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ABSTRACT
Millions of short-term, low-skilled women migrant workers from South-
Asia to West-Asia experience exploitative and unsafe conditions. We
review evidence from literature and interview 18 key informants to
assess the exploitation migrant women face, and highlight the impacts
of past interventions to determine their potential, and realised
effectiveness, in reducing forced labour and trafficking. We find that
women face varied precarious situations along the migration pathway,
including interactions with recruiters in the home country, incurring
debt, pre-departure formalities and training, withheld wages and
mobility restrictions. We discuss varying degrees of success of
mechanisms that aim to reduce vulnerability to forced labour.
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Introduction

The global scale of migration has grown in line with other globalisation processes, and with growing
inequity. The World Migration Report 2020 estimates a total of 272 million international migrants in
2019, with two-thirds migrating for employment. This includes an estimated 96 million male and 68
million female migrant workers generating recorded remittance flows of US$ 689 billion in 2018,
including US$ 44 billion from the United Arab Emirates and US$ 36 billion from Saudi Arabia (IOM
2020). However, total remittance flows are likely much larger due to the high cost of formal channels
(Ahmed, Mughal, and Martínez-Zarzoso 2020). Other reasons for migration include conflict and
climate hazards (Castles 2013).

The focus of this paper is on the South- to West-Asian corridor of migration, with the Arab
countries of West-Asia being the key destination, including low-skilled female workers who often
work in the domestic care and garment sectors. In 2017, 41% of all male and 40% of all female
workers were migrants (ILO 2018). The growing feminisation of labour migration saw a rise of
women migrants from Bangladesh, Sri Lanka, and Nepal who sought work first in the domestic
service sector of wealthy Arab Gulf countries and later on in middle-income countries such as
Lebanon and Jordan (ILO 2017).

There is evidence that women migrants in this corridor are vulnerable to forced labour and
trafficking; both processes that can last throughout the entire migration pathway and can
improve or worsen over multiple migration cycles. An in-depth study of 162 women migrants of
South-Asian origin working in Arab countries found that all interviewed women had their documents
confiscated, 87% were confined in the employer’s house, 76% reported withheld wages, 73% and
61% suffered psychological and physical abuses, respectively, while more than 50% reported
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excessive work (McCormack, Larsen, and Abul Husn 2015). Another study conducted in 2009 in
Jordan found that around 70,000 women domestic workers from Indonesia, Sri Lanka, and the Phi-
lippines experienced abuses (Tamkeen 2015). It remains unclear, however, how many people in total
are affected by forced labour and trafficking (Feingold 2005).

Very little research has been implemented to assess what works and what does not in the field of
preventing forced labour and trafficking in migration (see Bryant and Landman 2020; Davy 2015,
2016). Bryant and Landman (2020) conducted a review of 90 anti-trafficking programme evaluations
to assess lessons learned about what mechanisms work to combat various types of modern slavery,
including forced labour and trafficking. They found that evaluations of anti-trafficking programming
primarily focus on assessing to what extent project outputs were achieved rather than outcomes (for
example the reduction of trafficking), and only one was conducted in an Arab country.

In this paper, we draw on extensive literature and conduct interviews with key informants1 (KIs) to
highlight the most and least effective mechanisms found to reduce forced labour and trafficking
along the migration route. This analysis can help policymakers as well as programmes focused on
preventing forced labour and trafficking refine intervention strategies and theories of change.

Methodology

We conducted 18 in-depth interviews with KIs chosen from NGOs, academia, government, and inter-
national agencies that are involved in migration2, to evaluate, qualitatively, instances of forced
labour and trafficking and the effectiveness of interventions along the entire migration route. The
KIs interviewed were knowledgeable in migration practices and worked in both sending (Bangladesh
and Nepal) and destination countries (Lebanon and Jordan). More details about the group of KIs
interviewed can be found in the Appendix.

The interviews were semi-structured, and covered questions about the entire migration route,
including on support women migrants receive before departure, during migration, and upon
return; their working conditions and how they can be improved; responses to poor working con-
ditions; on mechanisms found to be more or less effective in reducing vulnerability to forced
labour; and additional challenges due to the COVID-19 pandemic.

