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Introduction
The fishing sector in the Gulf Cooperation Countries (GCC) is a tragedy in
many acts. Overfishing, land reclamation, and climate change have disastrously impacted both marine life and those whose livelihoods depend on it.
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Studies show that a third of the GCC’s marine life may go extinct by 2090,1 and 85% of the native
species of fish has already been wiped out.2 Adding to these calamities, the large coastline of the
GCC (and Yemen) is also the world’s largest dead zone, and still growing.3
However, consumption patterns do not reflect these environmental realities. Oman, the UAE
and Qatar account for the highest per capita consumption of fish in the Middle East, though only
Oman provides for a significant percentage of the production.4 Unsustainable consumption rates
means most seafood consumed in the region is now imported. Gulf states have also expanded
aquaculture projects, or fish farming, to meet food security needs and promote self-sufficiency.5
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According to the UN organisation on Food and
Agriculture (FAO), in 2010, 8,490 of the 11,680
fishermen in Saudi were migrants. Though
there are attempts to nationalise the sector,
the low and inconsistent pay is not particularly
attractive to nationals.
According to Bahrain’s open data portal, there
were 4,251 migrant workers and 157 Bahraini
workers registered in the Fishing industry, and
a total of 1,637 registered establishments in
the fishing sector in 2017.6
In 2018, Kuwait employed 3,800 expatriates in
the fishing sector according to the President of
the Kuwaiti Fishermen Association.7
As of 2011, Qatar had 3,641 fishermen, almost
all of whom were migrants; in 2007, the UAE had
21,220 fishermen, the majority of whom were
migrants. As of 2017, Oman had 54,410 fishermen, the majority of whom are nationals.89

But across the GCC’s 7000kms seaboard, thousands of migrant workers continue to fish in local
waters. Fishing activities are primarily artisanal,
meaning fishing practices are small-scale, low-technology, and often undertaken by individuals rather
than companies.10 Except in Oman and parts of
Saudi, there is a large dependency on migrants to
man these fishing vessels.
Migrant fishermen primarily hail from the southern
coast of India. Though recent data is scarce, most
migrant fishermen specifically appear to come
from the Kanyakumari district in Tamil Nadu.11 The
migrant fishermen themselves are escaping similar
vagaries in their home coast – depleting fish stock
due to environmental degradation, trawling, climate
change, as well as consumption and production
patterns that are at odds with this reality.
But their escape is not one of reprieve; despite the
sector’s dependency on migrants, expatriate fishermen are excluded from Gulf labour laws, and from
any legal or financial security. While national fishermen are generally perceived as honorable symbols
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of tradition, migrant fishermen are often scourged
for environmental degradation and price gouging.
They are vulnerable to arrest by both local authorities and coastguards for allegations of overfishing
or crossing maritime boundaries.

At sea in more
ways than one
Regulations to prevent overfishing and depletion
significantly reduce the number of fishing days, and
correspondingly, the number of earning days. The
no-fishing season can last anywhere between three
to six months. Some of the prohibitions on fishing
during off-season may be eased depending on the
specific type permit workers hold, or the equipment
used for fishing.12 The Gulf states also set a five
day limit on the length of time a boat can be out at
sea to prevent overfishing. During these five days,
fishermen are encouraged to push their luck and
trespass nautical boundaries.13
For full-time migrant fishermen, earning enough to
tide themselves over the period during which they
are grounded is a difficult task; with no job security,
insurance or alternative livelihoods, they often take
risks that could land them in legal trouble.
Despite strict regulations on fishing practices, the
fishing sector’s labour market is largely under regulated. Fishermen work on a seaman’s visa, which
gives them the right to be on a fishing vessel and
to traverse the waters of the visa-issuing country.
It affords them no other protections. Unlike most
farmers and shepherds, they are neither covered
by the labour law nor the domestic workers law.
They have no written contract and are wholly dependent on the vessel owner who sponsors their
seaman’s visa.
There are variations based on national contexts,
but the most marginalising and discriminatory practices are widespread across all of the countries.

