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Migrant Workers in Bahrain & the Policies of Emigration Countries

It goes without saying that migrant workers provide a very important service to both the sending & the receiving countries. Their contribution to the growth of the economies where they are employed cannot be denied. In the Middle East the workers employed especially in the construction as well as the domestic sector are practically all Asian expatriate migrant workers.

The migrant worker leaves his home country to seek employment abroad for many economic and social reasons. Driven by poverty and financial need these workers come to Bahrain & other Middle East countries hoping to improve the standard of living of their families whom they leave behind at home.
 Migration of labour is due to both the”push“& “pull” factors. There is a growing demand for labour in Bahrain due to the country witnessing an economic boom. The economic development is clearly visible with the announcement of mega construction projects. The cityscape is being rapidly transformed. This means that more labour will be urgently needed to meet the deadlines for completion of these projects. 

Despite the blood, sweat & tears that each migrant worker puts in, to contribute to the development of the country where he is working, his own development and needs are totally ignored and his basic Human Rights routinely trampled upon.

 The abuse and ill-treatment of migrant workers is significant, despite new efforts to protect this most vulnerable section. The expatriate workers employed in the construction sector as well as the domestic workers are considered the most disadvantaged and therefore easily exploited.
 Here are some of the problems faced by the Migrant Workers in Bahrain and the Gulf in general. 
Lack of Labour Laws to protect workers in the domestic sector
This sector falls totally outside the purview of the labour laws in the Kingdom of Bahrain. Therefore, this sector of workers is the most vulnerable and is subject to widespread abuse and exploitation.

Exploitation by Unscrupulous Recruiting Agents both in the Sending and Receiving Countries
The workers pay up to BD.1, 500/ to agents in their home countries to secure a job in the Gulf. After arrival here, often the salary promised is not given or kept pending for months on end.   The job promised is sometimes non-existent and therefore the worker is forced to compromise and take whatever employment is on offer, due to the huge financial debt he has incurred along with exorbitant rate of interest. 
From the moment these workers enter the country, they are abused and exploited by their sponsors, middlemen and others benefiting from their services. It is common knowledge that these unwitting workers will seldom, if ever, be able to fight for their rights.  Even if they do, the chance of them winning is very, very slim.
It is indeed a rare sight to see a worker in possession of legal contract of employment and yet this is the one document the authorities demand to see when he tries to complain.
It is high time the Governments in both the home country and the relevant Gulf country take severe action against rogue recruiting agents who profit from the misery and exploitation of ignorant and helpless workers.
The curse of the Sponsorship System
The current sponsorship rules literally give sponsors exclusive and extensive powers over the workers employed by them
.                             
The worker literally becomes the sole property of the sponsor to do with as he wills. How often have I heard a sponsor say “This man belongs to me.”
The Govt. of Bahrain has strict laws, spelling out the obligations and responsibilities of the sponsor and the rights of a worker, but in reality the worker invariably pays the price of daring to challenge his sponsor.

In a majority of cases the worker never even knows who his sponsor is.  The visa is just sold through a middle man and the unsuspecting worker is told to go seek employment anywhere.

How else did the term FREE VISA get coined?  And yet it comes at a very high price!
Contrary to what anyone might think, the concept of Free Visa work has always been illegal but for many years everyone turned a blind eye and a deaf ear to this system.  But now that the authorities are coming down hard on this category of labourers and supposedly punishing companies who hire them, these men face a bleak and debt ridden future when caught. 
In reality, sponsors who sell visas are seldom taken to task.  They are not questioned, arrested or made to pay hefty fines for abusing the system and getting rich in the process.
The poor worker on the other hand, who in a majority of cases will not be in possession of a valid residence permit and CPR, will be taken into custody, fined for breaking the law and then finally deported at his own expense.
This system is the breeding ground for the injustice and humiliation piled on, time and time again on hapless and defenseless workers. 
Having said all this, it must be noted, that on the other side of the coin, there are excellent employers out there who meet all their obligations and oversee the welfare of their workers in a just and fair manner. I am sure they will readily agree that doing this is no great hardship, as the salaries and other facilities accorded to workers is minimum which leaves enough room for ample profits to be gained. 
Who and what is a ‘Run Away” Worker
Do you think a man, who has paid and sacrificed so much to secure a job so far from home, just runs away from his employer for the fun of running away? 
The term ‘Run Away Worker’ is just another loophole in favour of the sponsor.  Nobody, if ever, bothers to thoroughly investigate why a man runs away from his employer.  The most common reasons are non-payment of salary, unreasonable working hours, poor work conditions Unhygienic or substandard accommodation, or just pure ill treatment.  The list is endless.

