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We are proud of our staff, both at the head office and in the field, who 
relentlessly work hard to support migrant workers, their families, and 
communities. We would like to thank for their time, energy and 
enthusiasm.

We must acknowledge the sincere work and dedication of Ruchi 
Sravasti who contributed her best to make possible to publish this 
annual report under the direct assistance, supervision and editing 
support of OKUP’s Chairperson Shakirul Islam. Thanks also go to our 
other colleagues for their support and advice to complete this report. 

We proudly recognize the value and ongoing contribution of our 
Migrant Forum and Spouse Group members who work tirelessly to 
embrace our spirit. We are grateful for their dedication and 
commitment to build resilience against unsafe migration, labor 
trafficking and uphold the rights and dignity of migrant workers and 
their families in their respective communities. 

We are also grateful to our valued partners and donors for their 
continuous supports to our work. We appreciate their contribution in 
strengthening our organizational development. 

We would like to extend our thanks to the key government officials and 
stakeholders for their cooperation and collaboration in our journey to 
uphold the rights and protection of migrant workers.

ACKNOWLEDGEMENT



CONTENTS

List of Abbreviations 03

Letter from OKUP’s Chairperson 04

Letter from OKUP’s Executive Director 05

About OKUP 06

An Overview: Covid-19 Pandemic and Migration Context 2020 07

Our Projects in 2020 08

Our Project Areas 09

Our Coverage in 2020 10

Emergency Responses in Covid-19 Context 11

Key Interventions and Impacts in 2020 14

Key Advocacy Issues in 2020 27

Financial Statement 28



BCTIP Bangladesh Counter Trafficking in Person

BDT Bangladeshi Taka

BMET Bureau of Manpower, Employment and Training

CAFOD Catholic Agency for Overseas Development

CTC Counter Trafficking Committee

CSO Civil Society Organization

DEMO District Employment and Manpower Office

EU European Union

FCL Foundation Caritas Luxembourg

FPAR Feminist Participatory Action Research

GAATW Global Alliance Against Traffic in Women

GFEMS Global Fund to End Modern Slavery

HIV Human Immunodeficiency Virus

HTPPR Human Trafficking Prevention Program for Rohingya Refugees

ILO International Labour Organization

IPT Interactive Popular Theatre

MF Migrant Forum

MoEWOE Ministry of Expatriates’ Welfare and Overseas Employment

Norad Norwegian Agency for Development

NGO Non Governmental Organization

OKUP Ovibashi Karmi Unnayan Program

POWER Promoting Opportunities for Women Empowerment and Rights

SCCF Secours Catholique Caritas France

SMC Strengthening Migrants’ Communities for Protection and Development of Migrants
and Their Families

UAE United Arab Emirates

WiF Work in Freedom

LIST OF ABBREVIATIONS



Letter from OKUP’s 
Chairperson

Shakirul Islam
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In the outbreak of Covid-19 pandemic, the 
year 2020 was so much challenging in every 
aspect of life. Our life was full of fear and 
uncertainty – what will happen to the next 
moment.

Despite all fear and uncertainty, we, as a 
‘frontliner’, stood by the returnee migrant 
workers, and the migrants staying at their 
destination, their families and communities. 

We provided them information and services 
they needed at this critical time. We 
undertook rapid assessment to understand 
the situation of migrant workers abroad and 
their families left behind and started 
evidence-based advocacy through media and 
dialogues. We also protested any kind of ‘hate 
speech’ and discriminatory attitudes against 
the returnee migrant workers.

We are thankful to our dedicated colleagues, 
members of the migrant forums – union level 
platforms of migrant workers and their 
families, our donors and partners especially 
CAFOD (the Catholic Agency in the UK and 
Wales), the EU and Secours Catholique Caritas 
France, Foundation Caritas Luxembourg for 
their overwhelming support for migrant 
workers in the fallout of the Covid-19.

