
The continuing modernisation 
programme going on in the Mid­
dle Eastern States is producing a 
stream of large projects in indus­
try, construction and other service 
sectors as well as creating innu­
merable employment opportuni­
ties. Pictured here is some of 
this activity. At top right, is a 
modern public housing complex 
coming up in the desert in Dam-
mam, Saudi Arabia. At centre, 
an oil storage tank at Al-Ahmadi 
In Kuwait close to where an oil 
processing facility is being built. 
However, only a small proportion 
of Kuwait's labour force Is engag­
ed in the oil industry although the 
government derives over 90 per­
cent of its revenue from this sec­
tor. The result is that a major 
part of the labour force has to 
be sought from other lands; and 
as seen in the picture below this 
sight of immigrant labour queu­
ing up to regularise their em­
ployment has been typical in 
those states evicting migrants not 
in possession of valid work per­
mits. 

11 

MIDDLE EAST MIGRATION 
• Around 1973 the Middle East 
states experienced an increase In 
their revenues from petroleum and 
consequently in their liquidity 
situation. But they soon realised 
the extent to which their econo­
mies were underdeveloped with 
low literacy rates, short life ex­
pectancy, unskilled labour, a low 
level of technology, little diversified 
development outside the oil sector, 

and with all the problems of a 
single-resource economy. For them 
a major impediment to economic 
growth and development was the 
shortage of labour at all levels. 
From then began the exodus of 
migrant workers to these 'oil-rich' 
countries. 

Current estimates of the num­
ber of migrant workers in the 
Middle East vary between 

two million and two and a 
half million. (See table 1). The 
largest recorded number of migrant 
workers In this region were from 
Pakistan, followed by Egypt, India 
and Afghanistan; while the princi­
pal host countries have been Iran, 
Saudi Arabia, Kuwait, Liblya, Qa­
tar, United Arab Emirates and 
Oman. For the labour exporting de­
veloping countries the foreign r e ­
mittances from their migrant work­
ers have, over the 1970's, consti­
tuted a considerable proportion of 
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their foreign incomes; and for a 
few it h a s been one of their fast­
est growing components of foreign 
exchange earnings. (See tables 1, 2 
and 3). For the labour receiving 
countries th is migran t labour has 
been a vital component of their de­
velopment effort. But for many rea­
sons (listed later) doubts have ari­
sen in these host countries about 
t h e wisdom of encouraging the de­
velopment of expatr iate communi­
ties; a l though i t is essential t h a t 
in order to expand their economies 
they must have more labour and 
this must be imported expatriate 
labour. 

As in the other labour supply­
ing countries, in the case of Sri 
Lanka too, these developments in 
the Gulf region are having a bear­
ing on part icular aspects of the 
economy - they contribute tn I n ­
creasing the. o.nnnr,riPg mrplgn rp-
• sources,"while these monies spent 
lOcauy j ) " pnTtgmi'ipj.tiin »r—r?est-
~ments such as land and housing 
jynr i tn further p» Sft u p prices; em-
nlnvmet hng beep nrovlderl tn a 
large number " f """•frff™, f^" 0 * V w > 

shortage of skilled labour locally Is 
fur ther aggravated; also general 
Business prospects T n th is region 
have improved tor Sri Lankans, 
while there is uncertalni ty as to 

By the end of 1970's i t ap ­
peared t h a t the Gulf States were 
applying the brakes on t h e steady 
inflow of unskilled migrant labour. 
For countries such as India, from 
where thousands of workers flocked 
to the Gulf in t h e mid-1970's in 
t h e wake of the oil price boom, there 
were definite signs of t h e reversal 

.of this t rend. Over the two years 
1979 and 1980 m a n y thousands of 
I n d i a n workers who were over-stay-

.Ing their visas were compelled to 
re turn home. Since 1979 there was 
a marked drop in employment op­
portunit ies in the Gulf and also in 
t h e number of India and Pakistani 
nat ionals seeking employment in 
th is region. In t h e case of Sri Lanka 
t h e issue of passports and migra­
tions reached a peak in 1979 and then 
fell even below 1978 levels in 1980. 
(See tables 3 and 14). Value of remit­
tances, however, appear to have 
been on the increase — possibly 
there were more Sri Lankans t h a n 
fiver before working In the Gulf by 
1980, though t h e numbers of new 
migran t workers during 1980 could 
have dropped. 

A closer look a t the background 
to t h e Middle East labour "mar­
ket" will provide a bet ter apprecia­
t ion of the issues involved. 

Tabic 1—MIDDLE EAST EMPLOYMENT 

Country Year Nos. Remittances 
( U S S billion) 

Afghanistan ... ... 1977 200,000 .2 
Bangladesh ... ... 1977 100,000 .IS 
Egypt ... ... 1977 350,000 1.0 
India ... ... 1978 300,000 1.6 
Jordan ... ... 1977 150,000 .4 
South Korea ... ... 1978 80,000 .2 
Pakistan ... 1978 300,000 1.1 
Philippines ... ... 1978 80,000 .1 
Sudan ... ... 1977 50,000 .04 
Thailand ... ... 1978 30,000 .02 
Yemeu Arab Rep. / ... ... 1977 ' 500,000 1.0 
Yemen People's Democratic Rep. 1977 300,000 .2 
Sri Lanka* ... ... 1978 20,000 .04 

1980 40,000 .1 

Source: IMF Survey, September, 4 1978 and Financial Times supplements 
1979 and 1980. 

* Estimates based on annual job placement by employment agencies, Immigration De­
partment figure of passport issues and private remittances recorded by the Central 
Bank. 

Table 2—REMITTANCES TO SELECTED COUNTRIES BY MIGRANT WORKERS 
(in millions of U.S. dollars) 

Country 1973 1974 1975 1976 1977 

Afghanistan 205 
Bangladesh ... is 43 53 70 
Egypt 87 189 340 615 1,020 • 
India 235 297 535 713 "8 Jordan 45 75 167 411 "8 
Korea 154 154 158 195 17 
Pakistan 151 239 353 590 1,11 
Philippines 104 128 112 13 
Sri Lanka ... ... 3 7 to Sudan .. 12 04 
Yemen Arab Republic 129 ' i59 307 796 1,00 
Yemen, People's Dem. Rep. of 33 41 56 115 17 

Source: Andreas S. Cerakis and S. Tliayanithy, "Wave of Middle East Migra­
tion Raises Questions of Policy in Many Countries" IMF Survey, 
September, 4, 1978. 

Table 3—TRANSFER PAYMENTS TO SRI LANKA 
(Rs. Million) 

Year Private Export As Percent of 
Transfers Earnings Export 
(Credit) Earnings 

1970 17.9 2,033.0 1.0 
1971 20.4 2,039.9 1.1 
1972 23.6 2,015.7 1.2 
1973 47.7 2,629.8 . 1.7 
1974 54.3 3,502.9 1.6 
1975 60.0 3,968.5 1.5 
1976 . 108.0 4,840.1 2.2 
1977 189.7 6,569.6 2.9 
1978 609.8 13,193.0 4.6 
1979 935.4* 15,282.0 6.1 
1980 2,164.0** 17,388.3 12.5 

Source: Central Bank of Ceylon. 

* Provisional 
** Estimate based on 1980 first half year credits of Rs. 1,082 million. 
On a very approximate estimate, about 75-80 percent of these transfers, from 1973, could 
be regarded as emanating from the Middle East. 
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Table 4—PASSPORTS ISSUED IN SRI LANKA 

Month 1977 1978 1979 1980 

January 1,792 7,824 12,244 6,477 
February 2,589 7,133 12,375 6,316 
March 3,728 9,274 12,691 6,387 
April ... • 2,898 8,229 11,786 5,648 
May 3,728 8,233 10,806 6,769 
June 5,279 11,157 13,026 7,748 
July 6,017 10,919 13,309 8,688 
August 5,254 10,869 13,008 8,489 
September 5,310 8,343 11,488 10,32 
October 6,771 9,612 8,175 10,81 
November 6,645 9,511 7,558 29,34 
December 8,223 10,556 5,173 10,41 

Total 58,234 111,660 131,639 97,444 

Average per month 4,853 9,305 10.970 8,102 

Source: Department of Immigration & Emigration 

At the end of the 1950's some of 
the oil producing countries got 
together to form t h e Organisa­
tion* of Petroleum Exporting Coun­
tries (OPEC) in order to safeguard 
their own interests. Throughout the 
60's OPEC grew in membership and 
expertise. By the beginning of 1970 
they were maintaining t h a t oil r e ­
venues had not risen with the price 
of industrial goods they needed to 

' i m p o r t nor were they adequately 
compensated for the steady deple­
tion of their one major asset. The 
first step was taken with a confron­
ta t ion between Libya and t h e Oc­
cidental Oil Company t h a t resulted 
in an extra $500 million a year for 
Libya. From January 1974 the 
OPEC countries together increas­
ed the posted prices of a barrel of 
crude oil to US$ 11.65 which was 
four times the price t h a t prevail­
ed in January 1973. The revenue the 
major oil exporters earned as a 
result is estimated to have exceeded 
the 1973 level by nearly US$ 65 
billion. This shift in world income 
and capital distribution continued 
over the 1970's and h a d profound 
Implications not only for the deve­
loped countries bu t also t h e oil 
producing countries and the rest of 
the developing world. I t created 
much concern among Western eco­
nomies, who claimed t h a t these a n ­
nual surpluses in Arab hands 
amounted to a withdrawal of rough­
ly 5 percent of t h e developed world's 
spending power Into Arab reserves. 
This gave rise to wha t t h e West­
ern countries considered as the 
problem of "re-cycling" these petro­
dollars. 