In Troubled Waters

A Unique
Recruitment
Process
The following section focuses on the recruitment of
Indian fishermen to the Gulf.
The fishermen are responsible for all costs associated with their migration and employment, including: air fare, recruitment fees, visa fees, maintenance of vessel, healthcare and accommodation.
The captain, also a migrant, makes first contact
with the Gulf sponsor often through a middleman
already working for the sponsor in the destination
country. He becomes a de facto recruitment agent,
charging fees for the visas he arranges for the crew.
The fees paid to the captain as commission – i.e.
most often excluding visa fees – can be anywhere
between USD650 to USD3660.
Prospective workers with an ECR (Emigration
Check Required) passport cannot migrate without
providing extensive documentation, including submission of contract.14 Many bypass this by obtaining a 90-day business visa, which they will convert
to a seaman visa in the destination country. Others
may illegally acquire a high school certificate in
order to obtain an Emigration Check Not Required
(ECNR) passport.
Each destination country has a different recruitment process. To go to Bahrain and Oman, migrant
fishermen only need to complete their medical
exams before departure.15 Those headed to Qatar
have a visa issued once in the destination country, while those going to Saudi and Kuwait must
have their visas facilitated by registered agencies
in Mumbai and stamped on the passport. Local
travel agents play a critical role in facilitating contract-less employment by helping with this process
and booking tickets.
A local travel agent in Kanyakumari told Migrant-Rights.org that more than 90% of fishermen
go to Saudi.
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For every component of the migration process
there is a fee, and the total could be as low as Rs
10,000 (US$149) covering tickets alone, or as high as
Rs 50,000 (US$750) that covers all the paperwork.
These costs does not include payments made to
the captain as a commission or recruitment fee. At
no point in this process is a contract in play.
Distrust of migrant fishermen
Except in Oman and parts of Saudi Arabia, fishing
crew are almost exclusively migrant fishermen,
who work with no job security and little protection.
When there are nationals on board a fishing boat,
they are often present only to meet local regulations. Yet, there is a prevalent hostility and distrust
towards migrants by some national fishermen,
fishing regulation authorities, and consumers.
Common accusations against migrant fishermen
include that they have taken over the industry from
nationals and threaten the industry by violating
fishing regulations.16 17

The Catch
While laws and sponsorship are constant concerns,
daily conflicts are between the captain and the
crew. The fishing sector does not depend on regular
recruitment channels, and the sponsor or vessel
owner gives the boat captain the freedom to recruit
and build his crew. Reports by Migrant-Rights.org
found that the captain usually recruits from his own
community or village – friends, family, neighbours.
The captain is then both the recruiter and the primary employer.
Half of the 18 returnees interviewed by Vishnu
Narendran blamed their troubles on the skippers,
whom they say treated them ‘like slaves.’18 When
there is an employment dispute, resolution becomes tricky as it spills over to family or the community back home.
Fishermen interviewed by MR and Narendran’s said
they did not have a contract and were not paid a
regular salary. All received only a percentage of the
catch as their share in lieu of a salary. The largest
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share of the catch goes to the sponsor – anywhere
between 40-50% – and the rest is divided unequally
between the crew and the captain.
“In Saudi, Qatar and Bahrain, 50% of the share after
all expenses (diesel/ ice) goes to the sponsor/kafeel
and the remaining fifty percent is shared among
the workers. The skipper of the boat gets a double
share,” according to Narendran.
Fishermen speaking to a Kuwait Times reported a
similar wage structure:
“We do not get regular wages. Our salary comes
from the ‘half and half’ scheme we agreed on
accepting our job...so we always want a big catch
once we head out to sea. For example, if our catch
is worth KD 1,000, half of the amount will go to fish
market management, while the other half will be
divided among the fishermen and crew”19
UAE law requires that a national is on board each
vessel, and receives a fixed USD820 per month. Half
of this is paid upfront, and the rest from the sale
of catch. No such fixed payment exists for migrant
fishermen.
Fishermen also struggle to find the right price
and market for their catch. While the most fertile
waters are off the Iranian coast, the most profitable
markets are in the UAE.20 But the fishermen are not
always allowed to sell the catch on their own.21 The
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sponsor’s driver is often the one who takes it to the
market, where prices are kept artificially low.
The accounts of production and sales are maintained by the sponsor and not the fishermen, which
means the sponsor exercises full control over what
is due to the workers, according to Father Churchill,
General Secretary of the South Asian Fisherman
Fraternity. Since there is no contract or agreement,
workers cannot dispute payments.
Additionally, since workers are not covered by the
labour law, filing a complaint would require a civil or
criminal suit, neither of which would be a straightforward or financially practical process.
In the past, the sponsor covered all fishing-related
expenses – grafts, vessels and gear. However, in
recent years, the sponsor the gear and all other
equipment is purchased from the sales proceeds
of a catch. Only the remaining balance is shared
between crew and captain.
“We go there because we cannot invest in our own
graft here (in India). Now even there they have to
pay full or part of it. And it is not even in the fishermen’s name. It is in the name of the sponsor, and
having made that investment they are unable to
change sponsor even if there’s acute abuse,” says
Churchill, sharing the concern of the community.
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Kadiapattinam is a village neighbouring Muttom. There are 1500 households, all of whom
have a family member in the Gulf. About 500 work in Qatar and the rest in Saudi. The few
men found here are those who are old or the ones waiting to migrate.