The interviews were conducted in English virtually via online platforms from August to October
2020. They were conducted in English virtually via online platforms and recorded where consent was
given. The data was analysed against broad themes of what interventions/mechanisms KIs men-
tioned to have worked well, which did not work well and reasons for shortcomings, and how
they see COVID-19 changing the situation for migrant workers. The various interventions mentioned
were then classified according to their position along the migration route (pre-departure, post-
departure, and upon return). The methodology and study protocol received ethical clearance and
authorisation from two separate Institutional Review Boards (IRB) – one at a university and
another in a large international research organisation.

Reducing women’s forced labour and trafficking along migration pathways

Push and pull factors in short-term migration for work

The large difference in incomes between West- and South-Asia is one of the key factors stimulating
international migration in this corridor. Lack of domestic income generation opportunities, as well as
natural disasters, are additional push factors. Women might also migrate if domestic income gener-
ation opportunities are structured so that only men are qualified or eligible, or if local norms and
traditions are not favourable for women’s employment close to home. KI 11 notes for India that
“the most important issue is poverty. Not necessarily targeting trafficking but additional social
reform in the country of origin” [is needed]. Moreover, some women migrants seek work abroad
to escape a bad family situation or seek more personal freedom.
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There are also pull factors provided by early migrants who returned after sending large remit-
tances. Some countries have a strong interest in female migrants. For example, to ensure a
steady supply of low-skilled female labour from Bangladesh, Saudi Arabia aimed to link male
low-skilled migration to a steady supply of female low-skilled workers, requesting that 10,000
women be sent every month and promising funds of US$ 2000–2500 per woman. Negotiations
between the Government of Bangladesh and Saudi Arabia ultimately failed (KI 16). Moreover,
migration costs have remained lower for women migrants. Blanchet and Biswas (2020) report,
based on a survey of migrants in five districts of Bangladesh, that one-third of female migrants
to Saudi Arabia reported not paying any fees, while only 0.1% of men reported not paying any
fees.

In countries of origin (sending countries), pre-departure

Migration bans, age limits, and restrictive regulations
As a protective measure against exploitation and trafficking, some South Asian governments such as
Nepal and Sri Lanka have instituted migration bans for prospective women migrant domestic
workers (MDWs) headed to some West Asian countries (Napier-Moore 2017). While well-intentioned,
such policies often result in women taking more expensive and potentially more perilous migration
routes, foregoing formal, registered migration, in favour of undocumented, illegal migration that
leaves them more vulnerable to exploitation (ILO 2015; KI 5). Women who continued to migrate
to the Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) countries, unlike men, were not entitled to repatriation or
support if they became ill during the Covid-19 pandemic, and consular services were similarly
more restricted. Overall, the evidence suggests that the bans increased irregular migration (KI 3;
ILO 2015).

Pre-departure training, networks, and rights awareness
Pre-departure orientation training has been a key intervention for protecting MDWs abroad by sup-
plying them with needed information on expectations and rights and to ease their transition (Asis
and Agunias 2012). Training for formal migrants to West Asia has become mandatory in several
countries, like Bangladesh, Nepal, and Sri Lanka. Government-provided training days in Bangladesh
increased from 14 days to 21 days and most recently to 45 days (KI 13). However, it is often provided
far away from women’s homes and presents a trade-off as it competes with other important daily
activities such as domestic work and childcare. This has led, at times, to payoffs to dalals (migration
brokers) to waive attendance requirements or purchase attendance certificates on the black market
(KIs 2 and 14). A survey of 522 MDWs in Jordan and Lebanon finds that only 38% of respondents
completed a formal pre-departure training course (Frantz 2014).

There is evidence of inconsistent or poor implementation of these trainings (Asis and Agunias
2012). Curricula have been criticised for being overly general and for not providing enough infor-
mation on support channels and migrants’ legal rights (Frantz 2014). Language training,
especially destination country dialect, was suggested by MDWs as an important topic for train-
ings. Regmi, Aryal, and van Teijlingen (2020) also call for the inclusion of mental health aware-
ness as part of pre-departure training to aid with isolation, work stress, and potential employer
abuse.

Raising awareness amongst migrant women workers of their rights and conditions of their
employment contracts in the destination country is important. Sixty-eight percent of Nepalese dom-
estic workers surveyed in Lebanon were not aware that they had a legal right to hold on to their
passports and only 26% of respondents held on to their passports (Frantz 2014).