• . With these big capital surpluses 
on their hands the Middle Eastern 
oil producing countries were left 
with two alternatives: to invest ab ­

road or to Invest a t home. Mans 
of these states realised t h a t they 
were dependent on a single r e ­
source, which was exhaustible. They 
were also not quite certain as to 
wha t real re turns they would r e ­
ceive if they invested most of their 
surpluses abroad and therefore the 
choice was inevitable t h a t they 
should develop industries, construc­
t ion projects and the other infras­
t ructure services of their own eco­
nomies. 

The enormous sums of capital 
being accumulated by the Gulf S ta­
tes in the 1970's were thus part ly in­
vested in numerous projects in ­
tended to advance t h e s tate of de­
velopment of these countries. Funds 
were poured into huge developments 
such as Dubai's US$ 600 million Je -
bel All aluminium smelter, Saudi 
Arabia's US$ 930 million Juabil h a r ­
bour project and several massive 
petrochemical projects in Jubail, 
Bahrain 's US$ 500 million dry dock 
and Qatar 's US$ 300 million steel 
Dlant. 

After 1973 there was also a 
heavy rush to develop the infra­
structure, social services and in ­
dustries together wi th rapid urba­

nization in these countries. This 
resulted in a series of costly prob­
lems such as por t congestion, bottle­
necks in the economy and domestic 
inflation. But from t h e very s ta r t 
the major constraint was the short ­
age of manpower of all kinds and 
a t various levels. The manpower 
within these countries was com­
pletely Inadequate and a large pa r t 
of their demand was met from re ­
source poor Arab States and t h e 
developing Asian countries extend­
ing from Jordan, Yemen and Af-
ghanis ta to South Korea. 

Manpower Shortage 
There are several reasons why 

these capital rich Middle East S t a ­
tes had to fall back on migrant 
labour to meet their manpower de ­
mand. Around 1975 It was est ima­
ted t h a t t h e total idigenous popula­
t ion in the Gulf States, excluding 
Libya and Saudi Arabia, was less 
than 1 million (although the Libl-
yan population of just over two mil­
lion and t h e Saudi Arab nat ional 
population of over 4 million were 
on a different scale). They were 
still regared as small populations 
for modern industr ial states, not 
producing for a l a r g e home mar ­
ket or a source from which a sub­
stant ial labour force could be 
drawn. 

As seen in table 5 the poten­
tial quanti ty and quality of the in­
digenous labour in these capital rich 
states was limited. Furthermore, 
there was a virtual exclusion of 
women from t h e indigenous labour 
force. Even more significant was 
the scorn for manua l work felt by 
large sections of the people of 
these societies. Moreover, substan­
t ial sections of these Gulf Arab 
Societies had become so 'wealthy' 
(in terms relative to their p re ­
vious s tandard of living) t h a t t h e 
need to work to a t ta in wealth 
was not clear to them. Their dis­
inclination to work ha rd and i n ­
ability to th ink in terms of wages 

Table 5—INDIGENOUS POPULATION AND INDIGENOUS WORK FORCE 
CAPITAL-RICH ARAB STATES, 1975 

OF 

Country 

Kuwait 
Qatar 
Libya 
United Arab Emirates 
Bahrain 
Saudi Arabia 

Population Work Force Percentage 

472,100 
67,900 

2,223,700 
200,000 
214,000 

4,592,500 

91,800 
12,500 

449 200 
45,000 
45,800 

1,026,500 

19.4 
18.4 
20.2 
22.3 
21.3 
22.3 

Source: Derived from J. Stace Birks and Clive A. Sinclair, Country Cases Studies: 
Kuwait, Qatar, Libya, United Arab Emirates, Bahrain, and Saudi Arabia, 
International Migration Project Working Papers (Durham: Durhams 
University, Economics. Department, 1977-78) 
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and salaries a t normal daily ra tes 
In r e tu rn for production h a s been a t ­
t r ibuted to t h e fact t h a t they had 
amassed such 'wealth' without much 
effort. Even poorer sections of th is 
society considered work devalued 
when they saw the wealth t h a t 
some members of their society had 
a t t a ined without apparent effort. 
I n these economies t h e tie between 
t h a t production activity In t h e eco­
nomic sector which contributes 
most to GNP ( the oil sector) and 
acquisition of income in t h a t sec­
tor was very loose. 

The disassociation of normal 
marke t re turns as wages In repay­
men t for work had been accentua­
ted by government policy. Despite 
the shortage of labour no govern­
m e n t in the Gulf has been in­
clined to encourage i ts nat ionals to 
en te r the most handicapped sectors 
Of the economy. On t h e contrary the 
entire system of creat ing posts in 
t h e public sector to accommodate 
t h e Indigenous population h a s been 
regarded in these countries as more 
a reflection of t h e modern in ter ­
pre ta t ion of the t radi t ional duties 
of the rulers who provided for their 
people. In both S_audi Arabia and 
Kuwait a h igh proportion of their 
nat ionals are thus with t h e govern­
men t or in senior manager ia l posi­
tions. I n Kuwait, for instance, only 
the idigenous population can own 
real estate and business must have 
a t least 51 percent Kuwaiti pa r t i ­
cipation; while foreign contractors 
and exporters must have Kuwaiti 
agents to bid on projects and sell 
their goods in the country. Also 
only Kuwaitis can get import 
licences. This system seems to re ­
ward t h e sleeping pa r tne r and agent 
over the skilled worker, t h e pro­
fessional and the manager ; and also 
encourages an inflated civil ser­
vice. Flor instance, nearly 75 per­
cent of the 90,000 active Kuwaiti 
labour force were empolyed by t h e 
Government ; but less t h a n 1,000 
Kuwaitis were in t h e lower salary 
bracket. This situation applies to 
m a n y of the other Gulf States as 
well. 

In many cases the link be t ­
ween effort and reward h a s been 
severed. The result is t h a t these 
countries have no t only turned to 
foreigners to do the menial jobs 
which nat ionals look down on (a 
si tuation developed In the indus­
trialised societies) but they also 
fall back on foreigners to do jobs 
t h a t their indigenous populations 

could be t ra ined to do if t he system 
does not work against them. In 
more recent times, however, some 
Middle East States have felt t he 
need to correct some of these prob­
lems. 

Another aspect of the need 
to employ foreign labour was t h a t 
many of the Arabs with the capi­
tal , and their foreign advisors or 
contractors, realised t h a t they could 
t ap t h e h u m a n resources of those 
developing countries where wages 
are low and employment scarce 
'and t h a t they could pay this 
labour proportionately smaller wages 
t h a n what was paid to those from 
the Western or other Arab states. 
Following the pa t t e rn in t h e in­
dustrialised Western countries they 
realised t h a t this labour force from 
the poorer developing countries, as 
a result of their difficult circum­
stances, would also be more sub­
missive and hence accept a greater 
intensity of work and longer work­
ing hours. This arises from their 
condition of extreme need, but 
i t is not only the poverty experien­
ced in their own country tha t 
makes the immigrant workers tole­
ra te the ha rd working conditions 
they are subjected to in these Gulf 
States, or wha t they have put u p 
with for decades in the Western 
industrialised countries. Studies 
have revealed t h a t i t is also their 
limited capacty for organisation and 
protection and their greater vulner­
ability to repression which places 
them in this situation. Their s ta tus 
as foreigners deprives immigrants of 
political r ights or even of their 
r ights as t rade unionists. I t is also 
easier to spread dissension and 
create divisions within t h e r anks of 
Immigrant labour in these countries 
because of their heterogenous 
na tu re . 

Most protests meet with th rea t s 
or actual harassment leading to 
even forefeiture of passports and 
cutt ing off of all sources of Income. 
Immigrants have thus been left to 
scrape u p sufficient resources, often 
in the most i nhuman manner , to 
re turn to their own country. 

The three cases quoted below 
of migran t labour in the Middle 
East seem typical of this situation. 

