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Preface

The rapid growth of international migration in the 1990s,
along with the changes in the nature of international migration,
has made it an increasingly important and often politically
sensitive issue in many parts of the world.

In some regions, notably Asia, the trend over the last
decade has been the “feminization” of labour migration,
particularly temporary migration. A large number of migrants
today are women, traveling beyond the borders of their
countries to escape from poverty or to improve the
socioeconomic situation of their families. The current pattern is
that women workers often migrate alone as single persons,
unaccompanied by family members, rather than as dependents
of their husbands which was previously the case.

Female migrants are at greatest risk of suffering human
rights abuses since they work mostly in the unregulated sector
of the economy such as domestic service, not covered by
protective labour legislation or policy measures. However, as
most women have obligations with their families back home,
they work under those conditions and in many cases succeed in
improving the socioeconomic situation of their families and
their own position at home and in the community at large.

While some recent studies on the subject have addressed
the issue of female labor migration, much still needs to be done
to understand the impact of women’s migration on the families
left behind and on their own empowerment both at home and
abroad.

To fill this gap, the United Nations International
Research and Training Institute for the Advancement of
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Women (INSTRAW) and the International Organization for
Migration (IOM) commissioned two case studies in 1999
focussing on the Asian region, in Bangladesh and Sri Lanka.
The main objective of the case studies was to examine the
impact of temporary female labor migration on the families left
behind and on their own traditional roles and status. Initiatives
of both governments and civil society organizations were
examined in these studies in terms of the policies and
programmes put in place to protect the rights and improve the
situation of migrant women in these countries.

After the completion of the fieldwork, INSTRAW and
IOM convened a Meeting of experts on female labor migration
in Geneva. Experts from various developing countries were
invited to review the preliminary findings of these two studies
and to make recommendations for action. The report of the
Meeting was published by INSTRAW and IOM in April 2000
and is available from both organizations. It contains proposals
for action by states, international organizations and non-
governmental organizations. The present publication contains
the two case studies, the findings of the surveys and the
authors’ conclusions.

INSTRAW and IOM hope that this publication will not
only alert governments and civil society to the situation of
temporary female labor migration in developing countries and
to the specific problems faced by women, but it will also
contribute to the initiation of relevant action through the
implementation of programmes and policy measures to
improve the current situation.

INSTRAW and IOM want to thank the authors of the
studies Tasneem Siddiqui of the Refuge and Migratory
Movement Research Unit of the University of Dhaka for the
Bangladesh study, and Myrtle Perera of the Marga Institute for
the Sri Lanka study, for their efforts in collecting reliable data
and establishing representative samples of female migrants -
often very difficult to contact - in order to ensure objectivity.
We also wish to thank Julia Tavares, Associate Social Affairs
Officer (INSTRAW), Reinhard Lohrmann, Chief, Division of
Research; Heikki Mattila, Research Officer; and Niusca
Magalhaes, Administrative Assistant (IOM), who contributed to
the implementation of this project. Special thanks are also due
to Robert Paiva, Permanent Observer (IOM) and Yakin Ertirk

xii
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(former Director of INSTRAW) for making the initial
arrangements that made possible the collaboration between our
two organizations. Finally, our acknowledgement and
appreciation to Korkut Erturk, Jeannie Ash de Pou,
Information Assistant (INSTRAW) and Izumi Wakugawa for
editing the two reports, and Alyssa Frohberg for her careful
proofreading.

Brunson McKinley Eleni Stamiris
Director General (IOM) Director (INSTRAW)
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Chapter One: Bangladesh

Introduction

As in many other South Asian countries, women in
Bangladesh have not traditionally been an integral part of the
public sphere. Even though traditional attitudes towards
gender segregation still remain dominant, major socio-
economic changes since the early 1970s, particularly in rural
areas, have brought an increasing number of women into paid
employment.! A significant number of these women have
been seeking employment beyond national borders, especially
in the Middle East and South East Asia.

The major restructuring of the global economy in recent
years has, among other things, increased the international
demand for temporary migrant workers (ILO 1997). In this
process, women workers have often been the preferred labour
supply, and female employment relative to that of men had
tended to increase throughout the world. Consistent with this
worldwide trend, the short-term migration of women workers
from Bangladesh has also been on the increase, despite the
government’s restrictive policies in the name of protecting
women’s dignity and honour. However, many migrant women
have often found themselves in a precarious position because
of these restrictions, as they have had to resort to unofficial
channels in order to migrate. Little information exists on
many aspects of female labour migration in large part due to
the negative official attitude and indifference on the part of
civil society organization towards migrant women.

! The increased presence of women in the labour market is discussed in
recent labour surveys (World Bank 1997, UNDP 1994).
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Objectives of the Study

No database of any significance exists on female
labour migration from Bangladesh. Yet, information is sorely
needed before any policy measures can be devised to protect
and assist women migrant workers and their families who are
left behind. Some of the questions needing answers are: What
are the socio-economic characteristics of migrant women?
how does migration affect gender roles within the family? and
what are the empowering effects of migration, if any, on
women’s lives? The purpose of this study is to shed some light
on these and other related questions in order to be of some
guidance in policy discussions. The research objectives of this
study were to assess:

» the scale and scope of temporary labour migration of
women from Bangladesh,

e whether migration is empowering to women,

e gender impact of migration on women’s families left
behind,

e the gender implications of existing migration policies,
and

e the measures, or their lack thereof, taken by
governmental and non-governmental organizations to
protect the well being of migrant workers and combat
discrimination and violence targeted against them.

It is envisioned that the information gathered in this
study can guide the following policy objectives:

e identify effective measures to empower migrant
women and help protect their human rights,

e help formulate strategies to ensure the well-being of
the girl child and that of the older women who stay
behind when the principal woman of the family
migrates, and

e sensitize the government and civil society
organizations to the needs and problems of migrant
women and their families.

Methodology

The present study is divided into two parts. The first
part of the study provides an overview of the existing
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information on female labour migration and identifies its
major sources among government agencies, private
institutions and non-governmental organizations.2 Overall,
the Bureau of Manpower, Employment and Training (BMET),
is the main repository of data on migration. But, because it
has never published any information on migrant women, its
records had to be scrutinized and officials interviewed in
order to assemble the unprocessed data in existence within
the agency. Surveys were also administered to recruiting
agencies, NGOs, human rights organizations and trade
unions. The first part of this chapter is based on information
collected from these sources. Information is also presented on
actions taken at the national level by different sectors
(government and NGOs) in protecting migrant women, and
on existing national laws related to labour migration and their
observarnce.

The second part of the study presents the findings of a
field survey involving a sample of 200 households. The
records and files of the BMET recruiting agencies, human
rights organizations and migrant workers’ associations were
used to guide sample selection and in determining where
migrant women were clustered. Interviews were conducted
both with women migrant workers themselves, -either
returnees or those who were on holiday, and with the family
members of those who were abroad at the time.3 Different
questionnaires were administered to the two groups. In-depth
and open-ended interviews were also conducted with a select
number of interviewees from both groups, to generate
qualitative data.

? The list of government agencies so mentioned, includes Ministries of
Labour, Foreign Affairs, Home Affairs and Women’s Affairs, Bureau of
Manpower, Employment and Training (BMET), Women’s Directorate
and Directorate of Nurses. Among the private institutions mentioned
are Bangladesh Association of International Recruiting Agencies
(BAIRA), Association of Travel Agencies of Bangladesh (ATAB). At the
non-governmental level, a host of human rights organizations, women’s
activist groups, trade union and migrant associations are also identified
as sources of information.

3 The fieldwork for the study was conducted from April to June 1999.
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Partl

Part I of this chapter is organized into three sections.
The first presents the existing data on migration. The second
discusses how female labour migration is managed by
government and private institutions and an assessment of the
role of various civil society organizations in protecting
migrant women. The third highlights the existing national
and international laws that regulate temporary labour
migration and their degree of observance.

1 Existing Data on Migration

International labour migration from Bangladesh has a
long history. In the early 1940s, work opportunities in British
merchant ships paved the way for labour migration for
Bangladeshi men (Mahmood 1996). The migration route has
taken various twists and turns since then, and the search for a
better livelihood beyond one’s national borders continues
unabated. Countless women have migrated from Bangladesh
as they followed male family members in the past, but since
the early 1980s women are becoming the principal agents of
labour migration in ever increasing numbers. This section
attempts to compile and analyze the existing data on labour
migration of women and compare it to that of men.