While pre-departure training plays an important role in providing information for prospective
first-time migrants and can help them develop networks that can transcend to the country of
work, such training on its own is unlikely to prevent forced labour and trafficking for those who
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migrate out of compulsion and it will not reach women who travel informally or cannot attend the
trainings.

Pre-departure networks
Frantz (2014) collected stories of MDWs in Lebanon and Jordan that illustrate the importance of com-
munication among migrants, as well as the establishment of connections, and access to media,
especially under the Kafala sponsorship system where the employer controls migrants’ legal pres-
ence. One useful mechanism for reducing vulnerability would be for women migrant workers to
establish their own networks, prearranged and pre-departure–among themselves-without relying
on the government and embassies. This is especially important for domestic workers who live
with their employer with few outside contacts (Barsbai 2018). Moreover, Frantz (2014) notes that
domestic care workers prefer their own social networks over that provided by official channels for
information.

Improving regulations on intermediaries in sending countries
Migration brokers and recruitment agencies fill a huge information and knowledge gap for migrants
in South Asia, especially in rural areas. Better regulation of these private-sector actors as well as
inspection of their practices may help reduce the exploitative costs incurred by migrant women
as well as malpractice and fraud, while elevating agencies that are better managed (Kern and
Müller-Böker 2015; Tamkeen 2015).

Recruitment agencies in sending countries have been found to replace contracts approved by
the destination country with contracts that state different terms and conditions. This might also
happen in destination countries (Bajracharya and Sijapati 2012). A survey of migrant workers in
Jordan found that 70% of domestic workers signed a contract but did not receive a copy, 42%
received a lower salary than that stated in their contract, and many others did not have contracts
(Tamkeen 2015).

The proliferation of dummy agencies operating under other firms, the mobility of agents, and the
informality of practices in some cases make it difficult to regulate the system and indicate the inter-
twined nature that makes it possible to both support and exploit migrant workers on various fronts.
Recruitment agencies can range from formal, highly professional, and certified enterprises to infor-
mal or un-registered one-person agents, such as dalals in Bangladesh (Siddiqui and Abrar 2019). Kern
and Müller-Böker (2015) and KI 12 note that these actors also play positive roles for women from
rural and remote areas who do not have access to formal, urban-center based agents.

Indebtedness
Migrant workers are often charged fees to apply for, get accepted to, and travel to jobs, before their
departure. Migrant workers or their family members often borrow money (either formally or infor-
mally) and become indebted in the process. This traps them into being unable to refuse a job
pre-departure, ask for higher salaries, demand their rights, or forces them to continue working
even if there is abuse or contract violation when they reach the destination country (Paoletti et al.
2014). In most cases, migrants have entered a vicious circle of indebtedness before they start to
earn money for themselves and their families (KI 5).

It has become a norm and cultural expectation in sending countries that workers pay to migrate
abroad. For example, a domestic worker from Nepal can owe recruitment agents up to $20,000 in
placement, travel, and accommodation costs (Kilby and Wu 2020). Indebtedness coupled with the
Kafala system leads to vulnerability and provides the perfect conditions for trafficking and debt
bondage (KI 5).

Although recruitment fees are a key challenge in sending countries, there are linkages to destina-
tion countries as well. Fees paid by migrant workers also fund kickback bribes to employment
agencies in destination countries. The employment agency often links giving labour supply contracts
to recruitment agencies in sending countries to the receipt of “presents” (KI 5). On the macro level,
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through this recruitment process, millions of dollars are exiting labour-sending countries to pay for
these bribes.

The Sri Lankan Bureau of Foreign Employment implemented a “Zero Chargeable Recruitment
Fees” policy for female MDWs, by banning recruitment agents from charging any fees (MFA
2019). Other governments such as Nepal have mandated fee caps (in this case $700). However,
migrants continue to be charged higher fees (Paoletti et al. 2014).

