Protecting our migrant workforce —Syed Mohammad Ali 
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The World Bank has also recently estimated that remittances are the largest source of external finance for developing countries, more so than foreign direct investment or even foreign aid. Migration however remains a complex and changing phenomenon, the varied implications of which must be recognised and dealt with

The huge inflow of remittances being sent to developing countries by a growing number of migrant workers has evidently enhanced the significance of migration within the international political economy. 

The World Bank has also recently estimated that remittances are the largest source of external finance for developing countries, more so than foreign direct investment or even foreign aid. Migration however remains a complex and changing phenomenon, the varied implications of which must be recognised and dealt with, if it is to have a positive development impact. 

Besides western countries, which continue to both send and receive migrants, the UAE and other Middle-Eastern countries like Bahrain, Kuwait, Qatar and Oman, and of course Saudi Arabia, have become important migrant hubs during the past few decades. 

Some migrant sending countries like Sri Lanka have begun looking at the migration process as an opportunity for poverty reduction and are taking steps to encourage their citizens to work overseas as well as formulating institutions and laws to protect the rights of their migrant citizens. In 2006, India also announced new welfare initiatives for its migrant workers including life and medical insurance schemes, as well as a provision to enable them to pursue legal cases in their countries of work. 

While there is some speculation that the Pakistani government is about to put in a mechanism to regulate the huge inflow of remittances, these planned measures still don’t adequately focus on the senders of these remittances. 

It is therefore not surprising that although Pakistani migrants have lived for many years in the Gulf countries, most of them still work under very harsh conditions in order to make an earning. Their conditions are going from bad to worse due to the oversupply of skilled, better trained, and cheaper human resources from other developing countries. 

The global stock of migrant Pakistani workers was estimated to be around 4 million in 2001. While there is increasing importance of the US as a source of remittances since 9/11 in particular, a major proportion of the estimated migrant Pakistani workers remain in the Gulf region since the onset of the oil boom in the Middle East during the 1970s. Very few of these migrants moved with their family since settling down in the Gulf is not really a feasible option given the restrictive labour and immigration laws, and the socio-spatial segregation between the expatriate and local communities in the Gulf countries, especially in Saudi Arabia. 

While poor sending countries like Pakistan can hardly coerce any of the Gulf States into becoming more sympathetic towards its migrant workers, there are more subtle ways to ensure that this does happen in effect. 

One apparent way is for more migrant sending countries like Pakistan to ratify the ILO conventions 97 (on Migration for Employment) and 143 (on Migrations in Abusive Conditions and the Promotion of Equality of Opportunity and Treatment of Migrant Workers), as well as the United Nations International Convention on the Protection of the Rights of All Migrant Workers. This move would in turn help increase pressure on migrant receiving countries to do the same. 

The government of Pakistan must also take steps like those initiated by other regional countries to better protect its migrant population, by providing pre-departure training about their rights and responsibilities in different receiving countries, by instructing its embassies abroad to remain in touch with its migrant citizens, and formulating policies to ensure that returning migrants have a wider range of options upon return. 

There is also a need to clamp down on irregular migration by supposed agents who flout local laws to make profits by engaging in human smuggling. While the Emigration Ordinance of 1979 does recognise the need for pre-departure briefings as well as support at the destination in the form of community protection officers in the migrant host countries, the effective implementation of these measures remains elusive.

The Sustainable Development Policy Institute in Islamabad arranged a seminar last year to highlight the varied implications of migration. For example, it was stressed that besides being instruments for raising foreign exchange, migrants are also human beings who face psychological, social, and religious adjustment problems in host countries, and this must be effectively contended with.

Migration also brings about significant changes in the lives of those left behind. In some households, migration of husbands, brothers, or fathers can exacerbate women’s vulnerability and increase their workload. There is not much evidence, in the Pakistani context at least, of any relevant support being provided to family members left behind by migrant workers. 

Even measures to prevent the feared spread of dangerous communicable diseases, such as HIV/AIDS — which is another risk associated with migration — has not received due attention. Moreover, given the evident feminisation of migration across the developing world, it is about time for the Government of Pakistan to give more thought to issues concerning female migration, since it does not seem to have an explicit policy in this regard yet.

Pakistan does have a Ministry of Labour, Manpower, and Overseas Pakistanis as well as a Bureau of Emigration and Overseas Employment. But it has been argued that a Labour Ministerial Committee on Migration should be formed for better coordination among different stakeholders to first of all improve skill certification and pre-departure trainings being provided to migrants. 

Thereafter, such a committee could begin addressing other relevant concerns mentioned above, including the need for ratification of the ILO and UN conventions on migrant worker rights. Pakistani NGOs and their international partner organisations should in turn campaign for these conventions’ ratification in the main host countries of Pakistani migrants. At the regional levels, the government may also seek greater cooperation regarding the protection of the rights and interests of migrant workers through existing groupings like SAARC. 

It is only by adopting a more holistic approach towards migration that it will be possible to ensure that this now pervasive phenomenon makes a positive contribution to national economies, as well as the actual lives of poor migrants and their dependents.
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