If a worker so much as leaves his place of work even for a couple of days, sometimes due to illness or dares to lodge a complaint with the Ministry of Labour, all the sponsor needs to do is lodge a complaint at any police station that the man has run away. Thereafter, when he is found, most often he is deported or worse still, handed back to his sponsor.

We admit that workers are not always innocent and might just go out looking for better prospects but shouldn’t this be the right of every human being, instead of being a slave to one man?
The Sale of Visit Visas
In the last few years, the Labour Ministry has been clamping down on the issue of unlimited work permits and this in turn has spawned new money making racket in the form of selling visit visas to unsuspecting labourers.  
 Put plainly, a man pays about BD.1,500/- for what he thinks is a two year employment visa, lands in the country only to have his passport taken away and then told he can go find a job anywhere.

At the end of one month this man promptly becomes an illegal resident in the country, has no clue who the sponsor is, and of course without proper documentation cannot secure a decent job 
Here is a typical scenario that follows.  The man already has a huge debt hanging over his head back home, he takes up any employment that comes his way and when he has lived in a miserable state for about three years, decides that he must go back to his country and family. 

And this is where fresh agony and frustration sets in.  The authorities will tell him he has accumulated a fine of BD. 25/- for each month he has overstayed.  Simple arithmetic makes a 3 year overstay fine almost BD. 1000/- and worse still, he has the daunting task of finding his so called sponsor who is the only one who can sign him out of the country.  This whole process can sometimes take between 6 to 8 months. Even if found, for obvious reasons, the sponsor will not report to the authorities,  and  the impoverished worker will have to bear  the humiliation of being put in detention,  pay a large fine, even if it is reduced by the authorities, pay for his own ticket and then finally be deported, empty handed.
The authorities are making an effort to stamp out these evil practices and we take this opportunity to thank them for their co-operation and assistance but until the cursed sponsorship system is totally eliminated there is no hope for justice and fairness.
We are continually being told that the new reforms that are soon to be introduced will eradicate all the above problems and we remain optimistic about this change. 
Slow Judiciary process 
The wheels of justice are known to move slowly in most countries and the Kingdom of Bahrain is no exception. Laws are in place to protect both employers and employees, but getting these laws enforced is quite another matter.
Many cases which are filed by workers for cheating, abuse and labour law violations drag on indefinitely in the courts. But here too, thanks to the sponsorship system, the worker pays a huge price for daring to take his sponsor to court, because contrary to common belief, it is illegal to take up employment elsewhere while a lengthy court case is in progress. Consequently he becomes a burden on his already overburdened friends and colleagues over here and the impoverished families back home are left without remittances for months on end.  
The cycle of misery just keeps spinning with no light at the end of the tunnel and in the end they just give up the fight, waive all their rights, in the hope they will at least be allowed to return home.  This final act too cannot be achieved until the sponsor deems fit to sign him out.  
It goes without saying that the worker will most times go back not only empty handed but in a broken, depressed state of body and mind.
Is it any wonder then that the suicide rate is steadily mounting?
Lack of adequate numbers of Safety Inspectors in the Ministry of Labour 
There are not enough Safety Inspectors within the Ministry of Labour to inspect factories and construction sites to ensure that all safety standards are being met in order to prevent industrial accidents and sometimes the tragic death of workers.

Often, these accidents are not even reported to the relevant authorities and the injured or deceased receive little or help by the way of medical assistance or compensation 

Mention must be made here, that respective Embassies are now playing a very vital role in forcing employers to meet their obligations and accept responsibility when negligence occurs.

Another area of neglect on the part of employers is the transporting of employees to and from work sites, in open vehicles.  Large numbers of workers are packed into such vehicles and last year saw two major accidents in which several people lost their lives or were injured badly.

The government has promised to enforce strict laws governing such 
transportation but open trucks carrying workers still ply the streets. 
Unhygienic and sub standard labour camps  
Here again, the Government of Bahrain has  very specific rules governing the standards and requirements to be maintained in labour camps but it is a well known fact that employers are not always penalized for housing workers in accommodation not fit  to be inhabited by human beings. 

We hear of camps being closed down by the government due to bad conditions and yet there are hundreds of dilapidated and unsafe ones still dotting the whole island. 

Last year, 16 workers lost their lives in a fire in an overcrowded camp and there are many more such accidents waiting to happen.  Fortunately, relevant embassies are voicing their frustration and disappointment at the treatment of their citizens but corrective measures are taking time to be implemented.

