, the data related to departure of migrants are also 
unreliable. However, since South Korea has strict migration policies and the workers are 
sent back after the five year contractual period, unless becoming citizens by marrying a 
South Korean national, it is understood that the majority who depart will return. Therefore, 
return data is assumed on the basis of departure data, which is comparatively systematic 
since SLBFE in the only institution involved in recruitment for South Korea.

Conclusions This resilient, hardworking, and still young workforce had left the country of origin, 
learned new skills, experiences new values including commitment and dedication to work, 
workplace equality, reaching difficult targets, etc. and collected money to realise their 
ultimate target of opening a business venture and returned to the country of origin as 
individuals. All they carried back with them, monetary of non-monetary is used or waster 
as individuals. South Korea is currently the 3rd in the world in terms of Steel Industry and 
as a nation they learnt their technology by purposely placing workers in German firms. 
Perhaps, as South Korea did in the 1960s, Sri Lanka as a country should have a practical 
long-term reintegration plan to utilize skills and experiences gained by these workers for 
the development process of the country.

Since the contract period of employment is five years, workers from the Republic of 
Korea return to Sri Lanka in their 40s (below the age of 45) and mostly with the money 
they saved during the contract period. Furthermore, the returnees from the Republic 
of Korea apply for their pension benefits after returning and obtain approximately 
US$5000 as further saving. Therefore, when compared to a returning Sri Lankan 
contractual migrant from other parts of the world, the returning migrants from the 
Republic of Korea as more skills, experiences and resources for reintegration.

Since 99 per cent of the Sri Lankan migrant workers in the Republic of Korea are male, 
the sample consists only of males. Attempts made to include at least a smaller number of 
women have failed. The sample size of this research is also comparatively small and limited. 
Generalisations should be avoided unless further verified and validated.
There are no records of return migration that can be accessed readily for any analysis. 
In addition, for multiple reasons, the data related to departure of migrants are also 
unreliable. However, since the Republic of Korea has strict migration policies and the 
workers are sent back after the five year contractual period, unless becoming citizens 
by marrying a Korean national, it is understood that the majority who depart will return. 
Therefore, return data is assumed on the basis of departure data, which is comparatively 
systematic since SLBFE in the only institution involved in recruitment for the Republic of 
Korea.

This resilient, hardworking, and still young workforce had left the country of origin, learned 
new skills, experiences new values including commitment and dedication to work, workplace 
equality, reaching difficult targets, and collected money to realise their ultimate target of 
opening a business venture and returned to the country of origin as individuals. All they carried 
back with them, monetary of non-monetary is used or waster as individuals. the Republic of 
Korea is currently the 3rd in the world in terms of Steel Industry and as a nation they learnt their 
technology by purposely placing workers in German firms. Perhaps, as the Republic of Korea 
did in the 1960s, Sri Lanka as a country should have a practical long-term reintegration plan 
to utilize skills and experiences gained by these workers for the development process of the 
country.

Labour migration research on Sri Lanka: What do we know? What don’t we know?

An overwhelming majority of respondents stated ‘better pay’ as the main reason to
travel to the Republic of Korea for work. Since returning and by investing their 
savings, these returnee migrants appear to still receive substantial incomes – at least 
three times higher than the salary of government servants in the same age group 
with similar qualifications.

Structural theorists argue that returnees may not be able to reintegrate and
consequently may decide to leave again is the gap between their own norms and
values and those at home is too large. Furthermore, they argue that returned
migrants may also respond to expectations at home by spending their savings on
consumption or unproductive investments. The respondents of these study did not
support this argument perhaps because they were away only for five years. Sixty per
cent of the respondents revealed that they are already engaged in business ventures
in line with their objective of migrating to save money to start business. It appears that
an overwhelming majority of returnees from the Republic of Korea have saved a 
reasonably amount and are currently earning interest, while simultaneously earning 
from small business ventures. Only a relatively smaller group (30 per cent) has plans of 
re-migrating while other have not shown any keenness to migrate in the near future.

operators, assistant machine operators, but skills acquired was not transferable
on return. Therefore, upon return to Sri Lanka, many returnee migrants are engaged
in work that is not directly linked to what they did or learnt in the Republic of Korea, 
which perhaps, is a waste of skills. If there are not systems and structures in the home
country to absorb the skills gained, that inevitably go waste.
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56. Towards an integrated approach to reintegration in the context of 

return

Synopsis Increasingly, stakeholders agree that reintegration is a key aspect of return migration. 
How such reintegration is approached and managed, however, remains a widely debated 
topic and the means of supporting reintegration differ consequently. This paper proposes 
that the complex, multidimensional process of reintegration requires a holistic and a 
need-based approach: one that takes into consideration the various factors impacting 
an individual’s reintegration, including economic, social, and psychosocial factors across 
individual, community, and structural dimensions.