Accommodation
Fishermen who had worked in Saudi and Qatar
told MR that in the past, they were at sea for long
periods of time and would simply sleep on board
the fishing vessel. However, since the introduction
of stricter regulations on the length of time a boat
can be at sea, fishermen have to return to the shore
more frequently and for longer periods of time. On
average, a regular fishing vessel cannot be at sea for
more than five days at a time.
This means fishermen have to secure cheap accommodation near the port. Accommodations MR
visited in Qatar were overcrowded, with 8 or 10 men
to small living room, and not always hygienic.

it untenable for workers to rent a room. So they
either take bed space, or more commonly, live on
board the vessel. “All of them interviewed were
happy about the facilities on board. Their only worry
is while at dock there is a risk that high winds can
cause the tightly packed boats to smash into each
other and can cause damage to boats and injuries
to those who are sleeping on board.”22
In Kuwait, a fishermen’s village was demolished in
the year 2000 and no replacement accommodations were provided.23 In 2017, expatriate fishermen
were also evacuated from their accomodations in
the Sharq area.24

The UAE provides a shorter term visa which makes
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Missing migrants in the Gulf.
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Detention and
Piracy
A captain who was detained in Iran for 10 weeks
along with his crew told MR that though his Qatari
sponsor eventually paid the fees to release his crew
and vessel, he denied them an exit permit until the
men repaid the QR60,000 (USD16,500) fine . The
fishermen made between QR1000 and QR 1500 a
month, and the five fishermen would have had to
work without salary for a year to be able to pay the
fine back. The sponsor finally let them go because
the crew refused to fish. The crew then faced a twoyear re-entry ban, which prohibited them from coming back to Qatar to work. “He has only one fishing
boat, and we are the only crew. The only way he can
get visas for a new crew is by letting us go.”25
Helena, the wife of a detained fisherman, told MR
that the men were all under great pressure to get a
big catch. The fishermen will go where the fish are,
and may not always recognise nautical borders.
The Gulf states have set 5-day limit on the length of
time the boat can be out at sea to prevent overfishing. This reduces significantly the number of fishing
days, and correspondingly, the number of earning
days. During those five days, they are encouraged
to push their luck and violate boundaries. “ (They)
hope every time that this once, the sea gods will
help us get away.”26
Another migrant fisherman’s wife recounts her
husband’s experience on a Saudi vessel detained
in Qatar for three months. He had been working
in Saudi Arabia for 19 years, and had been caught
crossing borders before. “This time was different.
They hadn’t crossed the border. The coast guards
told them they just had some questions and urged
them to cross. And then arrested them.” She hazards a guess, “I think the guards who catch them
get promotions.”
“The sponsor paid Saudi Riyal 5000 for each crew
member as fine. Now they have to pay back the
sponsor and can’t come back till then.” The three
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months in Qatar and the next few months paying off
the fine means the family goes deeper into debt.27
It appears that at any given point in time, at least
one family on the coast of Kanyakumari is awaiting
news of an arrested family member.
Another fisherman, Benjamin, had been in Ajman
for less than five months when he was detained in
Iran. He shared his traumatic experience with MR in
2016, weeks after his release and return to India.
“There were five boats, mine was owned by a Sharjah sponsor. We worked in Ajman. Other four had an
Ajman kafeel. We used to go near Iran border often,
because the Arabi gets angry by our low catch, and
would push us. We were all anchored in an island
off UAE coast due to high winds. During that time
the captain of one of the other boats told us that
his kafeel had paid the coast guards. So we all went
into Iranian waters. That’s where the trade is really
good. Good harvest of fish.
“The captain remains on the boat. Every boat has
about three rafts. The crew usually get on the rafts,
with their nets, to look for a catch. Once they get
a good enough catch, the nets are pulled on to the
boat. The captain and the crew communicate on
wireless.
“Our captain contacted us on the wireless and told
us they were caught. He asked us to cut the nets