Policies of Emigration Countries to protect the Migrant worker 
In recent years the growing abuse of migrant workers has received enormous press coverage and what was earlier ignored or swept under the carpet is seeing the light of day. The worker too is no longer willing to take the abuse for granted.  This is all happening because of respective embassies taking a firm stand in fighting for the basic human rights of their citizens.  Human Rights Organizations and voluntary societies such as ours are also playing a major in bringing these issues into the open and spreading awareness both in the sending and host Countries. 
The valuable repatriation of foreign exchange sent by even the daily wage worker contributes significantly to the home countries economy. His meager earning feeds his family & educates his children. His presence in a foreign country for employment reduces un-employment in his own country. 

The home countries of the workers have therefore adopted several policies to protect the interest & promote the welfare of the migrant worker.

Following are some common policies adopted by the labour sending countries such as India, Philippines and Pakistan to ensure that the Rights and welfare of their nationals is protected.

The Indian Government has a separate Cabinet Ministry called “Overseas Indian Affairs” under the charge of a Cabinet Minister to study the problems being faced by its labour force abroad & to make recommendations to stop any malpractice and exploitation. The Ministry also enters into bi-lateral agreements with the labour exporting countries to streamline and plug loop holes which make it easy for middlemen and agents to exploit workers.

As per the statistics provided by the Indian Embassy there are 260,000 thousand Indian workers in Bahrain. An estimated 40,000 to 50,000 Indians are illegally working in Bahrain. 
The authorities are taking serious action against rogue agents and raiding & arresting such people when complaints are being officially lodged. Further, there has been an effort to start an awareness campaign particularly in the rural regions that the streets of the Middle East are not paved with gold. For every success story there are several thousands who have returned home empty handed and disillusioned.
Further all unskilled and semi - skilled workers have an “Emigration Clearance Required” (ECR) stamp on their passports. This ensures that no worker of this category can leave the country before his contract & documents are attested by the Protectorate of Emigrants and the Indian mission of the country where he is seeking employment. This system, if correctly enforced prevents victims from being trafficked and stranded without skills or resources in a foreign country.

The Government has also provided for several welfare schemes for this category of migrant workers. Providing for mandatory Life Insurance at extremely low premiums is one such scheme which needs special mention. 

Besides, both the national carriers Air India & Indian airlines repatriate the bodies of low paid workers, free of charge, who may tragically have lost their lives through accidents or suicides. 

The Indian Diasporas are also well represented abroad through regional and cultural associations which actively participate in providing the much needed cultural and social outlet for their members. These Associations also reach out to the needy workers from their State or community when approached for assistance.
The Philippine Government has an excellent program for their workers and it should serve as a role model for other nations to incorporate for their own nationals.

The Philippine Embassy runs their own Shelter for abused domestic victims. Their cases are resolved by trained case workers, welfare officers and legal representatives. 

The Overseas Workers Welfare Administration (OWWA), an attached agency of the Department of Labor and Employment (DOLE), & the Philippine Overseas Labour Office (POLO) is the lead government agency tasked to protect and promote the welfare and well-being of Overseas Filipino Workers (OFW) and their dependents. 
OBJECTIVES of the OWWA
a. Protect the interest and promote the welfare of OFW in recognition of their valuable contribution to the overall development effort; 

b. Facilitate the implementation of the provisions of the Labor Code concerning the responsibility of the government to promote the well-being of OFW; 

c. Provide social and welfare services to OFW, including insurance, social work assistance, legal assistance, cultural services, and remittance services; 

d. Ensure the efficiency of collection and the viability and sustainability of the fund through sound and judicious investment and fund management policies; 

e. Undertake studies and researches for the enhancement of their social, economic and cultural well-being; and 

f. Develop, support and finance specific projects for the welfare of OFW
 The Pakistan Government has a Bureau of Emigration & Overseas Employment which is an attached department of the Ministry of Labour, Manpower and Overseas Pakistanis, which was established in 1971. 
The activities and functions of Bureau under Emigration Ordinance, 1979 and Rules made there under are:
1) To control and regulate emigration. 
2) To look after the interests and welfare of such emigration,

3) To look after the welfare of seamen 
Similarly other labour sending countries such as Indonesia, Thailand, Nepal, Sri Lanka & Bangladesh have welfare and protection programs to help its citizens abroad. In Bahrain there is no proper representation for nationals of Nepal & Sri Lanka.
However, implementation of the existing Labour Laws in the country employing the labourers is imperative, if exploitation of Migrant workers has to be seriously addressed. There has to be a sincere effort to curtail the mal practices which are currently rampant. A satisfied and fairly treated worker is a productive worker. His contribution enriches the host country’s development. 

In conclusion, the following quote by the Director General of the ILO Mr. Juan Somavia is most appropriate:-

“Migrant workers are an asset to every country where they bring their labour

Let us give them the dignity they deserve as human beings

And the respect they deserve as workers.”
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