In destination countries

Tackling economic exploitation in destination countries
In addition to receiving low wages, many workers in destination countries face economic exploita-
tion through delayed, docked, or entirely withheld wages. This has been named as “wage theft” by
the Migrant Forum in Asia to emphasise the criminal nature of such practices (KI 5). Outstanding
wages are often used against workers as coercion, to prevent workers from reporting abuse or
leaving their employer (KI 7). Various strategies have been adopted by countries to tackle the econ-
omic exploitation of workers. Some countries have increased the penalty for non-payment of wages.
In Qatar non-payment of wages is punishable by one year in prison and 10,000 Qatari Rial (approxi-
mately US$ 2500). However, KI 5 observes that this fine remains too low and insufficient to effectively
prevent this crime (KI 5).

UAE and Qatar also require that the employer pays wages directly into a bank account (KI 1). This
policy aims to remove economic exploitation by monitoring wage payments and thereby improving
enforcement (KIs 1 and 10). The policy also has the benefit of identifying wage theft without the
need for it to be reported by the worker (KI 10).

Some countries, such as Jordan and Lebanon, have introduced standardised contracts. Although
these do not set wages, they explicitly state that workers should receive their wages in full at the end
of every month. Standard contracts also aid in setting standards of work and wages, improve
workers’ bargaining power, allow workers to bring complaints to a judicial authority, provide for
fairer and more efficient judicial proceedings, and encourage domestic and international monitoring
of the enforcement of judgments (KI 1; Manseau 2007). Recently, Lebanon attempted to revise the
standard contract to improve migrant workers’ rights by allowing them to terminate their contracts
and change employers, two important elements in reducing vulnerability (KI 7). Unfortunately, this
attempt did not succeed in the face of lobbying by the private syndicate of recruitment agencies.
Moreover, difficulty in monitoring working conditions and payments results in weak enforcement
of contracts (KI 10). This highlights the need for inspections, including private interviews with
migrant workers (KIs 1 and 10). In addition, the consequences for workers must be considered
when convicting an employer of wage theft, such as provisions to allow these workers to remain
in the destination country and seek alternative employment if they wish to do so.

Discrimination and employer attitudes
Many workers face racial abuse and discrimination, both as a result of systemic issues as well as some
employers’ attitudes (KI 5). Understanding how these different forms of discrimination compound to
a unique pattern of discrimination is important to effectively tackle forced labour and trafficking.

In many contexts, salaries and wages are nationality-based (KI 6) and migrant salaries can differ by
migrant’s country of origin, rather than skill set. A full recognition of migrant workers in domestic
labour law could reduce this type of abuse (KIs 1, 7, and 10).

Many projects include educational campaigns to change the attitudes of employers (and the
public) as part of their intervention. In their review of programme evaluations focused on anti-
trafficking, Bryant and Landman (2020) find that such interventions had mixed results. They note
that campaigns need to be targeted, adapted to local contexts, and contain clear messages to be
effective in achieving behavioural change.
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Some strategies could cause a backlash, worsening the situation for migrant workers (KI 5). KIIs
described an unsuccessful sensitisation campaign in Lebanon, which depicted Lebanese women
dressed in domestic worker uniforms. Instead of identifying with migrant women, Lebanese
women felt dehumanised themselves, rendering the intervention meaningless (KI 5). Carefully con-
sidered interventions can be effective. In one study, randomly selected Filipino domestic workers
were given a pack of dried mangoes and were encouraged to give it as a gift to their employer
upon their arrival. They were also encouraged to show their employer a photograph of themselves
with their family. The aim was to humanise the domestic worker in the eyes of their employer and
create goodwill through the gift. This intervention was successful in decreasing verbal, physical, and
sexual violence by the employer. Workers who participated in the intervention were also more likely
to renew their contracts and their family members had a more positive view of the migration experi-
ence (Barsbai 2018).

Given the importance of having rest days and freedom of movement, as well as access to mobile
phones for well-being, and to enable women to access support networks and services, these topics
should also be included in behavioural change communication with employers. Interventions that
encourage employers to allow workers to own a mobile phone and to give workers complete
privacy in their usage of their phone would be valuable.

Improving migrant worker awareness of support services
Many efforts have been made to increase support services to workers, but research shows that few
workers know how to access these (Bajracharya and Sijapati 2012). Frantz (2014) found that of their
sample of MDWs in Lebanon, 29% knew how to access a hotline while only 1% knew how to access
legal services. Knowledge of how to contact support services was found to be higher in Jordan with
42% of workers aware of how to access a hotline and 28% aware of how to access legal services
(Frantz 2014). A multipronged approach to make workers aware of support services and how to
access them is important to the success of such services in aiding workers (KI 10). To be effective,
interventions focused on support services might need to be linked with other interventions, such
as increasing mobile phone access.