The journal India Today* relates 
of how 200-odd labourers were re ­
cruited in India for a project i n Du­
bai in 1979. They were promised a 
salary of 1,200 dirhams (Indian Rs. 
2,700) a mon th by a 'smooth-talk­
ing' employee of one of the largest 

recruiting agencies in Bombay. The 
prospective labourers were promis­
ed free accommodation and food 
with an opportunity of doubling 
their salary on overtime pay. Free 
electricity, a frlgidaire and air t i c ­
kets there and back were pa r t of the 
promised package. All they were 
required to do to arrive a t t he end 
of the rainbow was to pay a mere 
Rs. 10,000 each to the recruit ing 
agent. To a man, the 200-odd 
labourers sold whatever land and 
jewellery they possessed, Immersed ' 
themselves in debt to the local 
money-lender, and joyously j u m p ­
ed on to the bandwagon. 

After the money was paid to 
the recruit ing agent, instead of , 
the promised air fare, they were 
herded on board a rat-infested 
t r amp steamer. Ten days later, they 
arrived in Dubai, were hustled off 
to t h e construction site and given 
their accommodation-the clap­
board shacks. As soon as they a r ­
rived, their passports were taken 
away and they were brusquely in­
formed t h a t their salary would be 
20 d i rhams (Indian Rs. 45) a day; 
they would work nine hours a day 
with ho overtime and would have 
to pay for their own food. N a t u - » 
rally, i tems like frigidaires and 
electricity would not be provided. 
Some 20 labourers protested and 
were sacked on t h e spot. They were 
not given their passports nor the air 
fare to re turn home. 

After one month of back-break­
ing work, another group of 50 
labourers quit in disgust and join­
ed the swelling ranks of the ille­
gally unemployed immigrants in 
the country. "We even took a 
delegation to the Labour Office, but 
they didn't even bother to listen 
to us," said a mason among them. 

The remainder who decided to 
stick i t out merely entered t h e vi­
cious circle t h a t consti tutes a 
labourer's life in the Gulf. " I t is 
nothing but bonded labour," said 
T. P. Thomas, a labourer from Ke­
rala. "We cannot leave because thev 
refuse to re tu rn our passports anjd 
our work visas are for t h a t particu­
lar company. If we protest we are 
sacked. The Embassy can do noth­
ing, so we just have to suffer in 
silence." 

* This example is reproduced from 
the cover story "Chasing a Mirage" pub. 
lished in the April 1-15. 1980 issue of 
"India Today", with the kind permis­
sion of its Editor, Aroon Purie. 
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Two recent cases of exploitation 
of Sri Lankans by the local employ­
ment agencies were recounted in 
the Sunday Times of April 19, this 
year, by Journalist Patr ick Cruez who 
has returned after working a period 
of one year in the Middle East. He 
states 

"A white South African, a New 
Zealander and the British Consulate 
Joined me and another Sri Lankan 
to help repatriate 11 Sri Lankans who 
had nearly died of starvation in an 
Arab city after being brought in for 
employment. The white South African, 
Mr. Arthur Lees-Rolfe, on being told 
of their plight gave me Rs. 5,000 
in Arab currency to help feed the star­
ving Sri Lankans. The New Zealan­
der, Mr. John B. Conyngham, a for­
mer "Economist"correspondent, inter­
vened with the British Embassy on 
behalf of the Sri Lankans. 

Holed up in a small room barely 
sufficient for four people, the 11 Sri 
Lankans, all In their teens-masons, car­
penters, and welders — were patheti­
cally thin when they approached us 
for help. They had paid a recruiting 
agent in Colombo Rs. 10,000 each to 
secure employment. Most of them 
had pawned their family jewellery 
and sold valuables to raise this money. 

• With great difficulty we managed to 
get their Arab employer to release 
their passports and have them sent 
back home. I was happy to be told 
by some of them who came to meet 
me here in Colombo recently that the 
Labour Department has instituted 
legal action against the employment 
agency. 

I wish the Department success, 
but this is what happens all the time. 
In Kuwait airport for example two 
Sri Lankans found an 18-year-old 
Sri Lankan girl stranded. She had 
paid an employment agent Rs. 15,000 
and got an air ticket to Kuwait with 
the promise that her employer would 
pick her up at the airport. She wai t ­
ed for her prospective employer for two 
days In the airport without even an 
entry visa. A scrutiny of her ticket 
indicated that she was a transit pas­
senger to some other Arab country. 

I have seen young Sri Lankan 
women carrying the names of their 
Arab employers on boards hung 
round their necks-like animals with 
price tags. With their meagre belong­
ings beside them, they just stand there 
waiting to be picked up by God knows 
whom and for what — and after 
paying fabulous amounts of money to 
men and women who run employment 
agencies in this country". 

Continuing, the following Sun­
day, with his chronicle of exploita-

tion of the Sri Lankan worker in 
the Middle East by unscrupulous 
employment agencies Cruez s ta ted: 

"The Getty Oil Company of Kuwait 
advertised for draughtsmen and nurses/ 
midwives in an issue of the "Arab 
News". Salaries offered amounted to 
KD 257,150 for a draughtsman which 
worked out to little over 1,000 US dol­
lars a month. According to the salary 
scales advertised almost simultaneously 
in Sri Lanka, the some draughtsman is 
promised a wage of 400 US dollars a 
month. In the case of nurses of mid-
wives the disparity in wages is even 
worse. Getty Oil was willing to pay a 
nurse 1,105 dollars a month while Sri 
Lanka was willing to send a nurse for 
just 350 US dollars a month". 

The idea t ha t immigrants are 
necessary to carry out the arduous 
jobs rejected by the indigenous po­
pulation, however, is only half the 
story as shown by Manuel Castel 
in & paper on t h e Western experi­
ence of immigrant workers. Such 
jobs are not given out merely be­
cause they are "dirty" and "soul-
destroying" but because they are 
less well paid, Studies have estab­
lished t h a t Immigrant workers do 
not exist because there are "ardu­
ous and.badly paid" jobs to be done 
but r a the r arduous and badly paid 
jobs exist because immigrant work­
ers are present and can be sent 
for to do them. This is exactly wha t 
is occurring in most Gulf States. A 
clear example is the building in ­
dustry which has remained mainly 
small scale in character , because 
with the easy employment of immi­
grants, capital could be made more 
profitable t h a n having recourse to 
industrialised methods. If immi­
gran t labour was not available then 
this industry and the ra te of p ro­
fit in this sector would be consider­
ably reduced. This is why, the 
argument goes, capital cannot do 
without the "arduous jobs" or the 
Immigrant workers who do them. 
This is the 'invisible s t ructure" of 
the determination of capital of 
which we generally see only t h e ef­
fects. 

Another major benefit to these 
host countries pf an immigrant 
labour force Is t h a t apa r t from 
t h e fact t h a t i t receives the lowest 
wages, it is t h a t p a r t of the labour 
force whose hea l th conditions are 
best, contrary to popular belief. 
This is so because immigrants are 
generally young and in t h e prime 
of their working life and also ge­
nerally hea l th examinations ensure 
t h a t those who are not in good 
hea l th a re not retained for work 
in these countries. 

Further , migrant labour is t h a t 
pa r t of the work force which works 
in the worst safety and heal th 
conditions. This permits consider­
able savings in the organisation of 
work, reducing still further costs 
to their employers and host coun­
try. Also, the overall average r a t e 
of profit is increased with migrant 
labour by recruiting immigrants 
from among the young and pro­
ductive. Capital of the host coun­
t ry finds i t possible to avoid pay­
ing the costs of "rearing" the wor­
ker and maintenance costs after h is 
or her working life has ended. 
An OECD study estimated in t h e 
mid 1970's t h a t these costs amount­
ed to about U£$ 10,000 per worker 
In Europe a t t h a t t ime. 

Also, given the conditions In 
which immigrants live and work 
the majority are unmarr ied or "for­
ced" bachelors, and the costs of 
reproduction or maintenance of 
families are not borne by the 
host countries, which thus save 
on the cost of collective facilities 
such as public housing, schools, 
hospital services and other welfare 
benefits. 