Method N/A

Key messages As part of its comprehensive approach to return migration, IOM recognizes that return 
and reintegration policies are more effective when linked with the protection of migrant 
rights and development of opportunities in the country of origin, particularly those that 
address the drivers of irregular and forced migration. It is critical that any approach to 
individualized assistance is balanced with community-based initiatives in the country of 
origin, so that all the key factors affecting reintegration are addressed and long-term 
solutions have a positive impact on the community as well. Individual assistance also 
has to be combined with more structural reforms addressing the underlying drivers of 
migration (and also be aligned with policy priorities of beneficiary countries) if it is to lead 
to broader and sustainable impact. 

An integrated approach towards reintegration can only be truly effective when it is 
accompanied by comprehensive long-term monitoring and evaluation initiatives. 
Such initiatives will help determine which interventions have the maximum impact on 
sustainability of reintegration in the diverse contexts of return and provide a baseline from 
which to learn, adapt, and refine reintegration initiatives that are migrant and community-
centred. 

Ultimately, reintegration of an individual does not take place in a vacuum. Any activities 
supporting reintegration should therefore not only be cognizant of the space in which 
reintegration will occur but also actively address the broader structural factors that impact 
local populations’ self-sufficiency, social stability and psychosocial well-being.

Conclusions As such, this paper recommends that sustainable reintegration can be facilitated when the 
above factors are addressed in parallel, through: 

Individual assistance targeting the specific needs of returning migrants and 
households; 

Community-based support to foster a participatory approach in the reintegration 
process where families and communities are involved and their specific needs and 
concerns addressed; and 

Structural interventions aiming at improving the provision of essential services for 
returnees and non-migrant population alike, and promoting overall good governance 
of migration. 

It further recommends a strong component of monitoring and evaluation for evidence-
based policy and action, and that complementarity and collaboration between different 
government departments, international organizations, civil society organizations and 
private sector actors at both national and subnational levels are fostered as they are 
essential to facilitating returnee reintegration in countries of origin.
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Topics for further exploration

Updated mapping and analysis of migration patterns and decision-making (push- and pull-factors), 

economic crisis in Sri Lanka

Analysis of interconnections between climate change and labour migration in Sri Lanka’s institutional 
and policy landscape

Assessment on economic diversification and resilient livelihoods for vulnerable households and returned 
migrant workers.

Role of remittances in building climate resilience, and exploration of risk management mechanisms

58. Policybrief: Climate change and human mobility in Sri Lanka

Synopsis As a developing tropical island nation, Sri Lanka is vulnerable to adverse impacts of climate 
change. Rising temperatures, unreliable rainfall patterns, floods, storms, prolonged dry 
spells and droughts, pests and diseases, invasive species, human-wildlife conflict, and 
slow-onset processes affect communities across the island in different ways, pushing them 
to adapt or abandon their livelihoods. Consequently, climate change can also influence 
migration patterns of Sri Lankans moving between rural areas, urban areas, and across 
international borders. 

In the Sri Lankan context, there is scope for further studies on the linkages between 
labour migration and climate change. However, existing research, including a case study 
conducted by SLYCAN Trust, suggests that climate change plays a role as an additional push 
factor and catalyst of underlying vulnerabilities, influencing the decision of individuals or 
families to migrate for foreign employment.

Method This policy brief is primarily based on a case study conducted by the SLYCAN Trust 
of Sri Lankan migrant workers in Kuwait. To support the literature review and policy 
analysis conducted by SLYCAN Trust, empirical data was collected in collaboration with 
the Embassy of Sri Lanka in Kuwait to develop a case study. Fifty seven migrant workers 
currently in Kuwait were interviewed with a structured questionnaire about their family 
and economic background, including key pre-migration household characteristics, their 
migration history, and the existence of any weather- or climate-related impacts to their 
livelihoods and household income in Sri Lanka. The survey also evaluated whether the 
migrant workers were interested in receiving training and skill development to diversify 
their livelihood upon returning to Sri Lanka.