We are proud of our work though we know 
there is much to be done and the challenges 
are ever increasing. We must continue to 
make a difference to thousands of migrant 
workers and their families in every possible 
way.



Letter from OKUP’s Executive 
Director

Omar Faruque Chowdhury
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When we started organizing returnee migrant 
workers in 2004. We designed our activities 
from scratch at that time. 

Now our annual turnover is around US$ 
1,000,000. This has happened only because 
we work by heart for a real change, not for 
implementing projects; we practice due 
diligence as we do believe in, not for escaping 
the audits. 

Over the years, we have gained the trust and 
respect of our donors and partners. Last time 
when we visited the supporters and the 
volunteers of CAFOD and SCCF in the UK and 
in France, we just felt so honored seeing their 
respect to us as an organization.

They listened to us till mid-night, and 
extended unbelievable hospitality during our 
stay. For a long time of our journey, they have 
walked hand in hand with us and contributed 
immensely towards our goals. We must 
express our gratitude to CAFOD, SCCF, and all 
our development partners for their 
continuous support to us. 

Every day our work has been creating 
sustainable impacts in the lives of thousands 
of migrant workers, their families and 
communities. We know we have miles to go. 
When migrant workers and their family 
members enjoy all their entitlements as 
human beings, irrespective of their nationality, 
geographical or legal boundaries, we would 
consider it a dream come true. Let’s make it 
happen!



About OKUP 
OKUP is a grassroots migrant workers’ organization in 
Bangladesh. Believing in that the unity of migrant 
workers enhances their empowerment and 
contributes to the protection of their rights and 
dignity, OKUP came up as a platform of returnee 
migrant workers in 2004. It is registered with the 
NGO Affairs Bureau since 2008.

In OKUP, we operate on the principle of human rights 
first.

Our vision is to create an enabling environment for 
migrant workers across borders, irrespective of 
gender and legal status, and for those who are 
affected by climate change hazards. 

Our mission is to bring migrants’ voices and 

perspectives in the migration discourse, policy 

formulation and implementation of the migrant 

friendly laws. 

Our mandates are to – (1) promote informed 

migration by choice; (2) safeguard rights and justice 

for migrant workers and survivors of labour 

trafficking and slavery, and also for those who are 

affected by climate change hazards; (3) uphold 

migrants’ health and wellbeing; (4) espouse 

sustainable reintegration and livelihoods; (5) build 

migrant workers’ agency, unity and empowerment; 

and (6) promote evidence-based advocacy through 

our action research.  

We have demand-driven interventions for the 

migrant workers at different stages of migration 

including safe migration awareness, and need-based 

support and services including psycho-social 

counseling, safe home, health treatment, legal aid, 

and life skills training to the vulnerable returnee 

migrant workers through our intensive case 

management activities. 

OKUP Annual Report 2020 I 6 

with migrant 
workers,
for their 

development

We provide support to establish local 
market-driven economic reintegration and 
sustainable livelihoods of the returnees as 
well as climate induced migrants. We also 
provide psycho-social care for the left behind 
children. 

We are actively engaged in national, regional 

and global campaigns and advocacy on 

migrants’ rights and protection issues.

Currently we are present and implementing 

projects in 36 upazilas under 12 districts in 

Bangladesh mainly Dhaka, Narayanganj, 

Narsingdi, Cumilla, Munshiganj, Manikganj, 

Brahmanbaria, Faridpur, Khulna and 

Bagerhat. 



Overseas Labour migration is a key livelihood 
strategy for hundreds of thousands of Bangladeshi 
workforce. During the last 10 years, around six 
million Bangladeshis migrated abroad for 
employment through official channels. During 
2011-2020,  Bangladeshi migrant workers remitted 
nearly $127.29 billion which significantly increased 
the country’s foreign currency reserve and boost 
up the national economy. During 2015-2019, 
migrants’ remittances became nearly six times 
higher than the Foreign Direct Investment (FDI) 
and five times higher than the Overseas 
Development Assistance (ODA). 

