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INTRODUCTION

The mistreatment of migrant workers in the Gulf Cooperation Countries (GCC) emerges as a
compelling human rights concern, demanding the immediate attention of the Human Rights
Committee. Migrant workers, indispensable to the economic strength of the GCC nations, often face
issues of exploitation and substandard living conditions. This issue’s relevance lies in its alignment
with the committee’s mandate to safeguard individual dignity and rights, resonating with the
broader theme of justice and equality. Moreover, it directly addresses Sustainable Development
Goal 8 (SDG 8) - Decent Work and Economic Growth, emphasizing the committee’s commitment to
eradicating exploitative labor practices and ensuring fair working conditions within the GCC
framework.

AVENUES OF DISCUSSION

e Evaluation of existing labor laws in GCC Countries and their effectiveness in
protecting migrant workers

e |dentification of gaps and loopholes in legal frameworks contributing to the mistreatment
of migrant workers

e Evaluation of the overall conditions for migrant workers, encompassing both working
and living environments.

e Assessment of the working conditions migrant workers faced in construction leading up to the
2022 FIFA World Cup in Qatar
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KEY TERMS

Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC)

The Gulf Cooperation Council comprises six Middle Eastern Countries — Saudi Arabia, the United
Arab Emirates, Qatar, Kuwait, Oman, and Bahrain — aiming to enhance economic cooperation and
political stability. In the context of the mistreatment of migrant workers, the GCC’s policies and labor
practices have come under scrutiny, with efforts to address challenges faced by migrant laborers
across the region.

Kafala System

The Kafala System is a sponsorship-based arrangement widely used in GCC countries, tying migrant
workers’ legal status to their employers. This system often results in a power imbalance, limiting
workers” mobility and making them vulnerable to exploitation and abuse.

Labor Camps

Labor camps are accommodations provided for migrant workers, particularly in construction and
infrastructure projects. In the context of mistreatment, these camps are often associated with
substandard living conditions, overcrowding, and insufficient access to basic amenities. This
contributes to the overall challenges faced by migrant workers.

Migrant Worker

A migrant worker is an individual who moves to a foreign country for employment, often in sectors
such as construction, agriculture, or domestic work. In the context of the mistreatment, migrant
workers in the GCC countries may face challenges related to working conditions, legal status, and
overall well-being.

Wage Withholding

Wage withholding refers to the practice where employers delay or fail to pay workers their due
wages. This can lead to economic hardships, exploitation, and an increased vulnerability to other
forms of mistreatment, as workers may fear reporting abuses due to the risk of non-payment.
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BACKGROUND

HISTORICAL CONTEXT

The mistreatment of migrant workers in the Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) countries is deeply
rooted in the economic transformations that swept the region from the 1960s onwards. Initially
triggered by the oil boom, the demand for labor in construction, infrastructure, and various sectors
soared, drawing migrants from surrounding Arab countries. The 1970s and 1980s witnessed an
intensified wave of migration, marking the beginning of a significant demographic shift in the GCC
states.

As the Gulf economies prospered, migrant workers became an integral part of the region’s
development, accounting for a significant percentage of the population in each GCC state. Migrants,
primarily from South Asia, Southeast Asia, and Africa, played pivotal roles in sectors such as
construction, sanitation, transportation, hospitality, and health care. However, this economic
growth came at a cost, as the Kafala system was instituted to regulate the relationship between
employers and migrant workers. This system, while providing a legal framework for employment,
also created a dependency that facilitated abuses and exploitation.

The mistreatment of migrant workers in Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) countries is a multifaceted
issue. On one hand, economic growth in the region has been a driving force, leading to increased
demand for labor and subsequent migration. This economic boom has propelled development and
drawn migrant workers from various regions, playing crucial roles in sectors such as construction,
sanitation, transportation, hospitality, and health care. However, on the other hand, this economic
prosperity has come at the expense of fair treatment and humane conditions for migrant workers.
The Kafala system, implemented to regulate the relationship between employers and migrant
workers, has created a hierarchical structure that, in some instances, has been exploited.

Throughout the decades, abuses against migrant workers, ranging from low wages to psychological,
verbal, and physical abuse persisted under the Kafala system. The Gulf economies’ prosperity
became increasingly intertwined with hardships faced by migrant workers. International attention
was drawn to these issues during the 2010s, with Human Rights Watch exposing stark realities,
particularly in the construction sector. The GCC states, through the Kafala system, escaped legal
consequences for abuses, raising concerns about compliance with international human rights
conventions.