Key messages A detailed understanding of the interconnections between climate change and labour 
migration is not yet formalised in Sri Lanka’s institutional and policy landscape.

Research indicates a connection between climate change impacts and decision-
making around labour mobility in Sri Lanka, whereby climate change plays a role as 
an additional push factor of underlying vulnerabilities influencing decisions towards 
migration. Both sudden- and slow-onset events and processes related to climate 
change impact lives and livelihoods, exacerbate existing vulnerabilities, and alter 
aspiration/opportunity frameworks and perceptions related to migration.

In a survey conducted by SLYCAN Trust among labour migrants in Kuwait, 63 per cent 
had experienced some kind of climate- or weather-related impact that contributed to 
their migration decision.

Labour migration can function as a cross-regional adaptation strategy that increases 
the resilience of households and communities, but it can also be a maladaptive 
measure borne out of desperation and a (perceived) lack of alternatives. 

The Gulf Cooperation Council countries, including Kuwait, are among the primary 
destinations of Sri Lankan labour migrants. This labour mobility can bring adaptation 
benefits but also have negative impacts, for example to health or social cohesion.

Policy brief: Climate change and human mobility in Sri Lanka
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Key messages 
(contd.)

The enabling environment (policies, laws, institutions, migration governance, and 
social protection systems, but also sociocultural attitudes, existing networks and 
connections, knowledge, and gender roles) plays a key role in determining the success 
or failure of labour migration for adaptation and resilience.

Conclusions Stronger integration of policy frameworks covering the thematic areas of climate change 
adaptation and foreign employment, including climate-related impacts playing a significant 
role in decision-making processes and perceived opportunity structures is recommended.

To better support labour migrants, there is a need to develop a stronger evidence base, 
connect and integrate policy frameworks on this nexus, and provide capacity-building, 
for instance on financial literacy or vocational skills. These include challenges, barriers, 
issues, and risks, but also potential co-benefits and synergies. By enhancing data, capacity, 
support, and coordination, policies and actions could be strengthened to better facilitate 
climate change adaptation hand in hand with safe migration and foreign employment, 
allowing labour migrants to fulfill their objectives and build resilient and sustainable 
livelihoods.

Other recommendations include further mapping and analysis of migration patterns and 
decision-making, promoting economic diversification and resilient livelihoods, establishing 
communication and coordination processes between institutions, and providing further 
assistance and support for migrant households.

59. Impact of COVID-19 on nexus between climate change and labour 

migration in selected south asian countries: An exploratory study

Synopsis The aim of the policy brief is to better understand how internal and international migrant 
workers who moved in the context of climate change have been affected by the outbreak 

the pandemic may vary according to age, gender, indigenous or ethnic identities, minority 
groups, disability status, type of employment of household members, and socio-economic 
status, among other attributes. 

Method This is primarily a desk research conducted over the period from November 2020 to 
May 2021. A systematic methodology was followed in order to understand the complex 
relationship between climate change and labour migration in face of the impact of 

Key messages The Global Climate Risk Index 2021 places Sri Lanka in the top 20 countries at risk of 

For every million, 15,000 were at risk of internal displacement. In 2017, the country 
experienced seven disasters, including flood and landslides, displacing 135,000 people. 
The loss of access to traditional lands, as well as land degradation due to deforestation 
and climate change, have led indigenous and tribal peoples in many South Asian countries 
to seek employment in the informal economy in rural and urban areas. 

By extrapolating the available global data, there is emerging evidence that migrant 

Sri Lankan migrant workers in Qatar finds that 50 per cent of the Sri Lankan workers 
experienced wage or salary cuts, 25 per cent experienced depletion of savings, 21 per cent 
faced difficulty in repaying loans, 20 per cent experienced delayed payment of salary, 12 
per cent lost their jobs. 

dedicated hotline to receive information from distressed migrants. It also established an 
online information portal, “Contact Sri Lanka”, for overseas Sri Lankans, including migrant 
workers, to provide immediate support. 

Labour migration research on Sri Lanka: What do we know? What don’t we know?
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Key messages
(contd.)