and run away. The coast guard managed to catch
up. They caught 49 of us then. We were on 8 boats.
Three escaped.”28
Pirates are another threat faced by fishermen at
sea. A mother of four sons, all fishermen in the Gulf,
told MR that both pirates and coast guards were a
problem.29 She and others speak of the officials and
the robbers as one. “We can be detained, robbed, or
killed by any of them and no one will question it.” The
pirates come and take whatever they can from the
boat, and sometimes even beat them up, the say.
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While most have had experience of being attacked
by pirates, no one knows who these pirates are,
except that they come from Iran, armed and take
away all the equipment and the catch, leaving
fishermen liable to recover the loss.30 The fishermen then have to work unpaid for several months
to pay for replacements, or be stranded indefinitely
without permission to exit the country.
The number of arrests have reduced substantially in recent years due to informal pre-departure
orientations conducted by NGOs and new GPS
equipment.31 The workers have also learnt that the
expenses of release would be out of their pocket
and try and avoid crossing borders.32 The ongoing
GCC political crisis, with Qatar and Iran on one
side, and Saudi, Bahrain and UAE on the other has
resulted in more caution, as any arrests would be
practically unresolvable at this point.
The nature of employment in this sector means
conditions are harsh and exploitative, but beyond
that, sponsors can be very abusive. Denying workers employment and banning them from fishing
boats following disputes leaves the migrants without a job, money or food. Sponsors also commonly
denied exit visas and deliberately delayed their
return home.33
Most of the fishermen from the Kanyakumari
district are Christian and carry religious icons with
them to sea. This displeases many sponsors, who
either confiscate or destroy the icons.
Father Churchill says, “They are away from country,
family and culture. All they have left is their faith,
and you take that away from them. They can see
God through symbols. You want their labour for
your economy, but you can’t allow them their right
to life.”34
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A non-comprehensive list of detentions
and arrests (hyperlinked)
͠ Fishermen are often detained for crossing
nautical borders, but are also used as proxies
for political disputes, particularly between
Iran and some of the Gulf states. Both migrant
workers and nationals can be detained until
steep fines are paid. (Iranian fishermen have
also been detained by Gulf states.) 35
͠ In January 2019, seven fishermen from Kanyakumari departing from Qatar were detained in
Dubai.
͠ In January 2019, three fishermen from Tamil
Nadu on a Saudi trawling vessel were detained
by Iran. They were released 12 months later.
͠ In 2018, 28 Indian fishermen and five UAE
Nationals working in Dubai were detained by
Iran for six months. The owner of the boat was
required to pay a 43,000 UAE dirham fine.
͠ In 2018, five Egyptians on board a Saudi fishing
vessel were detained in Iran.
͠ In 2016, 15 fishermen from Tamil Nadu headed
from Bahrain to Sharjah were detained in Iran. 22
others were also detained by Iran later that year.
͠ In 2014, 33 Egyptian fishermen were detained
in Saudi Arabia for crossing the nautical
borders. They were released in 2016 after the
intervention of the Egyptian government

͠ In 2015, an Emirati national and three Asian
sea workers were beaten up by Iranian boats
within the international borders of the Gulf.
͠ In 2014, eight Emirati nationals, along with 50
workers were detained by Iranian authorities.
They were released after the Emirati embassy
in Tehran sent a delegate to pay the AED312
fines issued against them.
͠ In 2013, six Yemeni fishermen were detained in
Oman; the Yemeni authorities did not intervene to release them.
͠ In 2014, Karthikeyan Thangaraj, a 32-year-old
fisherman from India on a Bahraini boat, died in
a collision with a Qatar coast guard vessel. While
Indian news reports say the fisherman was shot
dead, local reports reported it was an accident.
͠ In 2013, 19 Indian fishermen on four boats from
Saudi were detained for six months by Iranian
authorities.
͠ In 2012, 32 Bahrain-based Indian fishermen
were arrested and detained by Qatari officials
at the height of political tensions between
the two countries.
͠ In November 2012, 29 Qatar-based Indian fishermen were detained in Kish Island by Iranian
authorities. On the very day, 30 Indian fishermen from UAE were also detained.