1.1 Statistics on Total Migration

The Bureau of Manpower, Employment and Training
(BMET), the department within the Ministry of Labour and
Employment responsible for keeping track of Bangladeshis
employed overseas began to keep systematic records of
migrant workers in 1976. However, BMET does not provide
data broken down by gender. Only information on the total
number of persons who have migrated overseas for
employment, their skill composition and countries of
destination is available. The Bangladesh Bank, the central
bank of the country, publishes annual figures on remittances
sent by Bangladeshi workers, which again are not segregated
by gender. Likewise, the Immigration Department of the
Ministry of Home Affairs, keeps a record of every Bangladeshi
national who leaves the country whether by air, sea or land. It
does not however give a gender breakdown of such
information.
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Table 1.1 presents the official figures on the total labour
migration since 1976, showing a fairly uniform rising trend in
the total number of migrant workers which peaked in 1997
with 381,077 migrants.4

Table 1.1 - Total number of persons having officially migrated by
year, skill composition and remittance sent during 1976-1999

Remit-
tance
Year Profes- Skilled Semi- Un- Total (US$

sional Skilled Skilled Million)
1976 568 1,775 543 3,201 6,087 23.71
1977 1,766 6,447 490 7,022 15,725 82.79
1978 3,455 8,100 1,050 10,114 22,809 106.90
1979 3,494 7,005 1,685 12,311 | 24,495 172.06
1980 1,983 12,209 2,343 13,538 30,073 301.33
1981 3,892 | 22,432 2,449 27,014 | 55,787 304.88
1982 3,898 20,611 3,272 34,981 62,762 490.77
1983 1,822 | 18,939 5,098 33,361 | 59,220 627.51
1984 2,642 | 17,183 | 5,484 31,405 | 56,714 500.00
1985 2,568 28,225 7,823 39,078 77,694 500.00
1986 2,210 26,294 9,265 30,889 68,658 576.20
1987 2,223 | 23,839 9,619 38,336 74,017 747.60
1988 2,670 25,286 10,890 29,356 68,202 763.90
1989 5325 | 38,820 | 17,659 39,920 | 101,724 757-84
1990 6,004 35,613 20,792 41,405 | 103,814 781.54
1991 9,024 | 46,887 | 32,605 58,615 | 147,131 769.30
1992 1,375 | 50,689 | 30,977 95,083 | 188,124 901.97
1993 11,112 71,662 66,168 95,566 | 244,508 1,009.0
1994 8,390 | 61,040 | 46,519 70,377 | 186,326 1,153.54
1995 6,352 | 59,907 | 32,055 89,229 | 187,543 | 1,20157
1996 3,188 | 64,301 | 34,689 109,536 | 211,714 | 1,355.34
1997 3,797 65,211 | 193,558 118,511 | 381,077 | 1,525.03
1998 9,574 | 74,718 | 51,590 131,785 | 267,667 | 1,599.24
1999 1,327 11,577 4,964 19,513 37,381 260.24
(Jan-
Feb)
Total 108,569 | 798,860 | 591,587 | 1,180,146 | 2,679,17 | 16,413.30

1

Source: Prepared from BMET and Bangladesh Bank Data 1999.

* More precisely, these figures refer to the total of departures from
Bangladesh for employment purposes and are not net figures re-exiting
workers who had temporarily returned to Bangladesh for short visits.
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1.2 Skill Level of Migrant Workers

BMET classifies the temporary migrant population into
four categories of workers: professional, skilled, semi-skilled,
and unskilled. Doctors, engineers, nurses and teachers are
considered professionals; manufacturing or garments workers
are classified as skilled, domestic workers as unskilled; and
tailors, masons and the like are included in the semi-skilled
workers category.

Table 1.1 indicates that the proportion of semi and
unskilled migrant workers in the total number has risen over
time. Even though professionals and skilled workers often
equalled or outnumbered the semi-skilled and unskilled
workers from 1976 to 1981, their ratio to the latter has fallen
to about two-thirds in later years. This relative magnitude of
professional and skilled workers seems to have fallen even
further in the last three years (1996-1998), reaching its lowest
value in 1997.

The relative increase of semi-skilled and unskilled
workers in recent years might reflect, on the one hand, a
failure of investment in human resources in Bangladesh in
past years, and, on the other, a change in the composition of
foreign demand for migrant labour. While the Middle Eastern
countries needed professional and skilled workers for rapid
infrastructure development during the early years of the oil
price hike, their demand for skilled labour diminished in the
1990s as the pace of investment in infrastructure slowed
down (Shah 1995). Now the relative demand for semi-skilled
and unskilled labour for maintenance and domestic work is
much higher in these economies.

1.3 Country of Destination

Saudi Arabia by far is the biggest employer of
Bangladeshi migrant workers, followed by United Arab
Emirates (UAE).5 Within in this region, Kuwait, Oman, Qatar,
and Bahrain are also major destinations. Until very recently,
Malaysia was the second largest employer of Bangladeshi

3 Of the 2,679,171 workers who left Bangladesh from January 1976 to
February 1999, 1,126,539 went to Saudi Arabia. In 1998 when the annual
flow of labour migration exceeded a quarter of a million, more than half
of this number went to Saudi Arabia and close to 40,000 went to UAE.
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migrant workers. However, in the aftermath of the Asian
financial crisis in 1997, the number of Bangladeshi migrant
workers in Malaysia fell drastically.

1.4 Flow of Remittance

The Bangladesh Bank records the annual flow of
remittance from all over the world. Total remittances received
from abroad (Table 1.1) have steadily increased since 1976,
reaching almost US$1.6 million in 1998.6 The lower growth
rate of remittances in relation to that of the total number of
migrants probably reflects the increasing proportion of
unskilled workers in the total and their lower earning capacity
compared to the professional and skilled workers.

The figures on remittances do not reflect totals for
temporary workers and immigrants who live permanently
abroad. However, the source country of remittances, for
which a breakdown does exist, can be used as a rough
indicator of the relative magnitudes from the two groups.
Remittances from Asian countries, which are almost
exclusively host to temporary workers, amounted to 83 per
cent of the total between 1991 and 1996. During the same
period, the amount received from Western countries, where
most migrants reside permanently, was about 14 per cent.”
Moreover, the relative magnitude of remittances from
temporary workers is likely to be higher than that suggested
by the ratio above, since migrants in the Middle East and
South East Asia are more likely to send their money through
unofficial channels which are omitted in official statistics.

1.5 Statistics on Women’s Migration

The officials at BMET had to manually assemble raw
data in order to find the total number of female migrants for
the purposes of the present study. Because files prior to 1991
no longer exist, information could only be gathered for the
period after 1991 and yearly breakdowns could be given after

6 By 1997, the remittances sent through official channels alone have
reached 20.52% of the country’s annual import bill and 36.65% of the
annual value of its exports (Chowdhury 1997:77). It is also estimated
that remittances account for close to 30% of national savings (World
Bank 1997).

7 The remaining 3% was sent from other countries.
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1995. According to BMET figures, which account for everyone
who left the country officially for employment purposes,
13,049 women had migrated in the eight-year period from
1991 until June 1998. This figure however is exceedingly low.
It constitutes less than one per cent of the total migration
from Bangladesh at a time when female migrants constituted
nearly half of the foreign labour population at the global level
(Commission on Population and Development 1997:198).

According to an earlier estimate based on the number
of returnees during the Iraq-Kuwait war, close to 3 per cent of
migrant workers are women.? Since these women had
migrated before 1990 when the flow of women had just
begun, the share of women is likely to have increased
considerably since then.

One obvious cause of the under-representation of
women in official statistics is the state-imposed restrictions
and periodic bans on the migration of women. Successive
governments have restricted the migration of skilled and
semi-skilled women while banning the migration of unskilled
women outright.9 For instance, the abrupt decrease in the
number of women migrants in 1998, shown in Table 1.2, is
probably closely related to the government’s decision to
completely ban the migration in that same year.”> The ban
was later reversed for certain categories of women workers.

8 After the war broke out, of the 72,000 Bangladeshi returning workers
who applied for compensation offered by the government, 2,000 were
women.

? However, the enforcement of the ban was not always very strict as
allowances were made for “special” circumstances.

10 The financial crisis in South East Asia was another important factor.
Moreover, travel agencies that could — in addition to the licensed
recruiting agencies — send migrant workers were prohibited from doing
s0 in 1998. However, rather than preventing them from sending workers
abroad, the prohibition reportedly induced travel agents to use
unofficial channels.