The Sri Lankan government organized its reintegration programme for the migrant workers 

All Sri Lankan nationals who returned from overseas were kept in government-organized 

modalities of reintegration, the types of support they would require to reintegrate locally, 
and so on.

The Sri Lankan government also introduced a skilled passport system. This enables both 
employers and workers of Sri Lanka to compare their skills with various assessment 

initiatives, international migrant workers faced many challenges during their return 
journey. Social protection was not provided to those working abroad, and they were put at 
risk without social protection benefits or decent employment opportunities.

Conclusions Based on the desk research, consultation webinar and interviews, the following 
recommendations are offered. Some of these are addressed to the governments of South 
Asian countries. International organizations, CSOs, employers and trade unions can also 
support the implementation of these recommendations. 

Data collection and analysis: 

The governments of South Asian countries need to collate and update periodically field-
level data on displacement and livelihood internal migration induced by climate change. 
A smart data management system should be established, including the application of a 
GIS or remote sensing system for data management. Potential data sources on return 
migration could include household surveys, such as labour force surveys. 

Comparative analysis: 

A comparative empirical research should be conducted on South Asian countries following 
the same methodology, to capture specifically the experiences of climate-induced migrants 

cyclones or floods. This will help identify and monitor the specific needs of climate-induced 
migrants during future crises. 

Ensuring inclusivity: 

Climate-induced migrants should be recognized as a specific category while organizing 
support during disasters, conflict, health or financial crises. This is required to respect the 
rights to inclusion of climate-induced internal migrants as per the UN guiding principles 

Role of International Labour Standards: 

In case of ensuring protection of international and internal migrants and promoting 
decent work opportunities in a more concerted manner, including in the context of the 
threats from climate change, ILO’s International Labour Standards are critical. 

National level emergency guidelines: 

National guidelines should be framed on emergency protection for internal and 
international migrants, inclusive to gender, age, caste, indigenous or ethnic identity, and 
disability status. Migrants affected by climate change and disasters should be included as 
one of the sub-categories of stakeholders. 

Policy coherence: 

Specific provision should be made for displacement and livelihood migration in relevant 
policies or plans of the South Asian countries, such as the National Adaptation Plan, 

addressing climate change, as well as local-level planning. Collaboration and coordination 
among the different government ministries, particularly with labour ministries, is essential. 



110 Labour migration research on Sri Lanka: - What do we know? What don’t we know? 

Conclusions 

(contd.)

Social protection: 

Governments should plan and provide social protection for people or migrant workers 

needs, and resources for human right violations and harassment for both men and women 

entitlements for all, including migrant workers, and emphasised multilateral agreements 
to provide social security to migrant workers and their families.
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111

5
Concluding remarks 

Diversification of employment sectors: A large proportion of research, particularly on skills, 

recruitment and labour mobility are focused on (women) domestic workers and (male) construction 

workers primarily in the Arab States. If Sri Lanka hopes to diversify their labour markets and tap 

into new employment sectors, any future labour market analyses and skills mapping would need to 

explore alternative employment sectors for both men and women migrant workers.

Diversification of migration corridors: A majority of the existing research on labour migration 

elated Sri Lanka revolve around the Sri Lanka – GCC/Arab States migration corridor. Only a handful of 

studies (most conducted to academics unaffiliated to the SLBFE/MoL&FE or implementing agencies) 

explore migration experiences in South Korea and Israel. If Sri Lanka hopes to expand the employment 

opportunities available to aspiring migrant workers, then further research must be carried out in East 

Asia (e.g., South Korea, Japan and Malaysia) and Europe (e.g., Poland, Romania).

Disaggregation of migration data: As a general rule, it is recommended all future research be 

disaggregated according to gender of migrant worker (i.e., male vs. female), skills category of the 

migrant worker (i.e., professional, low-skilled, etc.), and country or region of destination.

High interest topic areas: Through the prioritisation exercises the following topics were selected as 

high-interest topic areas for conducting immediate research:

current economic crisis, including skills Mapping/matching for public workforce and professionals 

(new aspiring migrants)

much?

Skills and Reintegration - assessment of process for TVET, RPL etc. (disaggregated by gender and 

skill category).