The policies of these govern­
ments of the Middle East states was 
to allow imports of labour or ac ­
tively encourage it in order to 
make u p for t h e deficit in t h s 
labour supply. By 1975 Immigrant 
groups were of considerable scale as 
seen in table 6-below. Particularly In 
Kuwait, Qatar and UAE the ex­
pat r ia te communities outnumbered 
the indigenous population. In the 
Emirates, a vast majority of non 
nationals came into Abu Dhabi and 
Dubai and today Immigrants are es­
t imated to outnumber the local po­
pulation by one to five. The na tu re 
of these expatr iate communities 
vary reflecting the geographical 
proximity of supplier countries of 
labour; the scale and type of job 
opportunities and the extent of 
the wealth and level of develop­
ment programmes of the host coun­
tries. Thus In Bahrain, the Asians 
were the largest single group follow­
ed by Omanese, while British were 
also an Important element of the 
expatr iate community there. The 
Emirate of Oman, on the other 
hand, had exported nearly one-
fourth of i ts labour force and had 
to import half of its present work 
force from neighbouring Arab and 
Asian countries, including Sri 
Lanka. The vast majority of ex­
patr ia tes in Oman, however, were 
Indians and Pakistanis. 
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Table 6—NATIONAL AND NONNATIONAL POPULATIONS OF THE CAPITAL-
RICH ARAB STATES, 1975 

Country Nationals Percentage Nonnationals Percentage 

Kuwait ... ... 472.100 48.4 502j500 51.6 
Qatar ... ... 67,900 41.2 97,000 58.8 
Libya ... ... 2,223,700 80.7 531,500 19.3 
United Arab Emirates ... 200,000 41.0 456,000 59.0 
Bahrain ... ... 214,000 79.3 55,000 20.7 
Saudi Arabia ... ... 4,592,500 74.6 1,565,000 25.4 

Source: / . Stace Birks and Clive A. Sinclair, "Some Aspects of the Labour Market 
in the Middle East with Special Reference to the Gulf States" 
The Journal of Developing Areas 13 (April 1979). 

The steadily declining per­
centage of nat ionals , along with a 
growing population, appears to 
have posed a t h r e a t to t h e s tabi ­
lity of some of these Middle East 
countries. These countries have 
begun to fear t h a t t he dilution of 
the i r own nat ionals on such a scale 
would endanger the economic, cul­
tu ra l and even political Identity 
of their own countries. This im­
balance In t h e growth of population, 
however, has been p a r t of the un ­
expected impact of the Increasing 
oil surpluses of these states. 

A Slowing Down 

This policy of encouraging im­
ports of labour had resulted in a 
population of over 2 million foreign 
workers in these Gulf Sta tes by the 
end of 1980. They were required 
during the construction boom t h a t 
followed t h e 1973 oil price hike, 
This t rend continued almost to the 
end of the 1970's, when suddenly 
t h e Arab Governments decided t h a t 
certain restrictions should be im­
posed. Many of t h e Middle East 
s ta tes accepted t h a t the i r coun­
tries benefitted considerably from 
the use of migran t labour, pa r t i ­
cularly for t h e rapid development 
of infrastructure activity and 
indust r ia l projects. But wi th signs 
of th i s phase of development draw­
ing to a close t h e host govern­
men t s began to review the i r policy 
towards employment of foreign 
workers. The type of mig ran t worker 
needed in t h e Gulf began to change 
with the construction boom slow­
ing down. Ins tead of a n unskill­
ed work force they now need more 
skilled technicians to operate t h e 
dry docks, a luminium works, pe t ro­
chemicals complexes and other 
industr ia l facilities t h a t had come 
up. This t rend has a t t rac ted a 
different type of Asian worker, 
namely, one who was more educated 
and therefore more socially and 
politically aware. He was also less 
to lerant of t h e difficult condi­
t ions under which t h e unskiled 
worker had been put up in' t he 

Gulf. Thus by 1979 there were 
more protests from immigrant 
workers, who were complaining 
about their living conditions. This 
began to cause concern to the 
host governments and resulted in 
some of t h e Gulf s tates reviewing 
their policies towards foreign work­
ers. More restrictive conditions 
for employment in these States 
began to be enforced by their gov­
ernments to ensure t h a t t he im­
migrants , particularly unskilled 
labour, re turned home. They be­
gan to notice t h a t in addition to 
the migrant workers employed on 
contract, there were growing n u m ­
bers of foreigners who managed to 
remain in t h e Gulf a t t h e end of 
their contract service and find 
work illegally. Host countries saw 
these people as a large group over 
which they had little control. As 
many as possible of these mig­
ran t s were therefore compelled to 
leave on t h e grounds t h a t th ier 
visas had expired. 

The revolution in I r a n also 
led many states to reappraise their 
commitment to Islamic principles 
and an awakening to the extent to 
Which these tenents of their faith 
could be eroded by foreign Influ­
ences. They also seemed to grow 
more aware t h a t over 50 percent 
of their populations were expatr i ­
ates and politically a potential dan­
ger. 

I n Saudi Arabia, for Instance, 
the uprising In Mecca in which a 
number of foreigners participated 
caused fright to the Saudis. Today 
migrant workers here must have 
both a sponsor and a specific job 
before entering the country; and 
are generally not permit ted to 
bring in their families. I n some 
of these countries migrant work­
ers are housed in provisional quar­
ters outside the city and are un ­
able to enjoy the facilities and pr i ­
vileges of the lndigeneous popula­
tion. 

The presence of such large 
numbers of foreigners has cer ta in­
ly created doubts, on political and 
social grounds, i n t h e minds of 
the authorities in these countries. 
I n some states governments have 
adopted an "Arabisation" concept, 
following the Gulf Labour Minis­
ters ' Conference in December 1979; 
which mean t t h a t future employ­
m e n t should be confined to Arab 
nat ionals only. Following th i s 
move the Asian workforce h a d been 
reduced in some Gulf s tates and 
where possible was being replaced 
by Palestinians, Egyptians, Syrians 
and I ranians . 

Several other factors have been 
at tr ibuted to the ending of t h e 
boom for unskilled and semi-skill­
ed (male) workers such as the 
heavy but unproductive spending 
by several of these s ta tes In the 
late 1970's which caused a mini -
recession in the i r economies. I t Is a 
t rend the labour exporting coun­
tries must take note of. 

I n April th is year the Chair­
man of a leading foreign bank in 
the Middle East s ta ted In his an ­
nual report for 1980 t h a t compara­
tively few new projects were being 
started in the Gulf States. "Gov­
ernments are adopting a more cau­
tious approach and are taking longer 
to evaluate t h e possible benefits of 
large investments. Where joint ven-
tuers are involved, foreign par tners 
are also looking more closely for 
assurance of adequate re turns . One 
of the continuing problems is t h e 
shortage of skilled manpower". 

The oil rich Gulf States now need 
less construction workers and u n ­
skilled labour and far more tech­
nical personnel to operate the i r 
Industries and the other facilities 
t ha t have been built. This was also 
evident in t h e drop in numbers of 
migrants to these countries in 
1980. 

Signs were clear t h a t t he heavy 
construction drive had been hal ted 
with m a n empty or unfinished 
buildings spread across the Gulf 
region. In Kuwait and t h e Emi­
ra tes thousands of flats and ap -
par tments t h a t mushroomed vir­
tually overnight were left unoccu­
pied. The global recession a t 
the end of the 1970's, and also 
the extravagant expenditure wi th­
in these states, resulted in an In­
flation r a t e of over 40 percent In 
some states. Banks were compelled 
to adopt a more cautious policy 
Which in t u rn left many construc-
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tion projects only half finished. 
Sharjah for Instance, was described 
as "a space age ghost town" with 
Its modern buildings lying in 
the desert half completed. The 
ambitious Trade and Exhibition 
Centre in Dubai, t he highest build­
ing in the Gulf, which cost around 
$100 million to build has been r e ­
ferred to as Dubai's biggest. "White 
Elephant", since i t was empty for 
most pa r t of the year. In a t t empt ­
ing a giant step to modernization 
social factors were also causing 
problems in some states with the 
clash between the tradi t ional and 
the more westernized ways and 
thinking. Thus, in Jedah, Saudi 
Arabia, a $500 million 200-unlt ap 

Lanka. This type of spending has 
generally been found to lead to an 
increase in imports and boost money, 
supply In an Inflationary manne r 

"as several or tnese labour export-
lng countries permit Imports of 
the consumer goods on which 
foreign remit tances can be spent. 
To this extent the benefits, are 
said to be mainly short term, and 
some economists argue t h a t within 
this t ime frame they are largely 
illusory. 

Further , from t h e s tandpoint 
of the labour .exporting countries 
it has been found t h a t a major cost 
to them is the loss of t h e output 

par tment complex is yet not o c c U j O w the emigrants. During t h e Ini t ial 
pied almost an year after compleV^Brwps-rrf—grriigFatinn. this loss 
tion, because religious conserva­
tives objected to the lack of sepa­
ra te elevators for women. The 
s ta tement of Jedah 's young mayor, 
MoKamed Said Farsi , an archi tect 
educated in Egypt and Britain, t h a t : 
' 'Our biggest problem has been too 
rapid expansion" is typical of the 
a t t i tude of the authorit ies in these 
states. who are concerned over 
the adverse effects of their moder­
nization drive. 