Temporary Labour Migration of Women

Table 1.2 - Extent of Women Migration in Comparison to Total Flow
(1991-98)

Year Women Migrants Total Number
Number % of Total | Male and Female
1996 1,567 0.74 211,714
1997 1,389 0.36 381,077
1998 775 0.29 267,667
1991-98 | 13,039 0.72 1,814,090

Source: Manual consolidation of figures provided by BMET officials.

In addition to the government’s restrictive policy, the
bureaucratic red tape might also be of greater hindrance for
women than men. According to the recruiting agents
interviewed for this study, the legal recruitment of women is
an exceedingly cumbersome and time-consuming process.
After obtaining a visa and work permit from the host country
through a prospective employer in that country, women
migrants must meet the criteria set by the Government of
Bangladeshi and be cleared by BMET, Ministry of Labour and
by the Bangladeshi labour attaché in their country of
destination. According to some anecdotal evidence, the work
permits and visas of women workers on occasion have expired
by the time all necessary permits are gathered. Yet, according
to some off-the-record remarks of recruiting agents, the
paperwork for immigration formalities can quite easily be
expedited through recourse to unofficial channels and bribes
to government officials, meaning that prospective migrant
workers can be sent abroad within 24 hours of receiving their
visa and work permit.

It is safe to conclude that a very substantial number of
women migrant workers go abroad through informal channels
in collusion with immigration officials. However, the
attainment of a reliable estimate of the magnitude of such
migration was not possible for this study. Nor was it possible,
unlike in many other countries, to rely on religious and civil
society organizations for a reliable estimate. For instance, in
South and Central America, church and other civil society
groups have a long tradition of providing social and welfare
services to the families of undocumented migrant workers,
enabling them to form educated estimates of their numbers.
By contrast, civil society organizations in Bangladesh have
had little involvement with problems related to labour
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migration, especially those of women migrant workers.”! In
future studies, it might be advisable to focus on the number of
women passing through airports, and collecting information
from passengers’ lists of airlines that operate flights to the
Middle East and South East Asia.

1.6 Data on Female Migration from a Survey of
Recruiting Agencies

A survey conducted for this study found that relatively
few recruiting agencies were involved in sending women
migrant workers abroad.’? Among them only two agencies
accounted for close to 80 per cent of the total female
migration. With few exceptions, the survey findings and
BMET records coincided as to which agencies recruited
women workers for overseas employment. The information
reported by the agencies pertained only to those workers who
migrated through official channels.

Table 1.3 gives the number of women migrant workers
by year sent by recruiting agencies through official channels,
showing that the cumulative total had reached 5,951 as of
1999. This amounts to 43 per cent of the BMET figure for the
total official female migration for the period 1991-1998, and
conforms with the BMET estimate that some 40 per cent of
women workers go abroad through recruiting agencies while
the rest go through individual contract. Female labour
migration was negligible during the period 1986-1990, and
almost nonexistent prior to 1985. Either little female
migration existed before 1985, or prior to this date much of
the recruitment was through individual contracts or by
government agencies. Migration peaked during the 1991-1995
period when demand from both the Middle East and South
East Asia was at its highest. The 32 per cent decrease in the
following five-year period, which again conforms to the falling
trend in BMET figures after 1996, reflects both the partial ban

1 The NGOs that are involved with migration issues had limited contact
with a handful of individual migrant women workers.

12 A questionnaire was mailed to the 475 licensed recruiting agencies
currently operating in the country. Twenty-six were returned as
undeliverable because of incorrect address. Of the 449 who received the
questionnaire, 64 (14.25%) responded to the survey. Of the 64 agencies
who responded, only 13 engaged in sending women workers abroad.

10
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on female migration from Bangladesh and the financial crisis
in South East Asia.

Table 1.3 - Migration of women through the recruiting agencies
over time

Upto 1986- 1991- 1996- Total
Organization 1985 1990 1995 1999
Mahbub Int’l 1,375 835 | 2,210
Agencies
Orbital Enterprise 362 138 500
Patriot 31 22 47 100
International
Nasser Air Travels 225 1,215 1,035 | 2,475
Mohamadullah 10 31 41
Litd.
Naz Associates 100 100
Shah Alam 45 45
Enterprise
Namiko Engineers 250 250
Bigman Associates 30 30
Noor Int’l Supply 35 35
Probashi 40 40
International
Dhaka Exports 11 11
Imam Travels 114 114
Total 10 287 3,359 2,295 | 5,951

Source: Survey of Recruiting Agencies Conducted by Refugee and
Migratory Movements Research Unit (RMMRU).

1.7 Skill Composition of Female Migrant Workers
Table 1.4 presents the cumulative skill distribution for

all female migrants who went through recruiting agencies
until 1999. In this group, garments workers with 84 per cent

11
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of the total, comprise the overwhelming majority.'3 Factory
workers in various electronic, manufacturing and toy making
factories constitute the second largest (12%) category, while
nurses, with 3.3% of the total, are a distant third."4 The
category ‘others’ includes hospital cleaners, school care
providers, and persons for whom specific information was not
available. At the bottom of the list, domestic aides are almost
nonexistent, reflecting the government ban on this group of
workers.5

Table 1.4 - Distribution of female migrants sent by recruiting
agencies by profession

Garment | Factory Do-

Organization | Nurse | workers workers | mestic | Others | Total
aide

Mahbub Int’l 2,210 2,210
Agencies
Orbital 138 120 242 500
Enterprise
Patriot 30 47 10 13 100
International
Nasser Air 2,475 2,475
Travels
Mohamadulla 20 10 11 41
h Ltd.
Naz 100 100
Associates
Shah Alam 45 45
Enterprise
Namiko 250 250
Engineers

"% Files of recruiting agencies scanned in BMET office also show that
recruiting agencies have mainly sent garments workers. Out of 1,076
cases studied from the BMET recruiting agency files, only six were found
to be domestic aides.

14 However, according to an estimate based on information gathered
from the Directorate of Nursing, the percentage of nurses in total
number of migrants might be as high as 6%.

15 Officially, the migration of domestic aides is only allowed if they are
employed by Bangladeshi nationals or immigrants of Bangladeshi
origin. However, as discussed in Part II, few domestic workers sampled
in this study were found to have fulfilled this requirement. Domestic
workers were by far the largest group in the sample.

12
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Organization | Nurse | Garment | Factory Do- Others | Total

workers workers | mestic

aide

Bigman 30 30
Associates
Noor Int’l 35 35
Supply
Probashi 10 20 10 40
International
Dhaka 5 6 11
Exports
Imam Travels 114 114
Total 198 4,976 722 25 30 | 5,951

Source: Survey of Recruiting Agencies Conducted by RMMRU.

1.8 Country of Destination

Information from recruiting agencies shows that the
Middle East is the main destination of migrant women from
Bangladesh, while a smaller but significant number are also
employed in South East Asia, especially in Malaysia. A small
number of workers also go to non-labour-importing
countries, but these are mostly domestics who are employed
by the staff of Bangladeshi missions abroad or by
Bangladeshis permanently residing there.

Women migrants are sent to only a select few countries
by the recruiting agencies. These countries are, in order of
importance, the United Arab Emirates, Malaysia, Bahrain,
Kuwait, Saudi Arabia, Oman and Singapore (Table 1.5). As
shown in Table 1.6, the Middle East, and to a much lesser
degree, South East Asia is the main destinations for nurses.¢
In the Middle East, by far the greatest number of nurses (813)
went to Saudi Arabia.

' The data on nurses provided by the nursing directorate do not
indicate a yearly distribution of the migration of female nurses.