Unlicensed fishing
Oman, which has nationalised the fishing sector, regularly
reports crackdowns on fishermen working without licenses:
͠ Fishermen arrested in Oman for operating without proper permit (July 2019)
͠ Over 200 ‘illegal’ expatriate fishermen arrested in ten days (September 2018)
͠ 21 ‘illegal’ expatriate fishermen arrested in Salalah (September 2018)
͠ Oman arrests 600 in crackdown on illegal fishing (November 2017)
͠ Crackdown intensifies against ‘illegal’ fishermen, 42 expats arrested (October 2017)
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Recommendations
The Gulf’s fishing sector is changing rapidly with investments in aquaculture and the mounting challenges
of climate change. But for the foreseeable future, thousands of migrant fishermen remain in vulnerable
working conditions. More research into the fishing sector is needed but the following recommendations
are essential starting points for GCC states to consider:
+ Fishermen must be incorporated into the
labour law.
+ Fishermen must have a contractual relationship
with their sponsor in their native language.
+ Origin countries must ensure all fishermen register with the embassy on arrival. Contracts must
be attested by embassies.
+ At least some portion of the wages need to be
fixed, and not dependant on the catch. Fishermen should earn a minimum base wage with the
rest of their pay based on a share of the catch.
+ Health insurance, air tickets, and visa fees should
be the responsibility of the sponsor.

+ States must develop and enforce adequate accommodation on vessels, using the ILO’s Recommendation R199 on Work on Fishes.
+ Vessels and equipment should be the responsibility of the sponsor in whose name it is registered. In cases where fishermen have invested in
equipment, ownership must be shared.
+ A comprehensive work insurance needs to be in
place to cover exigencies due to weather, piracy
or arrests.
+ Investment and support in technologies to help
fishermen identify banned species and recognise
maritime boundaries.

+ Sponsors must provide fishermen with adequate
accommodation on land.
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Country Snapshots
in their migration and often their families’ primary
source of income if they challenge abuse. For this
reason, women often endure degrees of abuse
(such as overwork) so long as they are paid their
wages.

Kuwait and Bahrain provide formal government
shelters for domestic workers, which can make the
decision to complain against an employer slightly
easier, but Qatar does not yet have an equivalent
facility.
When a migrant worker manages to overcome the
barriers to lodging a complaint and is able to see
a case through to a resolution or settlement, the
The
fishing industry is under the supervision of the fisheries
‘justice’ they receive is often not justice at all; for
agency
of the
Ministrymost
of Environment,
Water & Agriculture,
example, financial
compensation
often only
entails
wages and no punitive
damages, the licences.
who past
aredue
responsible
for providing
except in cases of extreme physical abuse. The
Vessels
can only
ownedagencies
by a Saudi national, and at least
sanctions against
errant be
recruitment
and
employers
are
also
inconsistent
and
one national should be part generally
of the crew. There are two kinds of
weak; cases that should be treated as criminal or
licences issued, crafter and investor.
trafficking offenses are instead processed administratively, resulting in fines or closure of offices but
̭
̭ The
2018consequences
Sayad program
requires
thatofeach fishing vessel have a Saudi assistant
few
long term
for the
perpetrators
36
onboard,
in
order
to
facilitate
training
abuse themselves. Their virtual impunity effectivelyof national fishermen. There has been a
consistently
strongabuse,
pushback
from
Saudi fishermen on the attempted Saudisasanctions
and perpetuates
as there
are few
meaningful
tion ofdeterrents.
the sector, as they say there are not enough nationals interested in this

Saudi Arabia

grueling
Embassies
andwork.
civil society organizations attempt
to fill this gap by providing critical formal and infor̭̭ The relevant law also includes an article on workers (seamen), but it does not
mal support to workers. However, this work cannot
refer to their rights. It merely states the size of the crew permitted, depending on
be sustainable and cannot have a systemic impact
the the
sizecommitment
of the vessel.
While the
licensee can recruit and sponsor workers of any
without
of destination
counaretheir
encouraged
to recruit
fellow nationals.38
triesnationality,
to reform andthey
enforce
laws. The onus
of
change must be on countries of employment, who
̭ There are nine major ports in the Red Sea coast and about 14 in the Arabian Gulf
wield the greatest
power and jurisdiction to prevent
coast.39 The majority of the fishermen in the Red Sea coast are Saudi nationals,
violence against migrant women who underpin
migrant fishermen mainly work in the Gulf coast. The local catch covers
theirwhile
societies.
37

only 40% of local consumption needs.