Supporting existing safe spaces
While many projects aim to create safe spaces in strategic locations, in most contexts, there are exist-
ing places where migrants meet or make short visits to buy goods from their home country, remit
money, or make phone calls. The church is one such place where MDWs go out and meet (KI 10).
Also, individuals, migrant associations, and embassies organise concerts and cultural activities
(Frantz 2014). Programmes should aim to support and strengthen already existing safe spaces
and cultural events rather than creating new ones and work closely with migrants, migrant associ-
ations, and shop and café owners to identify appropriate channels to provide support. Support could
include indoor communal spaces where migrants can meet, subsidised phone calls, placing radios or
TVs along with audio or video information on support services and rights, providing pamphlets on
support services and rights, practical assistance for passport and other applications, and financial
support for existing cultural events (Rashid and Watson 2017). Further, there are existing safe
houses which are generally seen to be an effective mechanism to have, but KI 5 cautions that this
is only useful for after the women have already been abused and have escaped and need a safe
place to stay before they find another job or leave the country (KI 5).

Virtual safe spaces
Physical safe spaces are only accessible to women who are not imprisoned by their employers (Baj-
racharya and Sijapati 2012; KIs 5 and 6). Even the standardised contracts introduced in Jordan allow
employers to determine whether live-in domestic workers can leave the household during their time
off (KI 5). In Jordan and Lebanon, 28% and 29% of live-in MDWs respectively reported they did not
have a set day off from work. In addition, 24% of live-in MDWs said that they were not allowed to
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leave their employers’ homes even if they had a set day off (Frantz 2014). Freelancers who are more
loosely tied to an employer might have more freedom and account for 70-80% of migrants in
Lebanon (KIs 2 and 12).

To reach women with almost no freedom of movement, arguably the most vulnerable women,
programmes need to develop strategies that reach women within their employers’ homes and
create spaces accessible to migrants without leaving their place of work. Studies have found that
mobile phones serve as the most important communication channel for MDWs (Frantz 2014).
Eighty-two percent of MDWs in Jordan and Lebanon reported owning a mobile phone. Radio
access was lower; in Jordan 62% of women reported owning or having access to a radio, and
85% of these listened regularly. In Lebanon 45% of women reported owning or having access to
a radio; among these 83% listened regularly. Interest in radio shows in their native language is
large; 85% and 98% of MDWs in Jordan and Lebanon, respectively, expressed interest in radio pro-
grammes in their native language (Frantz 2014). Information dissemination over the radio, and
access to legal advice and mental health services over the phone could reach women at employers’
homes. Programmes could also create means for workers with limited mobility to organise (KI 10),
such as introducing women to group messaging services or organizing group calls with other
migrants.

One risk programmes must be aware of is that there have been reported cases of domestic
workers who are allowed to own mobile phones, but whose employers closely monitor their
usage (Esim and Smith 2004). However, there is no recent study that has quantified how
prevalent this behaviour is. Programmes should get insights from migrant workers in their
focus area before planning a mobile phone-based intervention. Consideration must also be
given to ensuring resources accessed through mobile phones are accessible to migrants
who are not literate.

Regulate employment agencies
KIs in both Jordan and Lebanon highlighted that employment agencies wield considerable power
and that their practices, driven by their financial interests, contribute to the vulnerability of
migrant workers. In addition to bribery systems that operate between some sending and receiving
countries, employment agencies have a vested interest in having both employers and migrants
depending on them and extracting fees from both. According to KI 9, there are approximately
500 recruitment agencies in Lebanon that are working outside the governmental office for recruit-
ment. Rather than focusing on legalizing the paperwork of women migrants who are already in
Lebanon, their financial interest is to bring in new migrants.

If sending countries were to maintain a database of all applications and their status, pre-depar-
ture, in-destination, returned, or repeat, then resources could be targeted better to more vulnerable
migrants. Increased information, transparency, and accountability could help crowd out labour
brokers at lower levels of the chain (Rashid and Watson 2017). However, such a system would
need to respect the privacy of workers, prevent worker surveillance and other misuse of their data.