13
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Table 1.5 - Country of destination of women migrants who went through recruiting agencies

Organization Kuwait | UAE Saudi Oman Bahrain | Malaysia | Singapore | Total
Arabia
Mahbub Int'l 2,210 2,210
Agencies
Orbital Enterprise 138 362 500
Patriot 10 47 30 13 100
International
Nasser Air Travels 65 1,635 150 625 2,475
Mohamadullah Ltd. 11 20 10 41
Naz Associates 100 100
Shah Alam 45 45
Enterprise
Namiko Engineers 250 250
Bigman Associates 30 30
Noor Int'l Supply 35 35
Probashi Int’l 10 20 10 40
Dhaka Exports 11 11
Imam Travels 114 114
Total 199 3,923 198 150 625 845 11 5,951

Source: Survey of Recruiting Agencies Conducted by RMMRU.
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Table 1.6 - Total Number of Nurses by Country of Destination

Country of Destination Number %

Saudi Arabia 813 9717
Kuwait 364 16.64
Libya 348 15.91
Iran 223 10.20
Bahrain 166 7.59
Iraq 165 7.5

Malaysia 84 3.84
Oman 23 1.05
Brunei Darussalam 1 .05
Total 2,187 100.00

Source: Prepared from information provided by Directorate of Nurses

2 Governmental, Non-Governmental and Private
Institutions

This section identifies the major governmental, quasi-
governmental and private sector organizations that are
involved in labour migration and assesses their role in
relation to women’s migration. It also discusses the activities
of «civil society organizations, NGOs, human rights
organizations and migrant workers’ associations as they relate
to efforts to safeguard the rights of migrant workers.

Almost 60 per cent of all migrant workers are recruited
through individual contracts secured by personal contacts and
initiatives (Rahman undated). Workers already employed
abroad often make employment arrangements for friends and
relatives.”” Going through private agencies is the second most
common method of recruitment and the third and the least
common method involves governmental or quasi-
governmental organizations. The Bureau of Manpower
Employment and Training (BMET) was the main government
agency of recruitment until it relinquished much of its
recruitment activities to the Bangladesh Overseas
Employment Services Limited (BOESL) which was
established as a quasi-governmental organization in 1984.

"7 Once the visa is issued, the prospective migrants usually obtain the
services of a travel agent who facilitates their departure by helping with
the travel formalities, including the issuance of a passport, BMET
clearance and airline tickets.
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2.1 Institutions of Recruitment

2.1.1  Bureau of Manpower Employment and Training
(BMET)

The BMET is the main employment office of the
Government of Bangladesh. In order to assist the overseas
employment of Bangladeshi citizens, it registers and places
job seekers; collects and disseminates information about the
international labour market; develops curricula to train
workers in accordance with market demand; assists workers
to take up jobs overseas; monitors and controls the licensed
recruiting agencies; briefs would-be migrants and issues
clearance certificates to those with employment contracts
from abroad; facilitates the repatriation of workers in case of
war or other emergencies; and negotiates on their behalf for
compensation.

Table 2.1 - Mode of recruitment by year

Year BMET | BOESL (Recruiting| Individual Total
Agent

1976 5,279 0 284 524 6,087
1977 5,729 0 1,171 8,825 15,725
1978 6,160 0 1,994 14,655 22,809
1979 6,957 o 2,966 14,572 24,495
1980 5,715 0 75773 16,585 30,073
1981 6,074 0 22,218 27,495 55,787
1982 4,483 0 24,939 33,340 62,762
1983 730 o 26,320 32,170 59,220
1984 0 157 32,460 24,097 56,714
1985 0 1,221 39,397 37,076 77,694
1986 o] 1,895 27,859 38,904 68,658
1987 0 340 33,818 39,859 74,017
1988 0 476 34,117 33,528 68,121
1989 0 707 36,508 64,509 101,724
1990 0 435 40,258 63,121 103,814
1991 0 140 64,889 82,102 147,131
1992 47 541 59,746 | 127,790 | 188,124
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Year BMET | BOESL |Recruiting| Individual Total
Agent
1993 503 559 129,479 113,967 244,508
1994 236 178 05,361 90,551 186,326
1995 73 627 74,921 111,922 187,543
1996 0 398 118,670 90,846 209,914
1997 15 335 235,793 144,934 381,077
1998 0 419 85,300 181,948 267,667
1999 0 62 13,939 23,380 37,381
(Jan-Feb)
Total 42,001 8,490 1,210,180 | 1,416,700 | 2,677,371

BMET assists would-be migrants in securing overseas
employment free of charge and also helps them with the
necessary medical tests, issuance of passports, procurement
of visas and tickets, finalizing employment contracts, and
providing pre-departure orientation courses. Of the 42,001
persons who have been recruited through the agency to date,
the vast majority (40,397) was sent between 1972 and 1982.
The decrease in BMET’s involvement in recruitment is
directly attributable to the establishment of BOESL.

2.1.2 The Bangladesh Overseas Employment Services
Limited (BOESL)

The Bangladesh Overseas Employment Services
Limited was established in 1984 to take direct responsibility
for recruitment. At the time of its founding, the government
owned 51 per cent of the company and the remaining 49 per
cent was to be floated in public auction. However, for
unknown reasons, this has not so far occurred. For all
practical purposes the agency is a government body,
specializing in the recruitment of professionals and skilled
workers. The agency works in coordination with the
Bangladeshi missions abroad in assessing labour demand and
places advertisements in newspapers for recruitment. Until
February 1999, it had recruited only 8,490 persons, which
constitute an insignificant percentage of the total number of
workers who went overseas since 1976 (Table 2.1).
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2.1.3 Private Recruiting Agencies

The private agencies work under license issued by the
government. They collect information on their own
initiatives regarding the foreign demand for labour and
recruit workers under BMET permission according to the
specifications requested by foreign employers. Each worker
recruited by them needs a clearance certificate issued from
the immigration department of BMET. In addition the
Bangladeshi missions overseas are required to examine the
authenticity of the requests for labour posted by the foreign
employers/agencies. Until 1998, recruiting agencies had
sent 1,196,241 persons, comprising 45 per cent of the total
number of workers who went overseas during this period
(Table 2.1).

Before the early 1980s, the recruiting agencies
received their commission from foreign employers, who
were also responsible for the travel expenses of workers.
However, fierce competition among labour exporting
countries has caused a reversal of the arrangement. Now,
the workers have to pay the recruiting agencies for their
services and usually meet their own travel expenses.8

Recruiting agencies are organized under the
Bangladesh Association of International Recruiting Agencies
(BAIRA), which was formed by representatives from twenty-
three agencies in December 1984. By 1998, the membership

18 Recruiting agencies charge male workers Tk 70,000-80,000 for jobs
that pay Tk 4,000 to 5,000 per month in the Middle East, and charge Tk
150,000 - 200,000 for jobs that pay in the range, Tk 8,000 - 12,000, in
Singapore and South Korea. Because their pay is generally lower,
women workers are charged on average considerably less, around Tk
40,000 - 45,000. At the time of this study (1998), the exchange rate
between the Bangladeshi monetary unit, Taka, and the US dollar was
US$ 1 = Tk 51. In addition to having to now pay recruitment agencies,
the wages received by migrant workers are less today. In 1975, an
unskilled worker was paid an average between US$300-400 for a 40-
hour workweek, and in addition received a one-month holiday with pay
and a free round-trip airline ticket every year. Now similar types of
work pay only US$80-100 per month for a 60-hour workweek and
workers received neither paid holidays nor reimbursement for travel
expenses.

18
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of the association included 475 agencies and became an
effective voice for recruiting agencies. Its lobbying efforts
have been influential both in the reversal of the 1998
government decision to completely ban female labour
migration and the passing of the recent prohibition that
barred travel agencies from recruiting workers for overseas
employment.

2.2 Civil Society Organizations

Because the wages and work conditions of migrant
workers have steadily deteriorated over time, the need for
involvement on the part of civil society organizations is acute
both in Ilabour-receiving and labour-sending countries.
However, civil society organizations in Bangladesh have so far
taken little initiative on problems related to labour migration.

For this study, various civil society organizations were
surveyed to determine the degree of their involvement with
migrant workers, and especially with female migrant
workers.9 These organizations can be grouped under four
headings: (i) mainstream NGOs, (ii) women’s
organizations/activist  groups, (ili) human  rights
organizations, and (iv) migrant workers’ associations, trade
unions and research organizations.

2.2.1 Mainstiream NGOs

Among the NGOs that were contacted, only two
(Christian Commission for the Development of Bangladesh -
CCDB and Shikkha Shasthya Unnoyon Kendra -SHISHUK)
had reported migrant workers as a target group they focus
on.2° Though neither organization has yet taken any major

19 QOrganizations were initially contacted by telephone, and then a
questionnaire was sent. Subsequently, interviews were conducted with
the representatives of organizations that reported some involvement
with women migrant workers.