̭̭

Despite the high dependency on migrants in the sector, national fishermen view
the increase in Asian migrant fishermen as a threat. Some Saudis view the increase of migrant fishermen as a new form of piracy because other migrants only
buy fish only them which means they are cooperating against the Saudis.
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Bahrain

Executive
Summary
The Ministry of Municipalities Affairs and Urban Planning

Resources
affairs
governs
sector, and
theofDepartment
Female migrant
workers
formthis
a significant
share
the labour force in
of
Agricultureand
Marine primarily
Resources
affairs critical
is responsible
Qatar,
Kuwait, and Bahrain,
providing
care andfor
service
issuing licenses to fishermen.

work. Despite some progress in legislating rights for migrant workers and
Only
Bahraini
citizens
can obtain
permits
forboth
fishing
according
domestic
workers
specifically,
there
remains
protection
and enforce40
to
Article
of Lawperpetuate
Number (20)
of 2002.
A licensemigrant
is issued
for face in
ment
gaps9which
abuse.
The obstacles
workers
a period of one year and must be renewed annually.
lodging complaints, the faulty complaints process itself, and consistently
Applicants
for all
license
types must
satisfy
following
unfair remedies
work
to dissuade
workers
from the
seeking
form support, and
conditions:
undercut access to true justice.
̭̭

Not to be a government employee

̭̭

Not to have any other business registered under his/her name

̭̭

Be a citizen of Bahrain

̭̭

nderor
thelease
Kafala,aaseaworthy
rigid employer-tied
basic
rights
are not
safeguarded. Women most
Own
vesselvisa
suitable for
the
fishing
activity

U

system, all migrant workers risk some degree
commonly reported non-payment of wages and
of exploitation and encounter barriers to redress.
overwork, physical and sexual violence, as well as
Decision
No. (1) of 2003 requires a Bahraini
citizen to be on board fishBut lower-income female migrants encounter an
restricted communication and mobility. Women
41
ing
However,
the decision
strictly
enforced
due topreemptive
lack of
even boats.
greater cross-section
of vulnerabilities:
Most is not
are not
only provided
with ineffective
female migrants
work as domestic
workers,
whose fish
protections
these abuses,
they
also face
Bahraini
captains
and fear
of rising
costs. from
Fishermen
in but
The
Bahwork is generally not valued as real work, and who
systematic obstacles to redressing these abuses.
raini
Fishermen Society have also protested
the decree due to lack of
are often isolated in their employer’s homes. They
42
All three countries have established some adminavailable
fishers.
must navigatenational
a system skewed
against them in alistrative grievances procedures specific to domesmost
every senseto
– because
of their
migrant MR
status,
̭
̭ According
Bahraini
fishermen
spoke
manywhich
Bahraini
owners rent
ticto,
workers,
is an important
step out
towards
their gender, their race, and their socioeconomic
their fishing permits to migrants for monthly
reducing
fees the
(around
bureaucratic
250 - 300
and financial
BD) or burden
a perclass. The routine abuse of domestic workers and
associated with court cases. However, these mechcentage of profits from the catch.
other female service providers has been well-docuanisms remain obscure, inefficient, and insufficient
mented
for nearly
20 years,
yet the situation
largely a new set of proposals which reduces
̭
̭ In 2018,
Bahrain’s
parliament
introduced
due to the overall resistance in regulating domestic
persists
the unabated.
number of permits issued to Bahrainiswork.
fromThe
3 to
1, and
prohibits
selling
lengthy
time
required the
to obtain
any or
kind
Recent
renting
domestic
of fishing
worker laws
permits.
and efforts
The proposal
to reform also
of remedy
requires
– even
that
a ticket
permit-owners
to return home
hold
– can
noincur
the recruitment
industry
have
taken
place
in
both
massive
financial
and
mental
costs.
Many
women
other vocation or own businesses unrelated to the fishing industry. Additionally,
Kuwait
Qatar. Bahrain
partially incorporated
who leaveof
exploitative
simply
“want to
theand
amendment
removes
the previous exemption
Bahrainiconditions
owners of
fishing
domestic workers into its labour law in 2012, and
go home” because morale in the system is so low,
permits from paying recruitment and renewal fees for employing migrant workers
recently established a unified tripartite contract.
and the psychological impact is so great.
to the Labour Market Regulatory Authority (LMRA).43
Countries of origin have also advanced recruitment
The kafala compounds these barriers: the system
reforms
critical
pre-migration
interventions
̭
̭ Theand
main
ports
used for fishing
are in Sitra,
Hidd,confront
Muharraq
and Zalis Budaiya,
so rigid thatAlwomen
impossible
choices
overlaq.
the past
decade.
Other small coastal areas have been also
used
as
ports
by
small
boat
owners
when seeking any kind of formal or informal remYet our
for conversations
fishing suchwith
as Nurana
migrant women
island,indicate
Samaheej
edy.and
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because their visa and legal residency is
that exploitation remains rife, and even their most
tied to their employer, they risk their investments
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Lived Experience of Migrant
LivedWomen:
Experiences:
Qatar, Qatar,
Bahrain,
Bahrain,
and Kuwait
and Kuwait