' i m p a c t on Labour Exporting 
Countries 

Both Asian and Arab coun­
tries have benefitted but also face 
problems as a result of this flow 
of migrant labour into t h e Gulf. 
Though migran t workers have 
brought in much needed foreign ex­
change into the i r countries a large 
pa r t of this has been spent on 
consumer goods ra the r t h a n in t h e 
fprm*bf capital investment. Labour 
exporting countries have generally 
succeeded in a t t rac t ing r emi t t an ­
ces from their migrant workers but 
have not given sufficient a t t en ­
t ion to t h e utilization of these 
remittances. Studies have shown 
t h a t not much productive invest­
ments came from their r emi t t an ­
ces and the bulk of these funds 
had contributed little to the long 
term development potential of t h e 
respective countries. For instance, 
on their re turn to this country most 
of the migran t workers, largely 
unskilled or semi-skilled, have 
found it necessary to spend a l ­
most entirely on immediate con­
sumption in order to display the i r 
signs of upward social mobility 
and immediate possibilites of 
consncluous consumption imita­

t i v e of the upper classes in Sri 

igration, this loss 
may be small, as those who leave 
are generally unemployed, or u n ­
der-employed; but as the outflow 
continues the output loss increases 
and is begun to be felt, while 
workers staying back nress for 
higher wages, t hus contributing to 
inflationary pressures. 

The drain of skills from labour 
exporting countries has also 
caused a set back to their own 
development programmes. In 
Bangladesh, for instance, the main 
loss has been in te rms of techni ­
cians of all kinds, especially fac­
tory technicians, fitters, welders 
and mechanics. Several of the 
development projects and major 
industries here have lost their 
skilled m a n power In this exodus. 
To quote an example given by 
Michael Scott in his pamphle t on 
Bangladesh: "In Chittagong there 
is a large scale water project t h a t 
should have ten very experienced 
civil engineers on site. Work has 
stopped.. People who previously 
wanted to be in the field because 
the allowances were better, now 
want to- be in Dacca because they 
can a t t r ac t the eye of some person 
who will send them to the Middle 
East". 

£ A T h e r e are also the social con­
sequences t ha t stem frnm this "in­
flow of migrants . Large numbers 
OT children are said to be growing 
up with .only one paren t : for some 
without fathers in societies where 
the male traditionally twe.n-lses 
parenta l control; while in others 

- they are deprived of essential m a ­
ternal care of those mothers who 
have joined the treck of female 
migrant workers. Again, a_younger 
generation of workers re turn to 

their families jwith far_more money 
•ana h igher" expectations and" dif-

_ferent"Hfe~styTes than they had 
earner m their homes~ana this h a s 
resuTCeu 111 varluus domestic ten-
sions. 

Sri Lankans in the Gulf 
In the l ight of the foregoing 

analysis the question arises as to 
how beneficial th is migration is t o 
Sri Lankans and the economy as 
a whole: 

As observed earlier, several 
countries such as Pakistan, India, 
Bangladesh, Indonesia, Philippines 
and South Korea have all been 
supplying construction ^ P n n r - to 
the Gulf 'states throughout t h e 
1970's. These employment oppor­
tunities became available to Sri 
Lankans from about 1975 or so. 
Since then Increasingly large n u m ­
bers have been migrating for em­
ployment in the oil rich states. I t 
has averaged around 10,000 a year 
and today the Sri Lankan migrant 
population in this region is est ima­
ted to the about 35,000-40,000, 
though the high estimates place the 
number of Sri Lankans in Dubai 
alone a t 30,000 and total in the 
Gulf a t over 50.00JL, The trend 
in labour migration from Sri 
Lanka has been slightly different 
from t h a t of the other Asian 
countries in t h a t while many of 
the other countries placed res­
trictions on export of female labour, 
Sri Lanka decided no t to do so. 
One result of this poUcy is t h a t 
the largest occupational ffr™,ip of. 

Rri T.anlrang nmplnyert In t h n flnlf 
states arp 'hnmr-malrtfi'. 

Also the na tu re of Sri Lankan 
migration (according to Sri Lan­
kans who worked In the Gulf) is 
quite different from t h a t of, for 
instance the Ind ian migrant worker. 
Indian migrants went into the Gulf 
States in large numbers on block 
visas and often without assurances 
of employment from the other end, 
before they went in. The result was 
t h a t many had to tu rn to any work 
available and were a t t h e mercy of 
contractors on the work sites. Sri 
Lankans, on t h e other hand, were 
generally selected for specific em­
ployment prior to leaving for t h e . 
Gulf and assured of work before 
they arriVjfl: thougn tnere Have 
been cases of exploitation and 
severe hardships here too, but 
through different circumstances. 
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Over the 1970's more and more 
employed and unemployed per­
sons, have continued to migrate to 
t h e Middle Eastern and African 
countries lured by , apparent ly high 
salaries and the promise of a be t ­
t e r life t h a n before. I t h a s a t ­
t rac ted as Middle East migrants 
no t only large sections of youth 
still to be employed, bu t also vital 
groups of skilled workers. W h a t was 
earlier in the 1970's largely a 
d ra in to the Western countries of 
Sri Lanka professionals, now t u r n ­
ed out to be a 'brawn' d ra in with 
large numbers of sirlllprf, pem! 
Skilled and nnririllari ifii-iraw; r ] f -
lug employment in the Gulf S ta­
tes. ' St imulat ing the i r urge to 
seek a 'Job' a t any cost in t h e 
Gulf h a s been the signs of appa­
r en t prosperity and conspicuous 
consumption of both migrants who 
re tu rn and the i r families who r e ­
ceive remit tances . Also, m a n y of 
t h e Sri Lankan workers who have 
re turned from t h e Gulf ei ther on 
holiday or a t t he expiry of their 
contract have painted rosy pictures 
of the a t t rac t ions of employment 
in the Gulf. 

These migrants normally find 
employment th rough recruit ing 
agencies t h a t have sprung up main­
ly in Colombo for this explicit pur ­
pose. The agencies recruit ing 
labour for foreign employment have 
found th i s to be a lucrative busi­
ness and their number which was 
around 1.00 in 1977 exceeded 300 
by 1979. I n addition, t h e Dejjart-
m e n t of Labour set, u p i t s—own 
Foreign Employment Division and 
has been responsible for nearly 10 
percent of the recrui tment i n t h e 
Gulf s tates . As h a s happened in 
several of t h e . labour exporting 
countries, many of t h e smaller agen­
cies have exploited the migran t 
labour anxious to find ernptovraftnt. 
m rt^p r m i T Late las t year the 
government was compelled to bring 
in legislation to control the ac t i ­
vities of these agencies. Still many 
small unregistered agencies con­
t inue to function. Apart from t h e 
recruit ing agencies a small pro­
port ion of migrants continue to 
obtain employment in these coun­
tries th rough personal contacts 
with friends and relations em­
ployed abroad. 

The subject of migrat ion of 
workers from Sri Lanka to the 
Middle East has no t been studied 
in grea t dep th and about the 
only survey and regular moni­
toring locally of the si tuation u p -
to da te h a s been carried out by 

table 7—SRI LANKANS WHO OBTAINED EMPLOYMENT IN THE MIDDLE 
EASTERN COUNTRIES 1978 

Distibution by Major Manpower Levels 

Manpower Through Through Total % 
Level Labour Employment 
(Category) Department Agencies 

High 01 199 200 2.5 
Middle 45 564 609 2.5 
Skilled 1,617 1,996 3,613 04.5 
Unskilled 278 . 3,382 3,660 45.0 

Total 1,941 6,141 8,082 100.0 

(Data collected from 27 private employment agencies and the Department of Labour.) 
Source: Employment of Sri Lankans in West Asia, 

Ministry of Plan Implementation, 1978. 

t he Ministry O f , P in" TmrfUfipiPnt.n-
tlon. This survey, which in 1979 
collected t h e d a t a of 57 of the nea r ­
ly 300 exciting employment agen­
cies, h a s revealed t h a t from 
about 6,000 Sri Lankan migrants 
to the Middle East In 1977, the 
number has risen to 8.000 in 
1978 and 9,000 in 1979. I t mus t 
be emphasised t h a t the number 
could be very much larger if t h e -
non-report ing agencies had also 
revealed the i r position. In 1979 these 
57 agencies and the Depar tment of 
Labour sent out 9,422 persons, as 
seen in table 8 below. 