20 The following NGOs were contacted: Bangladesh Rural Advancement
Committee (BRAC), Proshitka Human Development Centre, Shakti
Foundation, Association for Social Advancement (ASA), Gana Shahajjo
Shangstha (GSS), Christian Commission for the Development of
Bangladesh (CCDB), Shikkha Shasthya Unnoyon Kendra (SHISHUK),
Nijera Kori, Shoishob Bangladesh, and the NGO caucus body,
Association of Development Agencies in Bangladesh (ADAB).
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initiative on female migrant workers, plans were underway
for their future involvement.

Christian Commission for the Development of
Bangladesh (CCDB), in operation since 1972, was initially
involved in war relief. Gradually, its scope expanded to
include various programmes on credit, training, income
generation, human resource development, agricultural
training, women development, ete. Currently, it is one of the
larger NGOs in Bangladesh.

As part of an effort to increase HIV/AIDS awareness,
with which it has been involved since 1997, CCDB has
targeted migrants as a high-risk group. In addition to
extending funding through SHISHUK (see below) to support
efforts to organize migrant workers under an association,
CCDB has also organized seminars and conferences on issues
related to migrant workers’ health. It has future plans for
providing pre-departure training to migrant workers,
supporting research on problems women migrant workers
face, and preparing materials for an “Information, Education,
and Communication” programme that targets migrant
workers.

SHISHUK is the other NGO that has some involvement
with migrant workers. Since 1993, it has been working in the
districts of Dhaka, Gazipur, Sirajgong, and Comilla, on rural
development, income-generating programmes involving
fisheries, HIV/AIDS awareness, and Information, Education,
Communication. In its awareness campaigns, it targets
youths, migrant workers and truck drivers, among others, and
organizes training workshops and seminars. It has supported
the organization of a national migrant workers’ association
(Welfare Association of Repatriated Bangladeshi Employees
- WARBE) in collaboration with CCDB. SHISHUK also has
future plans for providing pre-departure briefing and
information to migrant workers.

2.2.2 Women’s Activist Groups

With the exception of one, all the women’s
organizations that were surveyed for this study had no activity
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involving migrant women.?! The exception, Naripokkho, is a
women’s activist group that works primarily to eradicate
violence against women, the practice of dowry, and other
forms of gender discrimination.

Though it has not yet undertaken any specific project
on migrant women workers, it played an active role in
disseminating a Human Rights Watch report on Bangladeshi
domestic aides working in the Middle East. Likewise, it was
instrumental in prompting the government to act in support
of several thousand undocumented Bangladeshi female
migrant workers stranded in Malaysia after their plight was
documented in a Tenaganita?? Report. After the Government
of Bangladesh intervened, the women were given amnesty
and subsequently their status was regularized. Naripokkho
was also one of the organizations that have brought up the
rights of migrant workers to be united with their family at the
Migration Chapter of the International Conference on
Population and Development (Cairo 1994).

2.2.3 Human Rights Organizations

Several human rights and legal aid organizations were
surveyed for the purpose of this study.2s Of these, Ain O
Shalish Kendra (ASK) regularly targets female migrant
workers, providing legal assistance, conducting research and
awareness-building programmes. The Bangladesh Society for
the Enforcement of Human Rights (BSEHR) and Bangladesh
National Women Lawyers Association (BNWLA), have taken
up complaints of a few returnee migrant workers from
Singapore and elsewhere, while the fourth (Odhikar) has yet
to provide any support to migrant workers or conduct any
research on this topic.

Ain O Salish Kendra (ASK), a leading human rights and
legal aid organization, has been involved in research, legal aid
and advocacy work for the Bangladeshi migrant workers since

?! These are: Nari Uddog, Shammilito Nari Shamaj, Nari Progoti and
Kormuojibi Nari.

22 A human rights organization based in Kuala Lumpur.

23 These included Odhikar (Rights), Bangladesh Legal Aid and Services
Trust (BLAST), Bangladesh Society for Enforcement of Human Rights
(BSEHR) and Ain O Shalish Kendra (ASK).
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1987. It works closely with the Tenaganita based in Kuala
Lumpur which has been at the forefront of protecting the
rights of the Bangladeshi migrant workers in Malaysia. On
behalf of women migrant workers it has:

e brought the government to task by issuing formal
protests on several issues concerning migrant
workers;

e conducted field investigations to verify the validity of
citizenship claims of those who had lost their
passports and found themselves in the position of
being an undocumented alien;

¢ lobbied relevant government ministries for the
ratification of international conventions en migrant
workers;

e published articles in national and international press
highlighting the plight of women migrant workers;

e supported organizations working to promote the
interests of the Bangladeshi migrant workers.

In 1998, ASK organized a workshop on the “Affects of
Asian Economic Crisis on Bangladeshi Migrant Workers”, and
a discussion meeting on the problems of Bangladeshi migrant
workers in Singapore. ASK plans to undertake research
activities on the role of recruiting agencies in the migration
process and on the social, economic and psychological impact
of migration on migrant families. It is also interested in: (i)
providing training to the migrant workers in collaboration
with BMET and recruiting agencies, (ii) developing a training
module for migrant workers, and (iii) taking up programmes
to raise awareness about rights of migrant workers.

The Bangladesh Society for the Enforcement of Human
Rights (BSEHR), active since 1977 in promoting the legal
rights of the disadvantaged, states its objective as the
establishment of the rule of law and social justice. To that
end, it provides legal support services and advocacy, and
sponsors programmes to build awareness.

BSEHR has so far dealt with three cases involving
female migrant workers, two of which were related to sexual
and physical abuse and the third to a property dispute. One
case involved a former staff member of BSEHR who went to
Kuwait to work as an industrial worker. Immediately upon
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arrival she was confined, physically tortured and sexually
assaulted. She was interned illegally and was forced to work
as a housemaid. After finding out what had happened,
BSEHR managed to rescue her. Upon her return home,
BSEHR wanted to file a criminal case against the recruiting
agency that processed her papers, but she objected fearing
reprisals and unwarranted harassment if the case was
prosecuted. BSEHR had to content itself with helping her
rehabilitate.

The second case involved a housemaid who worked for
a Bangladeshi senior official in the Bangladeshi mission in
Belgium. She was physically tortured by her employer and
eventually rescued by a human rights organization in
Belgium. BSEHR learned about the incident through a
Belgian journalist and pressed criminal charges against the
accused official. The case is still pending.

The third case which BSEHR is currently involved with,
is that of another migrant worker, who worked in Kuwait first
as a typist and later as a hospital supervisor. After 11 years of
work, she saved enough money to buy some property in
Bangladesh. When her second husband conspired with other
parties to swindle her, BSEHR provided her with legal
assistance and advice. She was successful in filing a suit
against her husband and in retaining her property.

For the future, BSEHR has plans to organize a network
among the human rights organizations in receiving countries
and the embassies of the labour exporting countries to
prevent trafficking under the guise of labour migration. It
intends to increase its support for victims of international
trafficking by extending legal aid, sponsoring research and
lobbying to amend laws when necessary.

The Bangladesh National Women Lawyers Association
(BNWLA), established in 1979 by prominent women lawyers,
is one of the pioneer organizations working for the promotion
of human rights and the advancement of women in
Bangladesh. The Association lobbies authorities on women’s
rights issues and laws, investigates reports on violence against
women, and provides legal aid and training to women.
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It has various branches that specialize in different types
of activities. One branch provides legal counselling, mediation
and litigation, while various other branches conduct research,
collect data and conduct surveys on women issues; investigate
cases involving rape, torture, murder, land rights, terrorism,
deception, abduction, harassment etc.; publish books and
booklets on topics of concern for women, such as the family,
marriage, divorce, dowry, and inheritance laws; and organize
training programmes for law enforcement agencies,
government officials and NGOs to help them deal effectively
with issues relating to violence against women and children.

In addition, a ‘Shelter Home’ was established in 1993
under its auspices for women and children victims of
trafficking and violence, who were rescued from jails and
brothels. BNWLA has been active against the trafficking of
women since 1991.

BNWLA has also lent support on occasion to women
migrant workers as in the case involving 18 garment workers
who had been cheated of their pay in the Maldives, where they
had been working since 1993. Forced to work 18 hours a day
for four years under inhuman conditions, the amount they
were paid covered only 1.3 years of their labour. Upon their
return, the workers appealed to the Government of
Bangladeshi, and eventually approached BNWLA who began
monitoring actions taken by the government on their behalf.
Diplomatic efforts to secure compensation are still pending,
and the employer in the Maldives has reportedly absconded.