Qatar

in their migration and often their families’ primary
source of income if they challenge abuse. For this
reason, women often endure degrees of abuse
In Qatar, the fishing sector falls under the Ministry of Municipal(such as overwork) so long as they are paid their
ity
and Environment. The licences are provided by the Fisheries
wages.

Department,
which is under the Assistant Undersecretary for
Kuwait and Bahrain provide formal government
Agriculture
Affairs
& Fisheries.
shelters
for domestic
workers,
which can make the

decision to complain against an employer slightly
̭
̭ The
licence
to fish
is individual
and renewable every two years while the licence
easier,
but
Qatar does
not yet
have an equivalent
facility.
for the vessel must be renewed annually. All vessels must be owned by Qataris,

and
it is mandatory
to have
one national
or off-spring of a Qatari mother as a
When
a migrant
worker manages
to overcome
the
44
crew
As of 2012
barriers
to member.
lodging a complaint
and is there
able toare
see 515 registered fishing vessels.
a case through to a resolution or settlement, the
̭̭ Annual production is between 13,000 to 15,000 tonnes, and reportedly covers
‘justice’ they receive is often not justice at all; 45
for
almost
80%
of
local
consumption.
example, financial compensation most often only
entails past due wages and no punitive damages,
except in cases of extreme physical abuse. The
sanctions against errant recruitment agencies
and employers are also inconsistent and generally
The
of Agriculture
weak; Public
cases thatAuthority
should be treated
as criminal or Affairs and Fish Retrafficking
are instead
processed adminissourcesoffenses
governs
the sector.
tratively, resulting in fines or closure of offices but
Unlike
other
Gulf states,
does
few long term
consequences
for theKuwait
perpetrators
of not require a nationabuse
Their
virtual impunity effectively
al
onthemselves.
board the
vessel.
sanctions and perpetuates abuse, as there are few
̭̭ Kuwait’s local capture accounts for about 20% of consumption.46
meaningful deterrents.

Kuwait

̭
̭ There and
are civil
six ports
fishing vessels:
Doha port; Al-Ahmadi;
Embassies
societyfor
organizations
attempt
greatcritical
port ; formal
Shuaiba
to fillMubarak,
this gap bythe
providing
andPort;
infor-Port Abdullah; Shuwaikh Port
mal support to workers. However, this work cannot
be sustainable and cannot have a systemic impact
without the commitment of destination countries to reform and enforce their laws. The onus of
change
be on countries
of employment,
who
The must
Ministry
of Climate
Change
& Environment governs
wield
the
greatest
power
and
jurisdiction
to
prevent
the sector.
violence against migrant women who underpin
their
In societies.
2016, there were around 6,000 ships, and 25,000 fisher-

UAE

men, of whom only 7,000 were nationals.47
̭̭

Only Emirati nationals can obtain a fishing license, and they must
pass a fishing exam to do so. A salaried national has to be on
board UAE registered fishing vessel.