The outbreak of Covid-19 put millions of migrant 
workers at risk. Around 250,000 Bangladeshi 
migrant workers who came home on vacation 
before the pandemic got stranded due to 
worldwide lockdown starting from March 2020. 
Contrary, nearly 150,000 migrant workers who 
were in the row to depart for employment abroad 
got stuck in such an unprecedented situation 
caused by the Covid-19 pandemic. 

Bangladesh could send only 217,000 workers for 
overseas employment in 2020 which was 69% 
lower than that of 2019. 

The Covid-19 pandemic hit Bangladeshi migrant 
workers hard in many destination countries. Many 
companies broke their contracts with migrant 
workers to lower their salaries, make them take 
unpaid leave, and push them into the utmost 
uncertainty. In such a situation, many Bangladeshi 
migrant workers earned little more than a 
subsistence wage. The protracted phase of the 
pandemic also forced many of them into very 
irregular and sporadic works and in more 
precarious situations than the early months of 
lockdown. OKUP’s rapid survey conducted in 
September 2020 found that nearly one-third 
(32.5%) of Bangladeshi workers abroad had been 
furloughed and paid their salaries very irregularly. 
On the other hand, 25% of the migrants’ left 
behind families went through dire economic crisis, 
according to OKUP’s helpline data.

In such a situation, nearly 400,000 Bangladeshi 
migrant workers had to return between March and 
December 2020 despite having no intention to 
return in a fear of being unemployed at home.

Majority of these workers also returned empty 
handed or being the victims of labor exploitation.  

Surprisingly, Bangladeshi migrant workers sent a 
record amount of remittance in 2020 despite all 
these difficulties. The amount reached to $21.75 
billion last year which is 9.6 times higher than the 
World Bank’s projection about the remittance 
inflow to Bangladesh amid the Covid 19 crisis. 

The migrants’ organizations, CSOs, and the media 
played a significant role to highlight migrant 
workers’ plights and draw the government’s 
attention. The civil society organizations undertook 
various initiatives to provide emergency support to 
help migrant workers and their families to deal 
with the crisis. They raised their concerns 
relentlessly through various advocacy time to time. 

In response to the crisis, the government of 
Bangladesh took several measures to extend 
support to the Bangladeshi migrant workers 
abroad, and also to the returnees. The allocation of 
nine crore taka for emergency food support for the 
migrant workers stranded in their camps in the 
destination countries; and a cash incentive (5,000 
taka) to the returnees upon their arrival at the 
airport during the lockdown period. Apart from 
these ad hoc and temporary measures, the 
government has also allocated BDT 200 crore 
($23.53 million approx.) as an incentive for the 
returnee migrant workers’ economic reintegration. 
The Probashi Kallayan Bank has been made 
responsible to distribute the incentives as a ‘soft 
loan’ among migrant workers. However, they set 
collateral which migrant workers could hardly 
meet. Thus, the allocation so far has rarely made 
any meaningful impact in the lives of the migrant 
workers.
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In 2020, we implemented 11 projects. Seven of those projects were
a continuation from the previous years and 4 projects were newly
awarded in 2020.

SL Project Name Focus Project period Partnership

1 Nobo Jatra – skills for reintegration Reintegration November 2020 
–March 2022

ILO Skill 21

2 Recovery and Reintegration Support for 
Bangladeshi Returnee Migrant Workers

Reintegration April 2020 –
March 2022

CAFOD/GFEMS

3 Strengthening Migrants’ Communities for 
Protection and Development of Migrants 
and Their Families (SMC)

Empowerment January –
December 2020

SCCF

4 Women’s Labor Migration in the South 
Asia-Middle East Corridor

Research & 
Advocacy

June 2020 – June 
2023

GAATW

5 Promoting Opportunities for Women 
Empowerment and Rights (POWER)

Empowerment October 2019 –
September 2021

ILO WiF project

6 Reducing modern slavery in supply chains 
in Mauritius through creating a platform 
for protection and remedy

Protection and 
rights

April 2019 –
March 2022

Anti-Slavery 
International

7 Human Trafficking Prevention Programme 
for Rohingya Refugees (HTPPR) in the 
Cox’s Bazar in Bangladesh

Empowerment February 2019 –
January 2021

FCL

8 Integrated Services of Safe Migration, HIV 
prevention and Care for Migrant Workers 
and Families

Health rights January 2019 –
December 2021

CARAM Asia

9 Empowerment of women and girl migrant 
workers, communities and key institutions 
to protect and promote migrant workers’ 
rights and access to justice

