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Overview!

India is a major country of origin and transit,” as well as a popular destination, for workers across international
borders.” As per official figures, there are over 30 million Indians overseas, with over 9 million of the Indian diaspora
concentrated in the GCC region (now known as the Cooperation Council for the Arab States of the Gulf).* Over
90% of Indian workers, most of whom are semi-skilled and unskilled workers, work in the Gulf region and South-
East Asia.

Analysis of international migration trends in India is inhibited by the limited official data available. Data is available
only for workers migrating legally with Emigration Check Required (ECR) passports® and to one of the 18 ECR
countties.” That s, labour migration data is available mostly for workers who have to register for emigration clearance.
This includes those who have not passed Class 10 at least, are leaving via employment visas into specific sectors or
are workers emigrating for the first time to the GCC region, Malaysia and a few other countries.”

While exact numbers are not known, several studies” point to the presence of larger outflows of labour migration
and the presence of large numbers of undocumented migrants in the GCC region." Workers could also be migrating

legally on ECNR passports and beyond ECR countries, for which data is not available.

Figure 1: Number of emigration clearances granted in India (2011-17)
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Source: Data released by the Ministry of External Affairs (MEA) 2011-17. "

Official data shows 520,938 workers migrated for work legally after completing ECR procedures in 2016, compared to
the 784,152 workers who left in 2015. The number for 2017 was 391,024 (emigration clearance obtained via recruitment
agents, project employers and direct recruitment, see figure 1 above). As per the MEA’s Annual Report 2016—17, this
drop is explained by the decline in crude oil prices and the resulting economic slowdown in the GCC countries.””

Figure 2: Total emigrants from India, Pakistan and Bangladesh to GCC countries (2011-17)
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Source: Websites of the MEA, India; Bureau of Emigration and Overseas Employment, Pakistan; Bureau of Manpower, Employment and Training, Bangladesh. 3



Figure 2 shows that the number of emigrants from both India and Pakistan has decreased substantially since 2015,
while the numbers of Bangladeshi workers migrating to the GCC has seen a sharp increase during the same period.
The economic slowdown in destination countries, especially Saudi Arabia and Kuwait, adversely affected the flow
of Indian workers. At the same time, the lifting of earlier restrictions on the recruitment of Bangladeshi workers in
Saudi Arabia led to a more than ninefold increase—specifically, 846 per cent—from 58,270 to 551,308; Kuwait saw
an increase of 184 per cent, from 17,472 to 49,604. In absolute numbers as well, more Bangladeshi and Pakistani
workers have migrated to the six GCC countries than Indian workers in the past two yeats. This shift could be
attributed to the introduction of the compulsory employer registration through the E-migrate system'* and the
introduction of high minimum referral wages,"” which could have disincentivized recruitment from India.

Gendering migration for work from India

Recent attempts to disaggregate data on labour migration by gender on a global and regional scale have shed some
light on the magnitude of women’s migration for work. According to data from the UN Department of Economic
and Social Affairs (UNDESA), the Indian migrants stock in GCC countries increased from 2.4 million in 1990 to 6.8
million in 2013, with growth prominent among both male and female migrants in all countries (see table 1 below).
The male—female proportion in the total Indian migrant stock has remained more or less the same during the past
two decades, with women comprising approximately 23.6 per cent of the total stock. However, official data shows
declining numbers of women departing with emigration clearance to Gulf countries.'®

Table 1: Country-wise migration of workers from India, Pakistan and Bangladesh (2011-17)

1990 2013
Male Female Total Total migrant Male Female Total Total migrant
stock stock
: 46 828 13 665 60 493 199 767 63 088 262 855
Barain 77.4 22.6 (34.9) 173 200 76 24 (36) 729 357
. 380 458 173123 553 581 541 143 189 415 730 558
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66.5 33.5 (19.6) 4998 445 |69.5 30.6 (19.5) 9 060 433
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Notes: (i) Figures in blue, in relation to the male and female columns indicate the proportion in total flow.

(ii) Figures in brackets in the total column indicate the proportion of Indians in total migrant stock in the respective countries.
(iii) This data does not include nurses who have been brought into the ambit of ECR procedures in recently.

Source: Sasikumar and Thimothy (2015).7

From August 20106, recruitment through the six state-run recruitment agencies was made mandatory for Indian
nurses and domestic workers." Additionally, there is a minimum age criteria (30 years) for all women (except nurses)
emigrating on ECR passports to ECR countries, irrespective of the nature of employment. The registration of
foreign employers in the E-migrate system after they are validated by the concerned Indian Mission has also been
made mandatory, as has embassy attestation for the direct recruitment of ECR passport—holding women migrants
to ECR countries.