BNWLA was also the co-organiser of a recent two-day
international conference on “Temporary Migrant Workers of
Bangladesh: Towards developing a National Plan of Action”.
Officials from different ministries and BMET, legislators,
NGO representatives, human rights and legal aid
organizations, academics and researchers participated in the
conference. The future plans of BNWLA include lobbying for
legal reform and providing more legal aid to migrant workers
in need.
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2.2.4 Migrant Workers Associations and the Trade
Unions

Being vulnerable to harassment and exploitation at
every turn, migrant workers can benefit considerably from
active trade union support, which would also enhance their
bargaining position vis a vis employers. However, trade
unions have so far shown little initiative in linking up with
migrant workers and addressing their concerns. As a recent
survey of Bangladeshi trade unions revealed, issues related to
migrant workers have little priority in their programmes of
action.2¢ Moreover, the contacts of Bangladeshi trade unions
with their counterparts in the major labour receiving
countries have been limited to South Korea and Malaysia,
mainly because in the Gulf States (and other Arab countries)
no trade union movement exists.25

During the South East Asian financial crisis, unions
expressed much sympathy for the Bangladeshi migrant
workers who lost their jobs in Malaysia and called for
solidarity. Some unions have organized workshops and
seminars to identify their problems and devise remedies,
while demanding the ratification by the government of the
1990 UN Convention on the Protection of Rights of the
Migrant Workers and Members of their Families, and the
relevant ILO conventions.

The relative indifference of trade unions and other
major civil society organizations to their concerns have
prompted returnee migrant workers to form their own

?* Siddiqui, Malik and Abrar, ‘International Labour Migration and the
Role of the Trade Unions- Bangladesh: A Country Study’, ILO Dhaka,
July 1999, (Mimeo). Representatives from the following organizations
were interviewed: Trade Union Centre, Jatiya Sramik Federation,
Bangladesh Free Trade Union Congress, Bangladesh Sramik Kallyan
Federation, Bangladesh Shangjukta Sramik Federation, Bangladesh
Jatiyatabadi Sramik Dal, Jatiya Dramik Jote (JSD), Jatiya Sramik
League, Bangladesh Trade Union Federation, Bangladesh Independent
Garments Union Federation, Samajtantrik Sramik Front, Bangladesh
Jatiya Sramik League and Bangladesh Institute of Labour Studies.

25 Bangladeshi trade unions also lobby counterparts in other countries
through the World Trade Union Congress, World Federation of Trade
Unions and International Confederation of Free Trade Unions.
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organizations. In recent years, two such organizations have
emerged.

The Welfare Association of Repatriated Bangladeshi
Employees (WARBE) was formed by a group of returnee
migrants in 1997 with the support of two NGOs, SHISHUK
and CCDB. It acts as an advocacy group to promote the rights
of migrant workers, striving to empower them through
organizing. More specifically, it campaigns for the protection
and promotion of interests of migrant workers; lobbies the
government to establish a centre to train workers prior to
their departure for overseas; engages in AIDS awareness
programmes for migrant workers; undertakes efforts to
sensitize public opinion to induce the government to ratify
various international instruments intended to protect the
rights of migrant workers and their families; and strives to
develop a network among civil society organizations in
Bangladesh as well as those in the receiving countries. The
organization also has plans to provide medical and vocational
training support for migrant workers and their families, and
establish a micro credit loan scheme for its members.

The second organization of this kind, the Bangladesh
Migrant Centre (BMC), operates simultaneously in
Bangladesh and in a receiving country - South Korea.
Established in 1998 in the industrial city of Ansan, South
Korea, BMC works as a watchdog group to monitor the
treatment of Bangladeshi workers in Korea and the
observance of Korean labour laws by employers.

The BMC of Korea is closely affiliated with the Joint
Committee of Migrant Workers in Korea (JCMK) and the
Ansan Migrant Shelter (AMS). It offers counselling on labour
disputes and migration; provides food and shelter at the
Ansan Migrant Shelter to laid-off workers and medical service
to those injured in work related accidents; provides
instruction in Korean language and training in worker rights
with the help of Hang Yang University students; organises
cultural activities (musical soirees, games, movies, picnic,
sight seeing tours); and sponsors policy research on problems
faced by migrant workers in Korea. BMC has also been
building a database on 3,000 migrant workers who had
returned to Bangladesh from Korea in order to facilitate the

26



Temporary Labour Migration of Women

recruitment of the returnee workers by the Korean companies
that are active in the Export Processing Zones (EPZ) in
Bangladesh.

2.2.5 Research Organizations

Migration has drawn limited attention from the
research community in Bangladesh. The remittance aspect of
migration has traditionally attracted much of the attention of
individual researchers, including those at the Bangladesh
Institute of Development Studies (Mahmood 1994, 1996,
1998) and at the Bangladesh Union Parishad (BUP).2¢6 By
contrast, the main concern of the Dhaka University-based
Refugee and Migratory Movements Research Unit (RMMRU)
has been the advocacy of Bangladeshi migrant workers.

Established as an interdisciplinary research institution
in 1996, RMMRU had as its main focus the issue of refugees.
Since 1997 it has become increasingly involved in studies
related to labour migration. In December 1997, to mark the
International Solidarity Day with the Migrant Workers,
RMMRU organized a consultation entitled National
Responsibility Towards the Migrant Workers,?” which was
attended by ministers, law makers, academics, senior
government officials from law, labour and foreign affairs,
NGO and human rights activists.

In the same month RMMRU organized a national
conference titled Refugees, Migrants and Stateless Persons:
In Search of a National Consensus. As a follow-up to this
event in April 1999, RMMRU in collaboration with the
Bangladesh National Women’s Lawyers Association organized
an international conference on Temporary Migrant Workers
of Bangladesh: Towards Developing a National Plan of Action,
which was attended by scholars and activists from Malaysia,
the Philippines, Sri Lanka and Kuwait (Malik et al 1999). At
the conference RMMRU presented a Draft Model Law for the
Protection of Temporary Migrant Workers of Bangladesh
developed by a team of scholars and lawyers. With inputs

26 QK Ahmed and Fatema Zohora, ‘Utilisation of Remittance from
Abroad for Local Employment Promotion — The Case of Sylhet Division’,
mimeo, prepared by ILO and BUP, Dhaka, 1997.

27 Later published as Occasional Paper 1 of RMMRU (Siddiqui 1998).
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from the conference RMMRU is now finalizing the model law
for consideration of legislators. The Unit has recently
completed a research project on ‘International Labour
Migration and the Role of the Trade Unions’, commissioned
by the International Labour Organisation, in Dhaka. Findings
of the project were presented to a workshop in July 1999.

RMMRU also has a link programme with the Refugee
Studies Programme at Oxford University. The programme is
promoted by the British Council. The other activities of the
Unit include, research on refugee and displacement issues,
publication of a quarterly newsletter Udbastu (the Uprooted),
holding basic and advanced courses on International Refugee
Law, organising seminars and workshops.

3 National and International Laws and Their Observance

3.1 National Legislation on Labour Migration

Emigration Ordinance of 1982, the anchor law on
labour migration, was promulgated when the need for a new
law became acutely felt with the gradual increase of
temporary labour migration from Bangladesh. Apart from the
1982 Ordinance, a whole range of administrative decrees have
also been issued from time to time to deal with recruitment
policy. However, both the Ordinance, and the subsequent
administrative decrees, mainly addressed the procedural
aspects of labour migration, with little attention to
safeguarding the welfare of migrant workers. They regulated
issues such as the granting and renewal of recruiting agency
licenses, the granting of recruiting permission, the charging of
placement fees by the licensed recruiting agency, the
minimum wages acceptable by Bangladeshi migrant workers,
the code of conduct for recruiting agencies and the
restrictions on employment of unskilled women.

According to the Ordinance, any person with a work
permit from a foreign employer or an employment or
emigration visa from a foreign government is considered
eligible for labour migration. The Ordinance empowers the
government to restrict emigration, if it is deemed to be in the
public interest and for persons of a particular occupation,
profession, vocation or qualification. Under the Ordinance,
the government is authorized to grant licenses to individuals
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and companies who wish to engage in the recruitment of
workers for overseas employment, and any recruitment
without the prior permission of the government is considered
illegal. The Ordinance also prohibits recruiting agencies from
charging fees for their services that are in excess of the
amount prescribed by the government, and provides
provisions for penalizing individuals who abandon their
employment in breach of contract with a foreign employer.