Protection and 
rights

January 2018 –
March 2021

European Union 

10 Panii Jibon Project (Water is Life) Migration and 
Climate Change 

January 2018 –
December 2020

Helvetas Swiss 
Intercooperation

11 Improve Comprehensive Assistance for the 
Survivor of Labor Trafficking and Promote 
the Practice of Safe Migration

Protection and 
rights

October 2017 –
August 2020

Winrock
International

Our projects are aligned with our strategic priorities especially empowerment, rights and protection,
migrants’ health, climate change and migration, reintegration, research and evidence-based advocacy.
The list of project we have implemented in 2020 as below:
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Bagerhat
Khulna
Satkhira

Cox’s Bazar

Brahmanbaria
Cumilla
Dhaka
Faridpur
Manikganj
Munshiganj
Narayanganj
Narsingdi

OKUP works in 36 migration-prone upazilas under 12 districts in Bangladesh. 
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Amid the pandemic-stricken year of 2020, a great deal of our effort has been paid to the migrants’
emergency services along with our regular activities. Due to the series of lockdowns and various
forms of restrictions put in place in an attempt to prevent the spread of Covid-19, our regularly
scheduled programs were reduced in number. Yet we consider the year was impactful in the lives of
migrant workers, their families and communities. With our available financial resources, we tried our
every effort to ensure protection and extended our tailor-made support and services to the most
vulnerable migrant workers and their families.

In 2020, we reached 147,245 most vulnerable migrant workers 
and their families. 

4,555
people received pre-decision 

orientation and pre-departure 
briefing  

56,823 
People received awareness 

raising activities (door-to-door 
orientation, outreach campaign, 

OKUP Helpline etc.)

7,644 
people received empowerment 

and leadership support 
through skills and capacity 

building training

76,403
people received emergency 

support during Covid-19 
pandemic

(food, cash, hygiene 
equipment, and psychosocial 

counseling) 

1,820 
People received return and 

reintegration support (airport 
pickup service, safe home, 

health, legal, economic 
assistance)
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While there had been a government response 
to the Covid-19 crisis, the most vulnerable 
migrants had been falling through the cracks 
and required individual level economic, 
psychological and social support to fight back 
in the pandemic. During this challenging time, 
we initiated a series of interventions to help 
the migrant workers and their families by all 
means available.

Through our priority-based life-saving 
humanitarian approach, we reached 
76,403 migrant workers including the 
potential migrants who faced 
heightened risks of being physically and 
financially affected by the implications of 
the coronavirus pandemic.

We provided food support to 2,294 
underprivileged migrants’ households last year. 
We assisted them with a grocery package of rice, 
flour, potato, lentil, edible oil, onion, sugar, egg, 
and soap of BDT 3,000 to the most vulnerable 
families in four project areas under SCCF funded 
project. The migrant workers and their families 
were identified based on some criteria we set and 
verified in three layers. Following Covid-19 public 
health measures, we distributed those groceries 
to them in presence of the local administration.
We also provided cash of BDT 3,060 (amount 
including transfer fees) to 1,025 returnee migrant 
workers and the families left behind through 
mobile transfer. The assistance has been provided 
in four upazilas under the project co-funded by 
the EU and in close cooperation with local 
government offices. OKUP Migrant Forums also 
provided cash assistance to around 3000 migrant 
workers and their families from their own 
collections.
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Emergency Responses in Covid-19 Context