The outbreak of COVID-19 worsened the vulnerabilities of migrant workers, exposing systematic
health and socio-economic disparities. The preparation for the 2022 World Cup in Qatar intensified
scrutiny, revealing evidence of forced labor, substandard living conditions, and a concerning
number of worker fatalities. Amnesty International labeled the Kafala system as central to the abuse.

As the GCC states grapple with the repercussions of the pandemic, there is a pressing opportunity
for substantial change. Reforms should address health and safety standards, living conditions, legal
pursuits against abusive employers, and the overarching abolition of the Kafala system. The
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historical context underscores the fates of economic development and migrant worker
mistreatment, emphasizing the urgency for comprehensive and humane reforms in the Gulf region.

Migrant Workers in the Gulf: Unseen Struggles and
Prospects for Reform | Middle East Institute

There have been 6,750 deaths of south Asian migrants since Qatar was
awarded the right to host the World Cup in 2010

India 2,711 (N A A S

Nepal 1,641
Bangladesh 1,018
Pakistan 824

Sri Lanka 557

Guardian graphic | Source: Supreme Council of Health (Qatar), Embassy of India (Qatar), Embassy of Nepal (Qatar),
Foreign Employment board (Nepal), Wage Earners' Welfare Board (Bangladesh), Embassy of Sri Lanka (Qatar).
Figures 2011 to late 2020 for nationals from India, Nepal, Bangladesh and Sri Lanka. Pakistan figures from 2010 to
2020
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KEY ACTORS

United Arab Emirates

The United Arab Emirates is known to be among the countries with a significant amount of migrant
workers. In the UAE, it is common to find migrant workers in forced labor in order to pay off debt.
Due to the minimum wages in foreign countries, most workers migrate to the UAE in order to find a
well-paid job.

Qatar

Along with the UAE, Qatar is known to be a nation that employs a substantial amount of migrant
workers. Around 2 out of 3 million of Qatar’s population is recognized to be migrant workers. Most of
the workers are employed in construction and hospitality work.

Philippines

Migrant workers commonly migrate from countries such as the Philippines. This is due to the lack of
employment opportunities and poverty found in their home countries. Working in Gulf Cooperation
Council countries may open them up to more work opportunities and higher wages. The 1.8 - 2.7
million Filipinos working in GCC countries encourage more workers to migrate to these countries.

Bangladesh

A large portion of migrant workers in the Gulf Cooperation Council countries also originate from
Bangladesh. Common factors why Bangladeshis migrate to the GCC countries are to have better job
opportunities, as well as improve their standard of living. Currently, there are over 3 million
Bangladeshis currently working and living in GCC countries.

Amnesty International

Amnesty International is actively engaged in addressing the challenges faced by migrant workers.
The organization conducts extensive research and campaigns to expose issues like forced labor and
low wages. With a global grassroots approach, Amnesty mobilizes public support to raise
awareness, change oppressive laws, and advocate to end abuses of human rights.

Human Rights Watch

Human Rights Watch is a prominent international NGO dedicated to scrutinizing and documenting
human rights abuses. HRW's detailed investigations contribute to the global understanding of
challenges such as forced labor and exploitation. Through advocacy and reporting, HRW aims to
catalyze systemic changes, encouraging governments to address human rights violations.
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KEY STATISTICS
e Migrant workers form 88 percent of the UAE’s population (Source: Human Rights Watch)

e Around 6,500 migrant workers have died in Qatar since the FIFA World Cup 2022 (Source: The
Guardian)

e Over 24 million migrant workers are currently working in GCC countries (Source: International
Labor Organization)

e In the United Arab Emirates, around 90% of the construction workers are migrant workers (Source:
The Argonaut)

e Although most migrant workers come to the UAE in order to find employment, their wages are
abused in several ways: workers don’t get paid to work overtime, wages are inaccurate, most
workers' wages get delayed and withheld (Source: Human Rights Watch)

TIMELINE OF EVENTS

1960s-1980s - Economic Boom and Initial Wave of Migration

The economic boom in GCC countries, fueled by the oil industry, leads to a surge in demand for labor.
Migrant workers, primarily from neighboring Arab countries, become instrumental in supporting the
region's rapid development.

Late 20" Century - Establishment of the Kafala System

In response to the influx of migrant workers, the Kafala (sponsorship) system is introduced to regulate
the relationship between employers and migrants. Intended to provide a legal framework, the Kafala
system ties the legal status of workers to their employers.