Analysing th is da ta , which can 
be considered fairly representa­
tive, we find t h a t nearly 65 percent 
of the total number were from 
the unskilled manpower category, 
(one-third of all migrants being 
housemaids). About.25 percent were 
from t h e skilled manpower ca te­
gory;- whUeTEemidd l e level m a n ­
power comprising surveyors, 
draughtsmen, pharmacists , tech­
nicians, supervisors, foremen, clerks 
and typists comprised only 8 per-
cent: and high level man-power 
from professionals such as doc­
tors, engineers,- accountants and 
managers made u p only 2 percent 
of the total . However, even th is 
two percent totalling -162. was 
significant in t h a t there were 58 
engineers, 40 accountants . 7 x doc-
tors, 44 senior managers and 13 
higher technical or scientific per-

sonnel among them. Xh1.s 1i n ffA"-
slderable number of professionals 
for a country to lose in one year, 
especially with i ts own massive der^ 
velopment prograpimps in h a n d 
and I t s e x l s t i n g shortage " f p m -
lBsslunai"~ skills. The actual out­
flow can be regarded as much 
higher when the unrecorded n u m ­
ber of migrant professionals are 
also taken in to consideration (The 
Materials and Manpower Division 
of the Ministry of Finance and P lan ­
ning had reported t h a t as many as 

•B3H ppglnpnrc laff fpwpmmowt 
service during the last three years) 
fKere Was also a Steady flow of pro-
fesslonals finding jobs in t h e d e - * 
veloped countries in the West. 
The proportion of high level m a n ­
power was even higher i n 1978 and 
as many as 200 professionals were 
recorded as having left for the 
Middle East t h a t year. (See table 7 
above). The majority were ac ­
countants numbering 112, follow­
ed by 84 engineers. Nearly all 
recrui tment a t th is level is 
through the private agencies. 

The other category of m a n ­
power where migration c a n be 
considered significant is t h a t of 
skilled workers- The outflow of skill­
ed labour In 1978 was far greater 
t h a n wha t took place in 1979; t h e 
main reason being t h a t t h e De­
pa r tmen t of Labour was able to 
recruit fewer skilled workers In 

Table 8—SRI LANKANS WHO OBTAINED EMPLOYMENT IN THE MIDDLE 
EASTERN COUNTRIES-1979 

Distribution by Major Groups of Manpower Levels 
« 

Manpower 
(Category) 
Levels 

High 
Middle 
Skilled 
Unskilled 

Total 

Source: "Migration of Sri Lakans to the Middle Eastern Countries" 
Plan Implementation Ministry, 1979. 

Through Through Total % 
Labour Employment 

Agencies Department 
Employment 
Agencies 

03 ' 159 162 2.0 
124 585 709 8.0 
346 2,103 2,449 26.0 
336 5,766 2,103 60.0 
809 8,614 9,423 100.0 
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Table 9—SRI LANKANS WHO OBTAINED EMPLOYMENT IN THE 
MIDDLE EASTERN COUNTRIES 1978-1979 

(Skilled Manpower) 

Occupation Through Through Occupation 
Dept. of Private Total 
Labour Agencies 

1978 1979 1978 1979 1978 1979 

Electricians 36 36 154 152 190 188 
Carpenters 502 92 253 261 755 353 
Masons 459 38 188 109 647 147 
Mechanics 24 35 278 176 302 311 
Drivers 270 36 374 388 647 424 
Cooks 10 03 191 209 201 212 
Welders 19 04 49 78 68 82 
Blacksmiths 01 01 02 02 02 
Fitters 02 14 77 74 79 88 
Steel Fixers .70 24 62 94 62 
Plumbers 22 12 56 67 78 79 
Barbenders 86 63 01 148 01 
Painters 39 38 57 70 76 108 
Machinists — 08 17 08 17 
Machine Operators 05 27 70 187 75 214 
Others * 73 11 153 150 226 161 

Total ... 1617 346 1996 2103 3613 2449 

* Includes Riggers, Tinkers, Bakers, Barbers, Tailors, Printers, Artists 
Source: Employment of Sri Lankans in West Asia 

Ministry of Plan Implementation, 1979. 

1979. The result was t h a t while 
in 1978 nearly 45 percent of all 
those who obtained employment in 
the Middle Eastern countries were 
from the skilled category, i n 1979 
only about 25 percent of all r e ­
cruits were from th is category. The 
Depar tment of Labour found em­
ployment for 1,680 skilled workers 
in 1978 whereas in 1979 the number 
fell to only 346. Meanwhile, th» 
private recrui tment agencies in­
creased the number of skilled 
labour they placed in foreign em­
ployment from 1,976 in 1978 to 
2,071 in 1979. The largest number 
of skilled workers over these two 
years nave- oeen drivers, followed 
by carpenters, masons, and me­
chanics. Machine operators, elec­
tricians and painters also com­
prised a significant proportion of 
skilled migrant workers (See table 
9). 

A consequence of this migration 
is t h a t any intermediate and low 
level skills are in short supply and 
impor tant public services are affect­
ed as a result "of th is lack of skill-' 
est .raaripowgr. Transport services, 
for instance, have~"suifered from 

[the dea r th of drivers and mecha­
nics, while t h e telecommunications. 

' electricity and other such public 
uti l i ty services- have also been 
affectetTwith t h e exodus of wire-
men, electricians, technicians and 
similar skilled personnel. There is 
also a growing demand within t h e 
country for such skills. One esti­
mate of manpower requirements for 
the Mahavell Project alone placed 
the number of skilled workers r e ­
quired a t about 9,000 in 1979 and 
13,000 in 1981, an additional 4,000 
over these three years. Wha t has 
happened, however, is t h a t over each 
of the last three years approximate­
ly 4,000 skilled workers have mig­
rated annually. I n 1978 the Minis­
t ry of P lan Implementat ion, con­
sidering all major development 
programmes, prepared an est imate 
(see table 10 on r ight) where Sri 
Lanka's requirements of masons was 
placed a t 6,775 in 1979 and 5,675 in 
1980. In respect of carpenters the 
requirement was 5,150 in 1979 and 
3800 in 1980; mechanics 2,750 in 
1979 and 2,825 in 1980; and elec­
tr icians 320 in 1979 and 370 in 
1980. 

The Director of the Ministry of 
Plan implementat ion 's Manpower 
Planning Division also warned in a 
report in 1978 t ha t though a slow 
efflux ofskllled and unskilled labour 
wtj^advant-aftftniis, hnth In vlew_of 
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TABLE 10 Sri Lanka's Skilled 
Manpower Requirements 

Category 1979 1980 
1. Masons 6775 5675 
2. Carpenter 5150 3800 
3. Welders 520 505 
4. Mechanics 2750 2825 
5. Fitters 285 290 
6. Electricians 320 370 
7. Machinists 475 525 
8. Plumbers 165 140 
9. Tinkers 180 175 
10. Blacksmiths 310 310 
12. Heavy machine 

operators 355 360 
13. Painters 280 295 

the prevailing unemployment s i tua-
TLNRFTU'LRL t»e hpnprlf.e rtr-rtyn^frrrv-r-
chanqe remit tances: foreign employ­
ment outflows of middle level and 
skilled manpower in large numbers 
would adversely affect t h e country 's 
programmed ripVe|NP"»MT n p t i n i , 
ties? He emphasised t h a t manpower 
requirements, particularly in e n ­
gineering occupations, had largely 
increased t h a t year and t h a t large 
numbers would be required in 1979 
and after for t h e development pro­
jects such as the accelerated Maha-
veli Programme, trie housing and 
construction programme of t h e 
Ministry of Local Government and 
Housing, t h e Grea£exXolombo- Eco­
nomic Commission, and private sec-
tor demands arising from Import 
liberalisation of bo th jnach ihery ' and 
raw mater ial . . The categories most 
in demand for these development 
projects were expected to be t r a in ­

ed personnel a t middle JejeJL such 
TT§ Construction technicians fore­
men, construction superintendents, 
surveyors and draughtsmen; and 
cra f t jgye l t ra ined personnel in m a -
sdhary, carpentry, welding, black-
smithy t rades ; arid mechanics, elec­
tricians, machine operators and 
vehicle drivers. I t was therefore 
necessary to increase t ra ining capa­
city, to meet thfe immediate demand * 
Yo" t r a m personnel" in these occupa­
tions and also to take steps to_cjuv* 
tai l these outflows if t he recrui t­
m e n t situation became severe when 
the programmed' development pro­
jects got underway. 

There were, however, possible 
benefits t h a t could accrue to the 
country by allowing middle level 
and skilled manpower output. These 
are listed as ; 

(1) the beneficial impact on the 
unemployment situation by 

withdrawal of surplus man­
power; 

(11) foreign exchange remittances 
made by migrants; 

(ill) experience gained by working 
in large construction and en­
gineering undertakings being 
valuable since a good proportion 
of the migrants return to the 
country unlike in the case of 
highlevel manpower who mig­
rate for long periods; 
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tiv) imported goods sent here by 
the migrants will partly* "meet 
the local demand thereby redu­
cing the need for foreign ex­
change requirements for im­
ports; 

<v) income„support of low income 
*familles by migrants by way 
of remittances while resident 
abroad. 