Research shows that migration bans do not prevent people from migrating and are discriminatory based on gender,
class and age. In fact, they place women at greater risk of abuse during the migration journey, with less control over
their migration experience.” Due to the protectionist nature of the policy measures mentioned above, it is possible
that women migrants in India may be resorting to illicit channels to migrate, with increased costs and risks.”



Migration, skills and employment

In India, the overall proportion of informal workers in total employment (e.g., unorganized sector workers plus
informal wortkers in the organized sector) has remained relatively stable, at around 92 per cent.” Hence, a majority
of the Indian workforce deals with some level of informality in their employment. Coupled with a national
unemployment rate of 3.4 per cent in 2017-18,% the opportunities to find formal employment with decent wages
and job security are restricted. In such a scenario, emigration for work with a formal contract and better wages are
major motivation to leave.

Some data is available on migrant stock in ECR destination countries collected by the MEA through Indian missions
abroad. Saudi Arabia features as the most popular destination, hosting over 2.5 million workers in 2016.” ECR
flows might be a very small proportion of the total labour force in India (estimated at nearly 485 million).but in
comparison with the annual addition to the labour force in the past two decades (at an average of 7 million to 8
million workers per year), the labour outflow figures are quite heavy, and foreign employment destinations have

acted as a crucial safety valve for the Indian labour market.”

This is particularly important given that the country’s employment growth has been much lower in recent years,
with some states being more adversely affected than others. There has been deceleration of employment growth in
India between 2004—05 and 201112, which worsened from 201314 to 2015-16. Employment growth declined 0.7
per cent per annum between 2004—05 and 2009—10 and further down to 0.4 per cent per annum between 2009-10
and 2011-12.% From 2013-14 to 2015-16, total employment in India shrank by about 0.4 per cent per annum,
Le., an estimated reduction of 3.74 million persons in employment. Total employment reduction based on sectoral
26

Labour bureau statistics too recorded
a drop in the number of jobs: from 480 million in 2014 to 467 million in 2016.%

estimates for the same period would be 5.3 million persons in employment.

Figure 3: ECR data on ten top sending states, 2011-17
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Note: Telangana was created after the bifurcation of Andhra Pradesh and data is available from 2015 onwards. Andhra Pradesh data from 2015
onwards is not comparable to the previous years’ data.

Source: MEA data 2011-17.28

The decision to emigrate for work is influenced by a number of factors, especially the availability of employment
at source, within the home country and at the destination. Wages earned, skill levels, living and working conditions,
cost of migration and cultural factors also influence such decisions. Figure 3 above depicts the top ten sending states
in India; Uttar Pradesh has taken the lead since 2011, followed by Bihar, Kerala and Tamil Nadu. Despite a decline



in 2016 and 2017 in the ECR category, it is possible that there are still large numbers of emigrants from Kerala, but
that many have graduated into the ECNR category.®” High poverty levels, unemployment rates and wage differences
between source and destination play an important role in influencing migration choices. High-migration zones and
specific districts within each of these states usually contribute the bulk of emigrants to the GCC region.”

Figure 4: State wise emigration clearance granted, 2011-17
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Skills are an important factor in determining wages and the overall migration experience. Low-skilled workers,
usually ECR migrants, are more vulnerable to wage exploitation and unacceptable living and working conditions.
The Indian government has initiated schemes and programmes such as the Skill India initiative to focus on skilling
workers and providing training and certification in addition to pre-departure orientation. Steps have also been taken
to train and sensitize government officials at the state and central level to enable better migration management.”

Migration, remittances and the Indian economy

The contribution of migrant workers, both high-skilled and low-skilled, has led to India’s top remittance position in
the world. A recent study by ILO and KNOMAD predicts India to retain its top position as the largest remittance
receiving country in 2017, recovering from a 9 per cent decline in 2016.” This decline was due to a host of cyclical
factors like slowing down of the economy globally especially in the GCC countries, the Russian federation and even
Europe. Further, the weakening of the euro and pound versus the dollar led to a sharper decline in remittances for
the same period. Contractionary fiscal policies are another reason for the reduction in remittances. Remittances from
the GCC make up 52% of remittances received in India* and hence the cyclical decline would have been far more
pronounced for India in 2016.
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