Strengthen embassy support
Sending countries do not always have embassies and accessible safe houses in destination countries
(Bajracharya and Sijapati 2012). For example, Nepal only has embassies in four GCC countries, while
many women have expressed that a strengthened government presence through embassies would
offer more protection to migrants (ILO 2015). During the Covid-19 pandemic, the need for embassy
presence has become even more important. Governments can also better advocate for eliminating
wage theft, abuse, and discriminatory practices through greater in-country presence (Rashid and
Watson 2017).

As KI 15 notes, the Embassy of the Philippines is very responsive to concerns raised by their
citizens abroad with reports and responses published on Facebook for transparent monitoring.
However, some embassies are less responsive, or are considered to value existing bilateral
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trade relationships over the welfare of low-skilled migrant citizens in the domestic and garment
sectors.

Redress mechanisms
Migrants tend to have limited means to report abuse, such as forced labour, in host countries. This is
mainly a result of the exclusion of domestic work from national labour laws. Other challenges include
limited mobility, lack of language skills, and lack of host country legal and redress mechanisms. In
some countries, formal redress mechanisms do exist, but often require the filing of lengthy
reports, and might require proof of the abuse, which can be difficult to produce (KI 14). A recent
report that analysed court cases involving MDWs and their employers in Lebanon revealed legal
biases that denied justice to the workers (ILO 2020).

To ensure that situations of abuse are reported and addressed, government-sponsored redress
mechanisms through NGOs or other institutions trusted by migrant women, and in locations that
they frequent, are needed. These should be confidential, readily accessible, not require extensive lit-
eracy skills, and include mechanisms that ensure that complaints are acted upon without adverse
impacts for the complainant (KI 17). Embassy/consular support is, moreover, needed in the event
of violence and abuse, and should include the provision of shelter. NGOs and other providers
could be contracted to provide these services with appropriate consular oversight and reporting
mechanisms (KIs 3, 17, and 18).

Unionisation
The balance of power between an MDW and her employer is skewed in favour of the employer.
Unions are an important tool for increasing the power that workers hold to improve the balance
of power (KIs 1 and 5). Historically unions for MDWs have been illegal and have had low member-
ship (KIs 1 and 5). In Lebanon recent attempts to legalise the unionisation of migrant workers
have not been fruitful (KI 1). Jordan has not ratified the ILO Convention on Freedom of Association
and Protection of the Right to Organise; and while migrant garment workers have union fees
automatically deducted from their wages, they cannot be elected to union positions, and
unions generally only represent national workers (KI 9). Unions have difficulties reaching
workers, especially live-in domestic workers whose ability to organise remains largely dependent
on their freedom of movement (KI 10). The ILO is beginning to develop a system whereby the
paperwork for migrants is centrally stored, helping to prevent contract substitution. This system
presents an opportunity for unions to easily access the information needed to aid their
members (KI 5).

Reintegration

Reintegration assistance
Economic, social, and cultural reintegration back into countries of origin is one of the least
researched phases of the migration pathway. One reason for this is the lack of data on returning
workers and their reintegration patterns (Wickramasekara 2019). Several reintegration challenges
have been reported, including inadequate employment services, lack of skill certification and recog-
nition, especially for unskilled migrant workers, lack of social protection and pension coverage,
resource constraints, and stigmatisation – especially of women migrants – by families and society.
Beydoun (2006) argues that a key element of preventing forced labour and trafficking is through sup-
porting returning workers. Returnees are at a high risk of illegal migration or being trafficked if they
are unable to integrate back into society. In addition to support with education and employment,
long-term assistance with trauma, in particular for cases of victims of trafficking, is needed (Bryant
and Landman 2020; Wickramasekara 2019).

Reintegration of female migrants seems particularly challenging in South-Asia. Female returnee
migrants in India often had to move to shelters or government houses, as they would not be
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accepted back into the family due to strong societal norms against independent living. Norms for
women’s families have changed, however, because of the large demand for garment workers (KI
11). A further complication is that rural landholdings are very small, making claimants by returnees
on rural assets unwelcome. There is thus a need to create jobs for women and girls, for example,
through vocational schooling for returnees (ibid.).