Source of Foreign Exchange 

One of Sri Lanka 's major sources 
of foreign exchange, from t h e l a t ­
t e r p a r t of t h e 1970's, has tu rned : 
out to be t h e remit tances of i ts 
na t ionals employed in t h e Middle 
Eas t countries. Sri Lankans em­
ployed in t h e Gulf States make 
regular remit tances ei ther to their 
own bank accounts or to those of 
relations and friends in . t he coun­
try. ( I t is difficult to m a k e . accu­
r a t e es t imates .of the value of r e ­
mi t tances and^sources as in many 
cases these remit tances a re chan­
nelled th rough European Banks to 
Sri Lanka and th i s Is t h e only in ­
formation on t h e source of origin 
of these remit tances available with 
t h e Commercial Banks) . Total r e ­
mi t tances made by Sri Lankans em­
ployed in t h e Middle East amount ­
ed, according to approximate est i­
mates , to about Rs. ,45 million in 

. 1975; about Rs. 80 million in 1976; 
a n d about Rs. 175 million in 1977. 

The number of migran t work­
ers from Sri Lanka to t h e Middle 
East went up from a n est imated 
2,000-3,000 in 1976 to almost 6,000 
in 1977. This heavy autflow of work­
ers continued into 1978 and in 
t h a t year reached nearly- 10,000 
(8,082 recorded officially as recrui­
ted by t h e Depar tmen t of Labour 
and 27 pr ivate employment agen­
cies (see table 7). By t h e end of 
1978 there were almost 20,000 Sri 
.Lankans in the Middle East coun­
tr ies arid the i r remi t tances had 
moved u p from about Rs. J J£ mil­
lion in 1977 to almost Rs. f500 mil-
lion in 1978. The_s ta te banks had 
also extended greater Inducements 
and more facilities t o Sri Lankans 
in the Middle East and th i s was-one 
factor t h a t helped i n stepping up 
t h e r a t e of remit tances . 

I n 1979 perhaps t h e largest 
number of recrui tments for foreign 
employment were recorded. Official­
ly i t was found t h a t 9,423 were sent 
out by 57 pr ivate agencies and t h e 

Depar tment of Labour; al though i t 
is estimated t h a t . a t least another 
2,000 could have been recruited for 
employment, abroad by the other 
employment agencies and through 
personal contact . Remittances have 
in t u r n kept fur ther mounting over 
the last two years and (even if t h e 

adjusted rupee r a t e following the 
rupee devaluation after 1977 is 
t aken hato consideration) th i s h a s 
tu rned out to be a considerable 
source of foreign exchange e a r n ­
ings. l n J 9 J 9 . from total private 
t ransfer payments to Sri Lanka of 
Rs. pas million, an est imated Rs. 
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750 - Rs. 800 million could be re ­
garded as earnings remitted from 
t h e ' Middle East. In 1980 private 
transfer payments for the first six 
months alone exceeded Rs. 1,000 
million, and it is possible t h a t Mid­
dle East remit tances of the first 
half of last year alone could have 

exceeded the record earnings of Rs. 
750-Rs. 800 million remitted In the 
whole of 1979. (See table 3). The 
da t a for the whole of 1980 Is still 
not available bu t forelgri ex­
change earnings from Middle East 
remit tances were estimated to ex­
ceed Rs. 2000 million during last 

year. 
Socio-Economic Problems 

There were on the other hand 
considerable socio-economic prob­
lems created with these remit ­
tances flowing into the labour ex­
porting countries and with the 
r e tu rn home of this migrant labour. 
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I n Sri Lanka's case, we see from 
the brief survey by S. L. Tilakasiri 
and Asoka de Silva of a village i n ­
fluenced by the migrat ing trend, in 
t h e Ambalangoda area, (see box), 
t h a t though there were definite signs 

of affluence now in this par t icu­
lar village there were also various 
social problems t h a t have arisen. 
Again, In the Jaffna district from 
where large numbers of youth have 
migrated for employment abroad, 

there are distinct reverberations 
on the socio-economic structure of 
some of the strongly t radi t ion-
bound villages of this area, as the 
observations made by Nlhal Perera 
reveal. (See box). 

The Musl im Community , pa r t i ­
cularly line more underprivileged 
sections of it, had also gained from 
the employment opportunities In 
the Middle East countries. Under­
standably for some occupations 
(for example, domestic service) t h e 
prospective employers being Mus­
lims had preferred Sri Lankan Mus­
lims. Increased income and savings 
from employment in the Middle 
East has, as among t h e Sinhalese 
a t Ambalangoda and Tamils in 
Jaffna, been spent largely on con-
sumablfis^and housing, though a 
l i t t le may have trickled to petty 
trading. The visible effects of any 
upward social mobility and life 
styles among the Muslims conse­
quent to increasing Incomes gene­
rated by Middle East employment 
is difficult to discern, as they are 
diffused all over Sri Lanka. Unfor­
tunately due to this same diffusion, 
any envy of their upward mobility 
by their former class collaterals 
could easily leak into racial p re ­
judices. 

I t Is evident t h a t changes have 
begun to appear In tiie pa t te rn of 
consumption within the country 
from the la t ter pa r t of 1970, but 
as to how far the Middle East 
migration Influenced this trend 
is not .clear. What is certain, how­
ever, is t h a t consumption pa t te rns 
have changed for most families of 
those who have received employ­
ment in the Middle East. The n e c e s * 
sity to harness the foreign exjt 
change earnings of Sri Lankans tql 
the country's development pro-T 
gramme has been emphasised ln\ 
this context. 

I t is common knowledge tha t 
there has been a heavy inflow of a 
wide range of consumer items, sent 
in by Sri Lankans employed ab ­
road. They convert pa r t of their 
earnings into goods like textiles, 
radio sets and electrical applian­
ces, and .even i tems like motor vehi­
cles which are sent to their rela­
tives and friends or bring them 
along when they re turn. Thus 
even in the low-income households 
radio sets and expensive textiles 
and garments may be observed, 
which is possibly a trend moti­
vated by these goods originally 
flowing in freely from the Middle 
East and the Western and other 
developed countries where there 
are concentrations of Sri Lankan 
migrants. 
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Another problem for t h e labour 
supplying countries, not very a p ­
parent, Is t h a t when the migrants 
leave it not merely depletes the 
labour force of t h a t country. Mig­
rants , particularly ' workers whose 
cost of upbringing ana t ra ining have 
been borne cy tnese countries a re 
lost to them during their most pro­
ductive years. This issue was raised 
forceruliy when the 'brain dra in" 
of the 1960's and early 70's effected 
Sri Lanka, but now It is apparent 
t h a t t he skills d ra in is having 
the same effect. Also, selectivity 
Is such t h a t i t tends to t ake many 
of the most able members wi th­
in each skill level of t h e workers 
who can migrate. The loss to a 
country like Sri Lanka is therefore 
far greater t h a n numbers alone 
m a y suggest. In m a n y Instances 
those countries supplying labour 
are losing workers from the sectors 
most crucial to their development. 
This labour has been t ra ined by 
the source countries a t a consider­
able cost, but the earnings they 
bring back cannot fully compen­
sate for the investment in labour 
which the poorer countries have 
been deprived of. 

. Migration of Women 
The large majority of those 

who obtained employment in the 
Middle East were from the unskill­
ed manpower category. The total 
recorded figure for 1979 was 9,423 
recruited of which 6,103 or 34 
percent belonged to t h e u n ­
skilled category. (See table 8). 
In 1978 too d a t a submitted by 
27 private agencies and the Depar t ­
ment of Labour was recorded and 
in t h a t year the number of u n ­
skilled persons reported to have 
migrated was 3,382. I n 1979, how­
ever, there was a very discernible 
increase of t h e unskilled m a n ­
power outflow contrary to t rends 
of major labour exporting coun­
tries such as India and Pakis tan; 
perhaps a wider coverage In record­
ing may have accounted for pa r t 
of the larger numbers in 1979. 
But proportionately there is a clear 
change with unskilled manpower 
accounting for 45 percent of t h e 
migrations in. 1978, while In 1979 
unskilled workers accounted for 
nearly 65 percent of t h e total . 

A significant component of 
the unskilled labour category com­
prised females who secured em­
ployment as housemaids. The n u m ­
ber of housemaids recruited through 
the reporting agencies alone 
amounted to 3,236 in 1979; ex 
actly one-third of t h e entire n u m -

Table 11—SRI LANKA WOMEN WHO OBTAINED EMPLOYMENT 
IN THE MIDDLE EASTERN COUNTRIES 1978 and 1979 

Total 
Occupation 1978 1979 

Clerical and Allied Services ... 23 30 
Manageress — 06 
Nurses 07 08 
Housemaids . ... 1,384 3,236 
* Others — 2S 

Total ... 1,414 3,303 

Labourers, Waitresses, Cooks. 

Sources: Employment of Sri Lanka, In West Asia Ministry of Plan 
Implementation 1979. 

Table 12—DISTRIBUTION OT SRI LANKAN WOMEN WHO 
THE MIDDLE EASTERN COUNTRIES 1979 

Occupation 

Clerical & 
Allied Services 
Manageress 
Nurses 
Housemaids 
» Others 

Total 

Saudi Kuwait United Oman Qatar Baharain Jordan Total 
Arabia 

— 05 
167 1464 

Arab 
Emirates 

30 
05 
01 
65 
20 

1021 

— — 01 
02 
19 

167 1469 

* Labourevs, Waitresses, Cooks, etc. 