̭̭

Emirati and Iranian coastguards held discussions on the issue of
fishermen crossing maritime borders in July 2019.48
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The Ministry of Agriculture and Fisheries governs the sector.
Oman
- with
its long
coast,
high
seafood consumption
Female
migrant
workers
form
a significant
share of the and
labour force in
large
national
the sector
- issues
the largest
Qatar,
Kuwait,employment
and Bahrain,in
primarily
providing
critical
care and service
number
of licences
inprogress
the region.
The Worldrights
Bank for
hasmigrant
provided
work. Despite
some
in legislating
workers and
‘wide-ranging policy and technical advice’ feels Oman has podomestic workers specifically, there remains both protection and enforcetential to become a ‘world-class competitive industry’.49

ment gaps which perpetuate abuse. The obstacles migrant workers face in
lodging complaints, the faulty complaints process itself, and consistently
̭̭ unfair
The sector
is mainly
artisanal
and has been
nationalised.
Earlier this
yearsupport,
a
remedies
work
to dissuade
workers
from seeking
form
and
proposal to allow migrant fishermen was turned down as it was “expected to
undercut access to true justice.
have negative effects on the 48,000 Omani fishermen who are registered at
the ministry, who have around 23,000 registered boats.”50

̭̭

Oman also regularly conducts raids and arrests expatriate fishermen at sea
for operating without a licence.51 52 Details of what visa these fishermen were
on and
nder who
the Kafala,
owned
a rigid
theemployer-tied
vessels are not
visa available,
basic
indicating
rights are not
a clear
safeguarded.
nexus Women most
system,
all
migrant
workers
risk
some
degree
commonly
reported
non-payment
with nationals who wish to use the services of migrant fishermen but are of wages and
ofunable
exploitation
and
to redress.
overwork, physical and sexual violence, as well as
54
to do
soencounter
legally.53barriers

U

But lower-income female migrants encounter an
restricted communication and mobility. Women
̭̭ even
In 2013,
51,579
fishing
licenses
were
issued.
Fish
marine
prod- preemptive
greater cross-section of vulnerabilities: Most
are
notand
onlyother
provided
with ineffective

female
uctsmigrants
are exported
work asto
domestic
more than
workers,
60whose
countriesprotections
around the
fromworld,
these abuses,
including
but they also face
work
is generally
not valued
as real
work, andUnion,
who along
systematic
obstacles
redressing
Japan,
America
and the
European
with the
othertoGulf
and these abuses.
are
often
isolated
in
their
employer’s
homes.
They
Arab markets.
All three countries have established some adminmust navigate a system skewed against them in alistrative grievances procedures specific to domes̭̭ most
Industrial
boats
are manned
Korean,
Chinese,
Indonesian, Philippines,
every sense
– because
of theirby
migrant
status,
tic workers, which is an important step towards
their
andgender,
Vietnamese
their race,
crew.
and their
The socioeconomic
majority use smallreducing
boats manned
by Omanis and
the bureaucratic and financial burden
class.
The
routine
abuse
of
domestic
workers
and
Indians and Bangladeshis fish in dhows.
associated with court cases. However, these mechother female service providers has been well-docuanisms remain obscure, inefficient, and insufficient
mented for nearly 20 years, yet the situation largely
due to the overall resistance in regulating domestic
persists unabated.
work. The lengthy time required to obtain any kind
Recent domestic worker laws and efforts to reform
of remedy – even a ticket to return home – can incur
the recruitment industry have taken place in both
massive financial and mental costs. Many women
Kuwait and Qatar. Bahrain partially incorporated
who leave exploitative conditions simply “want to
domestic workers into its labour law in 2012, and
go home” because morale in the system is so low,
recently established a unified tripartite contract.
and the psychological impact is so great.
Countries of origin have also advanced recruitment
The kafala compounds these barriers: the system
reforms and critical pre-migration interventions
is so rigid that women confront impossible choices
over the past decade.
when seeking any kind of formal or informal remYet our conversations with migrant women indicate
edy. And because their visa and legal residency is
that exploitation remains rife, and even their most
tied to their employer, they risk their investments
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