The Ordinance also empowers the government to
specify the minimum standards for wages and service
conditions in the host country acceptable for Bangladeshi
workers and their recruiters. For instance, an executive
governmental decree issued in March 1986 stipulated the
minimum acceptable wages in the countries listed in Table
3.1.28 Another decree a year before had laid down the
minimum pay and other conditions of employment in the
plantations in Malaysia. In that instance, while the
determination of the basic salary was left to the agreement
between Malaysian Agricultural Producers Association
(MAPA) and the National Union of Plantation Workers
(NUPW), it was stipulated that the pay should be at par with
what Malaysian workers were paid and not be below US$150
per month.29

Table 3.1 - Minimum wage of migrant workers per month

Name of Minimum Salary with Free Minimum Salary without
Country Food and Accommodation Food but with
Accommodation
Unskilled Semiskilled Unskilled Semiskilled

Bahrain BD 55 BD 70 BD 75 BD g0
Iran TU 4000 TU 5600 TU 5600 TU 7200
Iraq ID 65 ID 8o ID 80 1D 95
Jordan JD 45 JD 55 JD 60 JD 70
Kuwait KD 40 KD 60 KD 60 KD 80
Libya LD 60 LD 75 LD 8o LD 95
Oman OR 45 OR 55 OR 65 OR 75
Qatar QR 550 QR 750 QR 700 QR 900

28 In a separate decision, the Government decided to allow recruitment
for employment in Iraq and Libyan Arab Jamahiriya at a wage up to
10% lower than what it had earlier prescribed.

29 The decree also called for an 8-hour working day with weekly
holidays, and free roundtrip travel, accommodation, and medical
treatment.
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Name of Minimum Salary with Free Minimum Salary without
Country Food and Accommodation Food but with
Accommodation
Unskilled Semiskilled Unskilled Semiskilled
Saudi SR 500 SR 700 SR700 SR 900
Arabia
UAE DH 550 DH 750 DH 750 DH 950

Note: Amounts for these countries were subsequently revised by the
Ministry’s Memo No. S-XII/R-5/85/549, dated 5.12.1985.

The rules to effectively operationalize the Ordinance
have yet to be finalized by the government. The sub-
committee that was involved in framing the rules comprised
representatives from the Ministry of Finance, Home and
Foreign Affairs, Bangladesh Bank, BMET and two
representatives of BAIRA. A set of draft rules that detail the
key features of the Ordinance has been framed, and is now in
the process of being examined by the Ministry of Law. It is
likely to be presented before the Cabinet shortly.

3.1.1  Ban and Restrictions on Women’s Migration

Female labour migration from Bangladesh has been
periodically restricted since it began to gain momentum in the
late 1970s. In 1981, acting on the advice of a religious leader,
President Ziaur Rahman imposed a complete ban on the
migration of unskilled and semi-skilled women with the
professed objective of protecting women'’s dignity. In 1988, a
restriction replaced the ban. While professional and skilled
women could still migrate with relative ease, the migration of
skilled and unskilled women became subject to special
permission.

In November 1997, the government re-imposed a
complete ban on all female labour migration with the sole
exception of highly qualified professionals such as doctors,
engineers and teachers. Again, the justification was similar to
that of the first ban. The overseas employment of women as
an industrial worker, housemaid or even as a nurse was
considered to expose them to harm and dishonour, and thus
the ban was intended to protect women’s very safety and
dignity.

Spearheaded by the Bangladesh Association of
International Recruiting Agencies (BAIRA), opposition to the
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ban was quick to grow into a major campaign. In a well-
publicized open letter to the Prime Minister,3° the president
of BAIRA presented two separate arguments against the ban.
One argued that the decision would deprive Bangladesh of an
important export market in which it enjoyed a special
advantage due to its religion - many of the labour importing
countries in the Middle East and the Gulf were keen on
recruiting women solely from Muslim countries. Thus, the
ban would only benefit the other Muslim labour-exporting
countries such as Indonesia at the expense of Bangladesh.

The second argued that the ban was an infringement on
women’s human rights and that it would also undermine
women’s progress and empowerment. Human rights activists,
NGOs and migrant support groups also opposed the ban on
similar grounds, arguing that it was unconstitutional and thus
illegal because it was discriminatory against women as well.
Moreover, the ban, it was argued, would contribute to the
illegal trafficking in women.

Within a few months the government rescinded the ban
on all categories of women workers except domestic aides.
However, a further revision allowed women migrants to work
as domestic aides if their employer was a staff member of a
Bangladesh embassy, a financially solvent Bangladeshi such
as a doctor or engineer, or a foreign passport holder of
Bangladeshi descent. In the same decree, the government also
named the licensed recruiting agencies the sole legitimate
authority in the recruitment of migrant workers, effectively
prohibiting travel agencies from taking part in labour
migration. However, it is believed that many travel agencies
are still in the business of recruiting migrant workers and
sending them abroad through unofficial channels in collusion
with some immigration and customs officials.

3.2 International Labour Standards

3.2.1 The UN Migration Convention, 1990

In October 1998, Bangladesh signed the United Nations
Convention on the Protection of the Rights of All Migrant

30 Published in several daily newspapers on 10 August 1998, including
the Daily Star of Dhaka.
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Workers and Member of Their Families,3* which was
approved by the United Nations General Assembly on 18
December 1990.32 The Migration Convention encompasses
civil, political, economic, social and cultural rights of migrant
workers and calls upon the member states to address the
problems of undocumented migrants. It also enshrines basic
human rights such as the right to life, freedom from torture or
cruel, inhuman or degrading treatment or punishment, due
process of law, equality of treatment, freedom of religion,
freedom of expression and freedom of association with trade
unions. The special rights pertaining to migrants,
incorporated in the Convention, include the right to leave,
stay and return, freedom from slavery and forced or
compulsory labour, the right to transfer earnings and savings
and the right to cultural identity. The Convention is unique
for:

e providing an international definition of migrant
worker;33

e recognizing the importance of women as migrant
workers in their own right;

e establishing international standards of treatment by
extending fundamental human rights to all migrant
workers, both documented and undocumented;

e viewing migrant workers not only economically but
also socially;

¢ targeting the elimination of exploitation of all
migrant workers and members of their families.

Except for a minor conflict with a clause in the Criminal
Code, the Migration Convention is found to be in agreement
with the Bangladeshi legal system. Having accepted the

st Ref. Migrants Rights Bulletin, Oct-Nov. 1999, p. 3.

32 The Convention needs to be ratified by twenty member countries
before it can come into force. As of December 1999, it had been ratified
by only twelve countries: Azerbaijan, Bosnia and Herzegovina, Cape
Verde, Colombia, Egypt, Mexico, Morocco, the Philippines, Senegal,
Seychelles, Sri Lanka, Uganda. Three countries, Bangladesh, Turkey and
Chile, have signed the Convention, but have yet to ratify it.

33 “The term Migrant Worker refers to a person who is to be engaged, is
engaged or has been engaged in a remunerated activity in a state of
which he or she is not a national”.
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Convention in principle, Bangladesh is expected to ratify the
Convention.34

3.2.2 ILO Instruments on Migrant Workers

Over the years the International Labour Organisation
(ILO) has also been actively involved with the protection and
welfare of migrant workers. The following ILO conventions
have relevance for migrant workers, directly or indirectly.

e Forced Labour Convention, 1930
The Migration to Employment Convention
(Revised), 1949

e Fee-Charging Employment Agencies Convention
(Revised), 1949

e The Discrimination (Employment and Occupation)
Convention, 1958
The Employment Policy Convention, 1964

¢ The Minimum Age Convention, 1973
The Migrant Workers Supplementary Provisions
Convention, 1975
Collective Bargaining Convention, 1981
Freedom of Association and the Protection of the
Right to Organize Convention, 1998

e The Employment Promotion and Protection Against
Unemployment Convention, 1988

The Migration for Employment Convention (Revised)
1949 (No. 97), is a milestone in international legislation on
labour migration. Its objective was to facilitate the transfer of
surplus labour between different countries. It emphasizes,
inter alia, equity of treatment with respect to remuneration,
membership in trade unions, and the provision of free public
employment services. However, it lacks any specific provision

34 A few reservations and interpretative declarations notwithstanding,
Bangladesh has also signed six other international instruments in 1998:
(a) International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights, (b)
Convention on the Prevention and Punishment of the Crime of
Genocide, (¢) Convention on the Political Rights of Women, (d)
Convention on Consent to Marriage, Minimum Age for and Registration
for Marriage, (e) Convention Against Torture and other Cruel, Inhuman
or Degrading Treatment or Punishment, and (f) United Nations
Migration Convention, 1990 (Siddiqui, Malik and Abrar 1999).
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to women migrants or their families, and required revision in
light of the new realities of international labour migration.

