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In Adversity, Migrant
Workers Seek Justice
JOHN GEE GULF (GCC) (/GULF-GCC/INDEX.PHP)
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Migrant workers wait outside the Hazrat Shahjalal International Airport in Dhaka, Bangladesh, for a
COVID-19 test before their �ight to Dubai, UAE on Oct. 8, 2021. Workers take bags of clothes and a
few mementoes of home when they leave their country, and they try to go home with gifts that will
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The Middle East in the Far East

By John Gee
AT THE BEST OF TIMES, transnational migrant workers in most countries have
minimal rights and protections in the countries where they are employed, and poor
support from their own governments when they have problems abroad or on their
return home. The COVID-19 pandemic made things a lot worse.

The Middle East (in particular, the wealthier states of the Gulf) is a major employer
of migrant workers. U.N. statistics indicate that, before the pandemic, 23 million
migrant workers were employed in the Gulf Cooperation Council states of Bahrain,
Kuwait, Oman, Qatar, Saudi Arabia and the UAE, and 39 percent were women, most
of whom were employed in domestic service.

As the pandemic spread in 2020, many employers no longer had use for the workers
they’d employed, and some workers, in any case, wanted to be with their families.
Consequently, there was an exodus of workers from the region, but it was far from
smooth. Some workers faced long waits for transport home. In 2021, as demand for
labor in the region has recovered somewhat, many workers in India and Bangladesh
who hoped to work in the Middle East were vaccinated, to comply with new
requirements in destination countries but faced delays in obtaining the necessary
documentation and authorization to allow them to take up jobs. The net outcome for
migrant worker employment in the Middle East is not clear, although it appears that
there has been a fall of around 15 to 20 percent at present.

tell the people in their home village, “I did well!” (PHOTO BY MAMUNUR RASHID/NURPHOTO VIA
GETTY IMAGES)
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However, many workers who left the region returned home with no money and no
readily available jobs. Some regions were hit particularly hard economically. The
South Indian state of Kerala relied heavily on remittances from workers employed
abroad. A year after the pandemic struck the Middle East, 1.1 million out of 2.5
million Keralans employed in the Middle East had returned to their home state,
resulting in a severe loss of income and a sharp rise in people seeking employment. 

It is hardly surprising that most people who were infected with COVID-19 in the Gulf
region were migrant workers. As the proportion of mainly migrant non-nationals is
high relative to the indigenous population—they are a majority in Bahrain and form
over 80 percent of the population of the UAE and Qatar, as well as 44 percent in
Oman—this may not seem surprising. But their infection rate was undoubtedly
worsened by the close quarters in which many workers, notably in the construction
sector, live. Large dormitories, where 15, 20 or more men share a room and common
washrooms, allowed infection to spread easily. 

The pandemic also resulted in an increase in complaints by workers about non-
payment or under-payment of earned wages. This issue has been a cause of
concern for NGOs that uphold migrant workers’ rights. In the early stages of the
outbreak, a coalition of such organizations issued a call for an “Urgent Justice
Mechanism” to be established to support workers whose wages had been unjustly
withheld. Migrant Forum in Asia, an alliance of NGOS, has so far produced two
reports titled “Crying Out for Justice,” which outline the various ways in which
migrant workers in Asia (primarily in the Gulf) report being denied their due earnings,
based on submissions from a�liated organizations. At least 59 percent of
complaints recorded come from workers in the construction sector. 

Some countries introduced measures to assist workers trying to obtain payment, but
their impact was limited. The UAE, for example, introduced an e-trials system in
2017 for civil disputes, which was given an expanded role in April 2020, to assist
workers in pay disputes although many workers are not familiar enough with the
technology to use it. 
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A broader problem is that health measures introduced to counter the pandemic
resulted in fewer inspections of places of residence, functioning workplaces, and
gave rise to a general sense that there were more pressing things to worry about
than migrant workers’ rights.

As noted, most female migrant workers in the Middle East are domestic workers.
With the pandemic, some who had formerly been able to go out on days off found
themselves con�ned to their employers’ homes. As many household incomes fell,
some workers reported that their salaries were withheld or curtailed and a common
worldwide complaint was that families who were spending more time at home,
placed them under greater demands and stress. 

Domestic workers in Lebanon faced particularly di�cult conditions, as the
pandemic has coincided with a collapse of the Lebanese economy. One common
experience was �nding their salaries’ value sliding. Even if paid in a stable foreign
currency, they found that the exchange rate by which their wages were calculated
was less favorable than the market rate. Some employers ditched their domestic
workers as their own incomes plummeted, while there were also workers who,
realizing what was likely to happen, decided to return to their home countries as
soon as they could. Images of Ethiopian women who were dumped outside their
embassy by their employers, with no money to support themselves or buy a ticket
home, were broadcast worldwide by the international media. 

Despite setbacks, there was some progress for domestic workers in parts of the
Middle East during the pandemic. Qatar has removed the requirement for those who
wish to change employers before their contracts expire to obtain a “No Objection
Certi�cate” from their existing employers, and it has also brought domestic workers
under its minimum wage regulations—the �rst country in the region to do so. 

The International Domestic Workers Federation (IDWF) stepped up the frequency of
their reporting after the beginning of the COVID outbreak in order to support
domestic workers everywhere. Among recent migrant domestic worker
organizations a�liated with the IDWF are the Domestic Workers Solidarity Network
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in Jordan and the Sandigan Kuwait Domestic Workers Association, breaking the
isolation of migrant domestic workers in the MENA region. (For IDWF news, see
<www.idwfed.org>.)

MALAYSIAN PARTIES SEEK TO END TURMOIL

The Malaysian government and the Pakatan Harapan (PH-Alliance of Hope)
opposition coalition have signed an agreement in parliament that is intended to
bring to an end a year and a half of unseemly maneuvers that have done little to
enhance the Malaysian public’s respect for politicians. 

It was veteran politician Mahathir Mohamad’s refusal to hand over the premiership
to his coalition partner, Anwar Ibrahim, that precipitated a split in his own party and
a series of defections between parties. Anwar tried desperately to muster a majority,
but failed by a margin of two parliamentarians. 

Under the agreement signed on Sept. 13, titled the Memorandum of Understanding
for Transformation and Political Stability, parliament will not be dissolved before
July 31, 2022. The PH will support or abstain in the vote on the next budget and not
vote down a government measure that would precipitate its fall. In both cases, there
would be prior discussion of the content of the government’s measures. The
government commits itself to introduce a bill to stop “party hopping” by MPs, speed
up the lowering of the voting age from 21 to 18 and limit any prime minister to a
maximum of ten years in o�ce.

The agreement also covers measures to improve Malaysia’s response to the COVID-
19 pandemic and to strengthen parliament.

John Gee is a free-lance journalist based in Singapore and the author of Unequal
Con�ict: The Palestinians and Israel.
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We have a small favor to ask…
… More people are reading the Washington Report on Middle East Affairs than
ever but advertising revenues across the media are falling fast. Our
independent, investigative journalism takes a lot of time, money and hard
work to produce. But we do it because we believe our perspective matters –
because it might well be your perspective, too.

Unlike many news organizations, we haven’t put up a paywall – we want our
journalism to remain free and open to everyone. Democracy depends on
reliable access to information. By making our journalism publicly available,
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we're able to hold governments, companies and institutions to account, and
offer our diverse, global readership a platform for debate and commentary.
This encourages us all to challenge our opinions on what’s happening
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