Additional research to consider: In addition to the ‘high interest’ research topics listed above, the 

following topics are also considered very important and relevant to the labour migration context in 

Sri Lanka:

Impact of labour migration and reintegration activities, services and programmes conducted to 

date via the Ministry, SLBFE and implementing partners organizations

Comparative analyses of recruitment practices (e.g., G2G, through Friends and family, Agents, Self-

migration) 

Understand gaps and obstacles in financial planning – why are migrants unable to escape poverty? 

(Including gender disaggregated data on remittances)

Maintaining and updated database of labour migration research, including on-going or yet-to-

be-published research and publications:

Diversification of migration corridors: A majority of the existing research on labour migration elated Sri 
Lanka revolve around the Sri Lanka – GCC/Arab States migration corridor. Only a handful of studies (most 
conducted to academics unaffiliated to the SLBFE/MoL&FE or implementing agencies) explore migration 
experiences in the Republic of Korea and Israel. If Sri Lanka hopes to expand the employment opportunities 
available to aspiring migrant workers, then further research must be carried out in East Asia (for an example the 
Republic of Korea, Japan and Malaysia) and Europe (for an example Poland, Romania).

Disaggregation of migration data: As a general rule, it is recommended all future research be disaggregated 
according to gender of migrant worker (male vs. female), skills category of the migrant worker (professional, 
low-skilled, and so on), and country or region of destination.

prioritization

Skills and Reintegration - assessment of process for TVET, RPL and so on. (disaggregated by 
gender and skill category).

Comparative analyses of recruitment practices (for an example G2G, through Friends and family, 
Agents, Selfmigration)
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agencies. These include:

Sri Lanka by UN Women – due 2022

Report on Mainstreaming Migration by IOM, due June 2022

Regional Mapping of Reintegration Practices by ILO and IOM, due 2022

Skills, Aspirations, and Reintegration Challenges of Return Migrant Workers planned in Swiss 

due 2022

Poland / Romania Market Scan by ILO Sri Lanka, yet to be published

Comparative studies on male vs. female recruitment for Qatar

Further to these above-mentioned topics, there may be a number of other on-going publications and 

research that may by noteworthy to on-going policy discourse. It is strongly recommended that SLFEP, 

SLBFE, and the ILO maintain a regularly updated database of labour migration research to capture 

these new and upcoming research topics and findings. In order to maintain the database consider 

following up with the researchers and publishing organizations identified in this report on a regular 

basis (minimum 6 months) to receive updated research. In addition, a scan of academic research 

could be conducted through web-platforms such as Google Scholar (https://scholar.google.com) and 

Research Gate (https://www.researchgate.net).

Linking SLBFE research unit and planned Knowledge Hub to relevant academic departments 

of Universities of Colombo and Kelaniya: The collaboration could be mutually beneficial to both 

parties, in which the academic researchers and students can be directly involved in policy discourse 

and could benefit from ideas for more relevant research topics. Simultaneously, the SLBFE Research 

Unit and a proposed Knowledge Hub could significantly benefit from advice and guidance to peer-

review and professionalise the research conducted such that they could be disseminated to a wider 

audience. The academic researchers identified through this report could be utilized to form an expert 

group for the Knowledge Hub, providing expertise on knowledge management, quality assurance and 

information dissemination. 

Gender assessment of skills development opportunities for women migrant workers from Sri Lanka by 
UN Women – due 2022

Report on Mainstreaming Migration by IOM - due June 2022

Regional Mapping of Reintegration Practices by ILO and IOM - due 2022

Skills, aspirations, and reintegration challenges of return migrant workers planned in Swiss 
Development Cooperation funded skills and resilient migrant workers project by IESC YouLead - 
due 2022

Poland and Romania market scan by ILO Sri Lanka - yet to be published

BBC documentary on migrant workers in silicon valley and Kuwait

Comparative studies on male vs. female recruitment for Qatar

https://scholar.google.com
https://www.researchgate.net
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https://www.ids.ac.uk/publications/gender-age-and-migration-an-extended-briefing/

https://www.ft.lk/columns/Qatar-crisis--From-the--Sri-Lankans--point-of-view/4-666795

https://www.ilo.org/asia/publications/WCMS_713541/lang--en/index.htm

https://www.hrpub.org/download/20180730/SA3-19611136.pdf

https://priyadsouza.com/population-of-qatar-by-nationality-in-2017/
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