The Nepalese government started thinking of ways to support and integrate returning migrants
through grants to start small enterprises (Kilby and Wu 2020). However, informal or illegal migrants
such as migrant women travelling indirectly through India, are likely to be ineligible for the proposed
reintegration programme. Wickramasekara (2019) recommends that sending countries develop
comprehensive and inclusive reintegration programmes and policies, regardless of age, gender,
skills, or migratory status (regular or irregular channels).

Interventions in the institutional and policy framework

Policies and laws can further increase or reduce the risk of trafficking and forced labour. National
laws in sending and destination countries determine migration destination, pathways, and resources
available to migrants and employers. They often contribute to migrant workers’ vulnerability by
giving employers disproportionate control over workers (Abimourched 2011). Additionally, bilateral
agreements can determine the rules and conventions governing the flow of migrants from one
country to another. Finally, there are international agreements related to migration, signed and
agreed upon by multiple countries, that function predominantly as non-binding regulations that
countries sign up to (or not) agreeing to uphold with no real penalty for non-implementation.
This includes international agreements by organisations such as the United Nations, its specialised
organisations, like the ILO, and other regional bodies.

The Kafala system prevailing in the Arab countries of West-Asia reflects the imbalance between
employers and migrant workers. It requires migrants to not only have sponsorship from an employer
for permission to work but also approval from the employer before leaving or switching jobs (KI 10).
The system not only binds migrants in unequal contracts but also criminalises non-compliance by
workers. The elimination of the Kafala system, some argue, would reduce women MDWs’ vulner-
ability as well as create competition between employers, establishing a local market for migrant
labour that is not yet present (KI 5).

While in principle most laws and policies aim to make the migration experience fair and equitable,
and free from discrimination, guarantee safe working conditions, and recourse to redressal, policies
need to be especially cognizant of the special needs of women migrants. Despite this, female
migrants continue to face systemic and structural disadvantages in sending and destination
countries, and segregated labour markets that leave women in low-paying jobs and sectors. They
are also more likely to experience physical and sexual violence and exploitation. Migrant women
from certain regions, like South-Asia, are also much less likely to have access to a network of
fellow migrants because women still make up a relatively small proportion of total migrants.

Conclusions

As migration increases, many migrants, particularly women migrating along the South-to-West Asia
corridor, face precarious situations that put them at risk of forced labour and trafficking at various
moments along the migration pathway. Literature and the key informants interviewed concur
that this includes first interactions with recruiters in the country of origin, incurring debt to pay ques-
tionable fees, pre-departure formalities and training, departure itself, and the risk of deception upon
arrival, together with forced labour conditions, such as low wages, mobility restrictions, and passport
confiscation. The Kafala system prevailing in the Arab countries of West-Asia contributes to the
abuse experienced by female migrants, and particularly those working in the domestic care sector.
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A variety of interventions have been implemented to address the vulnerability of women
migrants with mixed success. Banning women from migrating is a policy that is still in place in
some countries even though it has been shown to increase the risks of trafficking. Providing appro-
priate information pre-departure to migrants can improve outcomes, while generic information to
women is unlikely to be cost-effective. Supporting migrants who plan to work abroad with a
network of other migrants can help reduce challenges in destination countries. Safe physical
spaces in the country of work are important but will not reach migrants without adequate mobility.
Migrants without mobility can often be reached through mobile phones and radio. Reintegration
programmes are important and can break cycles of negative migration experiences. Moreover,
there is a need to develop much more credible knowledge of migration experiences and ensure
that women migrants themselves are more involved in institutions and programmes aimed to
support them.

Notes

1. These key informant interviews (KIIs) constituted formative research to prepare for further quantitative and
qualitative studies as part of a larger project on migration, forced labour, and freedom of work.

2. Due to delays caused by COVID-19, interviews with migrants had not been conducted at the time of writing of
this paper. They will form part of future outputs of this study.
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Appendix

Basic characteristics of key informants.

Country of Work*
Bangladesh
Nepal
Lebanon
Jordan
Broader region

Number of KIs
6
4
3
5
4

Work Sector*
Advocacy/NGO
Government
Academia

Number of KIs
15
1
5

*Not mutually exclusive categories, therefore sums up to more than 18.
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