2010s - International Scrutiny and Human Rights Reports

Human Rights Watch and Amnesty International publish critical reports exposing the mistreatment of
migrant workers in the GCC, bringing attention to issues such as forced labor, low wages, and poor
working conditions. The 2022 FIFA World Cup preparations in Qatar intensify the focus on labor rights,
prompting global concern.

2020 - COVID-19 Pandemic

The COVID-19 pandemic exacerbates the vulnerabilities of migrant workers in the Gulf, leading to job
losses and heightened health risks. Overcrowded living conditions in labor camps become potential
hotspots for the virus, further exposing systemic disparities.

2022 - FIFA World Cup

Six months after the 2022 World Cup final in Doha, Human Rights Watch reveals that FIFA and Qatari
authorities have failed to provide compensation for widespread abuses, including wage theft and
unexplained deaths of migrant workers. Migrant workers, who have remained in Qatar, face escalating
wage theft and new forms of exploitation, highlighting the inadequacies of Qatar’s labor reforms.
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PRESENT - ILO Advocacy

The International Labour Organization (ILO) plays an ongoing role in advocating for fair labor practices
and the rights of migrant workers. Through initiatives like the Fair Migration Agenda, the ILO
collaborates with governments and stakeholders in the GCC to address challenges and promote
decent work conditions.

PREVIOUS ATTEMPTS TO RESOLVE THE ISSUE

Kafala System Reform

Several GCC countries have taken steps to reform the Kafala (sponsorship) system, which has been
criticized for creating an imbalance of power between employers and migrant workers. Reforms
include allowing workers to change employers without their current employer's consent and
improving workers' mobility. For instance, Qatar made significant reforms to its Kafala system ahead
of the 2022 FIFA World Cup, which included the introduction of a minimum wage and the removal of
exit permit requirements for most workers.

International Labour Organization (ILO) Agreements

GCC countries have engaged with the ILO to improve labor conditions. For example, Qatar signed an
agreement with the ILO in 2017 to enhance labor rights and enact reforms, including the
establishment of workers' support and insurance funds, and the implementation of a minimum
wage.

Bilateral Agreements with Source Countries

Some GCC countries have signed bilateral agreements with countries that are major sources of
migrant labor. These agreements aim to protect the rights of migrant workers by setting terms of
employment, wages, and working conditions. For example, the United Arab Emirates has signed
multiple bilateral agreements with countries like India, the Philippines, and Nepal to safeguard the
welfare of their citizens working in the UAE.

Legislative Reforms and Labour Laws

GCC countries have been updating their labor laws to enhance the protection of migrant workers.
This includes setting up dispute resolution committees, improving health and safety regulations,
and providing better living conditions. Saudi Arabia, for instance, has implemented labor reforms
that include restrictions on working hours and measures against wage delays.
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SUGGESTED SOLUTIONS

Considering Improving Working Conditions: To improve the rights of migrant workers, the GCC
countries should work on changing the rights and needs of the workers. For example, some possible
ideas are improving wages and salaries, paying for overtime work, not allowing excessive overtime
of work, etc.

Modify Labor Laws: Improving and modifying labor laws in GCC countries will allow migrant
workers to attain more rights and freedom in the countries. In addition, implementing these
improvements will encourage and attract migrant workers with more talent and experience to work
in GCC countries knowing that they will be treated fairly.

Eliminate the Kafala System: Abolishing the Kafala system could empower migrant workers,
granting them more control over their lives and working conditions. While the Kafala system offers a
structured framework for managing migrant workers, it grants employers excessive control,
restricting workers' autonomy over crucial aspects of their lives, including passport possession and
leave decisions. Despite providing legal status and facilitating entry, the system erases basic rights.
Abolishing it is crucial for enhancing migrant workers' conditions and rights in the GCC. However,
careful planning is necessary to manage the transition, ensuring a balanced regulatory framework
without compromising the oversight necessary for effective labor management.

Empowering the Migrant Workers to Express Their Opinions and Complaints: Empowering
migrant workers to voice their opinions and file complaints is a crucial step toward creating a safer
work environment. Drawing inspiration from practices in regions like Europe, Canada, and the USA,
GCC countries can establish practical mechanisms for workers to express concerns and seek
resolution. Implementing accessible channels for feedback, such as dedicated hotlines, online
platforms, or support services, ensures that workers can address issues without fear of reprisal. This
proactive approach fosters transparency, and accountability, and ultimately contributes to
improving working conditions for migrant workers in the GCC.
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