Part I of the Migrant Workers Supplementary
Provisions Convention, 1975 (No. 143) was the international
community’s first attempt to tackle the question of irregular
migration and illegal employment that became widespread at
the beginning of 1970s. Part II seeks to promote a greater
quality of opportunity and treatment for lawful labour
migration. The Maintenance of Social Security Rights
Convention 1982 (No. 157) attempted to give comprehensive
coverage to migrant workers and their family members,
particularly those who, due to the temporary nature of their
employment, may not be able to benefit from acquired rights
or rights in the process of acquisition.

Finally, one important objective of the Fee-Charging
Employment Agencies Convention (Revised) 1949, which was
later revised by the Private Employment Agencies Convention
1997, has been to regulate the operations of private
employment agencies and protect workers within its
provisions. The Convention calls for measures to ensure that
the workers recruited by private employment agencies are not
denied the right to freedom of association and the right to
bargain collectively, and that they are not discriminated on
the basis of race, colour, sex, religion, political opinion,
national extraction, social origin, or any other trait covered by
national law and practice, such as age or disability.
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Part I1

Part II is divided into five sections. The first of these
provides general information on the respondents, causes and
procedures of migration. The second deals with work
conditions faced by migrant women in the host countries. The
third assesses the economic impact of migration, and the
fourth discusses the social impact of migration on migrant
women themselves and their family members. The last section
includes a brief conclusion and some policy
recommendations.

4 Migration Dynamics

The objective of the fieldwork phase of this study was to
shed light on three sets of questions: (i) what is the nature
and extent of female labour migration? (ii) what are the
factors that have contributed to women’s decision to migrate?
and (iii) what are the consequences of migration on migrant
women and on their family members?

The section begins with a discussion of the
methodology of the field work and continues with some
general information about the respondents in the sample. The
section ends with a discussion of the factors that contribute to
women’s migration.

4.1 Methodology

In preparation for the fieldwork, a comprehensive
address list of past and present women migrant workers was
prepared from the files of BMET, recruiting agencies, trade
unions, NGOs, human rights and other organizations. A few
more addresses were also obtained through a separate survey
of NGOs, human rights organizations, and women activist
groups. The distribution of migrant workers in the assembled
list by source of information is given in Table 4.1. The list was
used to determine in which regions female migrant women
were clustered.
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Table 4.1 - Number of women migrant workers by source of information

Organizations Number
BMET (Individual files) 668
BMET (Agency files) 551
Recruiting Agencies 1076
BIGUF 52
CCDB 18
Ain Shalish Kendra 18
BSEHR 3
Directorate of Nurses 40
WARBE 20
BNWLA 1
SHISHUK 1
Total 2448

While the districts of Sylhet, Chittagong, Noakhali,
Comilla and Dhaka are the main pockets of male migration,
women workers migrated largely from the greater Dhaka
district and nearby districts of Munshinganj, Manikganj and
Chadnpur. Addresses from other districts were few and far in
between. For an extensive geographical coverage, six different
locations were identified, including Dhaka City, Manikganj,
Nababganj, Daudkandi, Dohar and Narayanganj. Dhaka City
was classified as urban, while the other locations were
considered rural.

Only a few of the migrant workers or their family
members in the list could readily be located. Thus, the
“snowballing” technique3s had to be used in sample selection.
Migrant women and their families in the regions specified
could be found with the assistance of local Thana3® Executive
Officers (TNOs), NGOs, Bangladesh Union Parishad (BUP)
Chairpersons and members, school teachers and Imams of
mosques. The women members of Union Parishads were
especially resourceful in locating the whereabouts of migrant
women and their family members.

Interviews were conducted with members of 200
female migrant households. Of these, 150 were women

35 Technique by which subjects are identified and selected on the bases
of references from other subjects.
36 The most basic administrative unit in Bangladesh.
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migrants themselves,3” and 50 were family members of
migrants who were abroad at the time. 130 of the 200
households were from rural areas and 70 from Dhaka City.
Table 4.2 presents the distribution of the interviewed
households classified as rural/urban and returnee/non-
returnees families. Qualitative data was also gathered from a
select group of 40 households.

Table 4.2 - Distribution of returnee and non-returnee female migrants
by area

Area Returnee Non-Returnee Total

No. % No. %
Rural 95 731 35 26.9 130
Urban 55 78.6 15 21.4 70
Total 150 75 50 25 200

A major limitation of the study is that it lacked a control
group. It is possible that observations that are thought to be
specific to migrant workers might in reality be shared by the
wider population in the same region. However, given the
almost complete absence of information on migrant women
workers, a control group was deemed unnecessary. The
findings of the fieldwork are presented below.

4.2 General Information

The picture that emerges from our sample is that of
young - under 35 years of age - and predominantly Muslim
women who went to work in the Middle East, and to a lesser
extent in Malaysia, in the 1990s. Their marital status and
family size are highly varied and show no correlation with
whether women are from an urban or rural background.

Table 4.3 presents the age distribution of women
migrants in the sample. Those between the ages of 20-25
years comprised the largest group, and about three quarters
were under the age of 30. Rural migrants were on the average
slightly younger than the urban migrants.

37 135 of these women were returnees and the rest were on holiday at the
time.
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Table 4.3 - Age distribution of the female migrant workers by area

Age Area Table Total

Rural Urban

Count % Count % | Count %
Upto 1y 17 13.1 8 11.4 | 25 12.5
18-20 17 13.1 7 10.0 24 12.0
21-25 41 315 17 24.3 | 58 29.0
26-30 23 17.7 |24 34.3 | 47 23.5
31-35 17 13.1 10 14.3 | 27 13.5
36-40 10 7.7 14 57 |14 7.0
41-45 3 2.3 3 1.5
46 and 1 .8 T .5
above
Total 129 100.1 70 100.0 | 199 100.0

Table 4.4 - Religious faith of female migrants
Area Religion
Muslim Hindu Christian Total
No % | No % No % No %

Rural 120 923 |9 6.9 1 .8 130 100.0
Urban 67 95.7 | 3 4.3 70 100.0
Total 187 93.5 12 6.0 i .5 200 100.0

Islam was the predominant faith among the women in
the sample, and the proportion of those from other religions
was less than their share in the general population.3® Out of 13
non-Muslim women in the sample, four reported that they hid
their true religious identity and took Muslim names while
applying for migration. In Nababganj and Dohar, regions with
significant concentrations of Hindus and Christians, few non-
Muslim migrants could be found. This probably indicates that
Muslim women have an advantage in the market for labour
migration, reflecting not only employers’ preference for this
faith in the Middle East and Malaysia but also a possible bias
against non-Muslims in the recruitment process within
Bangladesh.

The distribution of women with respect to their marital
status is shown in Table 4.5. While half of the women were
married, one quarter of them were divorced or deserted, 15

38 In Bangladesh, 87% of the population is Muslim, 12.1% is Hindu,
0.6% is Buddhist, and 0.3% is Christian (BBS 1997).
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per cent were unmarried and 9 per cent widowed. Urban
women were more likely to be married. However, no
difference existed between rural and urban migrant families
with regard to family size (Table 4.6).

Table 4.5 - Marital status of female migrants by area

Divorced/ | Widow | Total
Married Unmarried | Deserted No % |No %
Area No % | No % No %
Rural | 57 43.8 | 26 20.0 | 35 26.9 | 12 | 9.2 | 130 | 100
Urban | 43 614 | 5 7.1 16 22.9 | 6 8.6 [ 70 100
Total 100 | 50.0 | 31 15.5 | 51 25.5 | 18 | 9.0 | 200 | 100
Table 4.6 - Family size of female migrants by area
Area Number Min. Max. Sum Mean
Rural | 130 1.00 15.00 704.00 5.4154
Urban | 70 1.00 14.00 352.00 5.0286
Total | 200 1.00 15.00 1056.00 5.2800

Table 4.7 indicates the year in which the female
migrants went overseas, showing that the vast majority left
Bangladesh since 1991, and that only 1 per cent went overseas
in the ten-year period between 1970 and 1980.

Table 4.7 - Year of migra