1021 

173 

21 

436 
03 

173 

12 

440 

30 
06 
08 

3236 
23 

3303 

Source: Employment of Sri Lanka In West Asia-Ministry of Plan 
Implementation 

ber of recruits through these, agen­
cies for the year and more t h a n 
50 percent of all unskilled labour. 
The number of female unskilled 
workers could be regarded as very 
much higher t h a n this recored 
figure since many of the smaller 
empolyment agencies (who have 
not submitted the i r da ta ) are re 
ported to have recruited mainly 
women. 

But even from the officially r e ­
corded figures it is apparent t h a t 
the demand for housemaids from Srt 
Lanka was clearly on the increase 
with t h e officially recorded figure 
for 1978 amount ing to 1,384 and 
in 1979 an approximately 133 per­
cent increase amounting to 3.230. 
(See tables 11 and 12). 

The largest complement of Sri 
Lankan, women, numbering 1,469 
or 45 percent, migrated to Kuwait 
in 1979; while during t h e year 
as many as 1,021 women migrated 
to t h e United Arab Emirates and 
440 to Baharain. Considerable n u m ­
bers have also been recruited to 
serve as housemaids in Saudi Ara­
bia, though the figure officially 
recorded here is comparatively 
small. 

The problems of female re ­
crui tment have been spotlighted. 

and often sensationalised, in t h e 
press from t ime ' to time. I t is a 
fact, however, t h a t these women 
seek employment abroad, undergo­
ing severe hardships, harassment 
and humiliation largely through 
force of circumstances. Certain 
aspects of this situation were re­
ported on recently by the head of 
Sri Lanka's Women's Bureau, Vlni-
t h a Jayasinghe, when she paid a 
visit to some of these countries. 
(See box for her finding 
and recommendations) . Exces­
sive work; lack of free t ime; 
denial of earned wages; assault 
by landlady/ landlord/agents ; and 
Improper conduct by landlord were 
t h e regular complaints brought to 
he r notice by these women 

Over a year earlier t he Minis­
ter of Labour himself visited five 
Middle East countries, namely, Iraq, 
Kuwait, Saudi Arabia. Baharain 
and the U.A.E, and met Sri Lan­
kan migrant labour employed in 
these countries. The women gene­
rally came out with tales of woe 
and i t was obvious t h a t thev were 
not happy. But, as he reported back 
to Par l iament on his visit when he 
offered to have them brought 
back none of them were pre­
pared to leave. 
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In September 1978 the Direc­
tor of Employment and Manpower 
Planning of t h e Ministry of P lan 
Implementa t ion commenting on 
these difficulties and hazards faced 
by Sri Lankan female migrants 
urged greater controls t h u s : " the 
type of work t h a t is largely avail­
able, in which recrui tment of 
females is undertaken, is not com-
oatlble with our social and cul tu­
ral environment. I t Is desirable and 
timely to take action to a t least 
| 

control and curtail the supply of 
females from menial domestic 
"??ork" 

Tbe t r ea tment of female mig­
r a n t labour in these countries and. 
the desirability of permitt ing thi« 
si tuation to continue was even dis­
cussed by the Government la te last 
year when i t was decided not to 
ban female migran t labour al to­
gether but to apply all necessary 
safeguards to ensure t h a t ha rass ­
ment was minimised. 

Future Possibilities 
The highest number of d e ­

par tures of Sri Lanka workers to 
the Middle East was recorded in 
1979. This was also the year in 
which the most number of pass­
ports were issuea . in Sri Lanka, 
averaging nearly 11,000 a month . 
(See table 4). In 1980 the number 
of passports issued had come down 
to around 8,000 a month and if 
this is any indication of t h e out ­
flow of migrant workers there 
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should have been a fall in 1980. 
The change in the pa t t e rn of out­
flows had already occurred in some 
of the bigger labour exporting 
countries such as India and Pakis­
t an . As stated earlier, with the gra­
dual decrease in the construction 
phase In the Middle East the de­
mand for semi-skilled labour Is 
expected to drop while employ­
men t opportunities keep rising 
in the administrative and main­
tenance sectors a t the higher and 

— — i 

middle levels. 
A preliminary survey carried 

out by us in March this year show­
ed t ha t this t rend in the need for 
higher level skills, was growing 
more firmly.. 

The demand for specific ca te­
gories of migran t workers was very 
much In evidence in 1981 as well. 
Several employment agencies, how­
ever, continued to advertise for 
housemaids; though the emphasis 
had distinctly shifted towards 
Middle Level and Skilled Level 
manpower. Between the 14 days 
from March 24 to April 5 this 
year there were 14 prominent 
newspaper advertisements, or an 
average of one a day, asking for 
a wide range of skills ranging 
from various levels of surveyors, 
draughtsmen and statisticians to 
vehicle mechanics, electricians, field 
work supervisors; and mechanics 
for heavy equipment and construc­
tion machinery, drivers, fitters, 
carpenters, welders, pipe fitters, 
barbers, tailors and male dress 
makers and designers. There was 
also a steady demand for admi­
nistrative and clerical positions, 
r h e countries" requiring these 
personnel were Oman, Iraq, Saudi 
Arabia, t he U.A.E. and Bah am in. 

Tne greatest a t t ract ion seem­
ed to lie in the salaries offered. 
Very often the salary earned in 
Sri Lanka in one year was equal 
to one or two months salary in 
the Middle East. This situation 
applies not only to the unskilled 
categories ' such as housemaids, . 
labourers and cooks but also t o . 
the higher and middle level m a n ­
power, such as engineers, surve­
yors, statisticians and draughts ­
men, as well as skilled labour such 
as drivers, electricians and mecha­
nics. There has also been a trend 
towards higher salaries being of­
fered. 

Considering salaries of to ­
day with those offered two years 
ago we observe t h a t engineers 
scales which varied between Rs. 
10,000/- and Rs. 15,000/- a month 
in 1978 were now between Rs. 
15,000/- to Rs. 25,000/-. Lower 
administrat ive and clerical grades 
whose monthly salaries were 
around Rs. 5,000/- were now around 
Rs. 10,000/-. Drivers salaries have 
gone up from a maximum of Rs. 
5,000/- to over Rs 6,000/-; mecha­
nics and electricians from about 
Rs. 4,000/- to about Rs. 5,000/-. 
Even the housemaids for the Gulf 
seemed to be harder to get now 
and salaries which were earlier 
around Rs. 1,500/- to Rs. 2,000/-

have now gone up to Rs. 3,000/-
per month. 

Several of the employment 
agencies contacted stated t h a t there 
was a ready demand for female 
labour, though employers specified 
the need for a knowledge of Eng­
lish, and In some cases conditions 
such as at tract ive looking. Some 
agencies calling for female labour 
(housemaids or seamstresses) spe­
cified t h a t departure was required 
within 7-14 days of selection, so 
urgent was their need. Except for 
the Philippines ana Srt Lankan 
most labour export countries have 
discouraged migran t female labour. 

In most cases, male and female, 
it may be observed t h a t salaries 
are five to ten times more t han 
wha t are paid in Sri Lanka. There 
Is n o doubt t h a t the boom for con­
struction workers has come to an 
end with this pace of development 
receding in the Middle East. Still, 
there are signs t h a t employment 
opportunities are on the rise in 
the administrative and main ten­
ance sectors, particularly a t a high 
and middle level and it is in these 
categories t h a t Sri Lankan work­
ers will, over the next few years, 
be able to find most openings. The 
demand for female labour, par t i ­
cularly housemaids, is also ex­
pected to continue for some time. 

The greatest fear in this pace 
of overseas employment is the pos­
sibility of i ts coming to an end too 
soon, especially when it has helped 
to ease the social and economic 
problems of the labour supplying 
country. There is the example of 
Turkey ' when as a result of the 
European recession many of the 
Turkish guest workers were com­
pelled to re turn home. This created 
not only massive unemployment in 
Turkey but also substantially r e ­
duced the volume of / remit tances 
from Turkish migrant workers 
and contributed -to serious finan­
cial problems which yet rock t h e 
Turkish economy. If th is should 
happen to the countries supplying 
labour to the Middle East, many 
Asian governments will face the 
problem of the re turn of a large 
number of their workers to an a l ­
ready, over supplied domestic mar ­
ket, just when their foreign ex­
change earnings from these sour­
ces also begin to decline. If th is 
suddenly happens the social, poli­
tical and financial consequences 
will not fail to h u r t a number of 
fragile economies; though many in­
formed assessments have predic­
ted t h a t the demand for labour 
particularly skilled, will continue 
fairly strongly over this decade. 
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