“
My husband could not send money to me when everything was closed due to coronavirus. I 
fell into a crisis with my two small kids. I could not even ask for help from my neighbors in a 
fear of prestige. At that time, OKUP came forward to me as a blessing with a food package. 
It was a great relief for me at that time. - a migrant spouse



As the fallout of the Covid-19 pandemic 
triggered a grave financial and emotional 
crisis on the migrant workers and their 
dependent families, it led them to a state of 
deep anxiety. Besides, upon their return to 
the country, many were also stigmatized in 
a fear of spreading out the virus. From the 
very beginning of the crisis, we were 
concerned about this and directed several 
psycho-social counseling to relax them away 
from their stress, anxiety, and mental 
breakdown.

We extended our counseling services over 
phone to the migrants and their families 
referred by our migrant forum members. 
We reached around 6,000 migrants and the 
families last year for psycho-social 
counseling. Besides, the members of OKUP 
migrant Forums and Spouse Groups met 
them as needed following heath measures, 
provided them mental support and direct 
assistance in accessing services available in 
the community.

We carried out two information campaigns 
through OKUP’s Facebook page #stayhome and 
#salutetomigrantworkers. We delivered 
information to the migrant workers, their 
families and the communities on Covid-19 
prevention messages—using masks, washing 
hands, maintaining social-distance, and also on 
the myths around Covid-19, and daily Corona 
updates in Bangladesh. We provided 
information about visa, passport renewal, 
flight details, government rules and orders 
about Covid-19 in Bangladesh and the 
destination countries. Our campaign materials 
reached around 700,000 unique users, while 
the published audiovisual/motion graphic 
videos were viewed 15,683 times.

We created a Facebook group and named it 
“The Remittance Warrior” to acknowledge the 
migrants’ contribution and reduce hate speech 
against them during the pandemic. Some 
1,400 people joined this group in Facebook 
while 570 posts were uploaded and viewed 
45,427 times by the members.
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When the lockdown started in Lebanon, my husband got stuck in his dormitory. He had no 
idea what to do. I was at a loss too! Then, one day I received a call from OKUP. The lady asked 
about me and my family—how we were doing. I informed her all. She helped me with 
information that I passed to my husband for his return and other necessary services. Thanks 
for that help. My husband was able to return home within a month.
– a migrant spouse  
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Migrant Forum (MF) is a platform of returnee 
migrant workers and the spouses of migrant 
workers. OKUP, over the years, has established 44 
Union level MFs under five sub-districts –
Araihazar, Brahmanpara, Char Bhadrasan, 
Munshiganj Sadar, and Narsingdi Sadar, and 
provided technical support to the forum members 
to enhance their leadership and capacity. Thanks 
to Foundation Caritas Luxembourg, CAFOD and 
SCCF for coming forward to establish the migrant 
forums and enhance their capacity over the years. 

Our continuous leadership building orientation 
sessions and training contributed to make the 
migrant forums an active change-maker in 
society. As a community-led voluntary forum, the 
MFs have also become the centre of support and 
services for the returnees. 

These MFs now play a strong role in respective 
communities to build resilience against unsafe 
migration and trafficking. They work as a ‘peer 
support’ group for both social and economic 
reintegration of the returnee migrant workers in 
respective communities. 

OKUP Migrant Forums (MF) strongly stood by 
the returnee migrant workers, families left 
behind, and the communities in general. They 
collected BDT 3,888,400 as contributions from 
the well-off members of the forums, diaspora 
relatives and friends as well as well-wishers 
and distributed to around 3,000 migrant 
workers, their families and disadvantaged 
people in respective communities. They 
ensured government reliefs equivalent to BDT 
662,900 for around 1,300 migrant families 
through strong lobby and advocacy with the 
local government bodies. The MFs distributed 
masks, extended cooperation to the returnee 
migrant workers, and helped a large number 
of migrant families in harvesting rice and 
establishing linkages with local markets during 
the pandemic.

OKUP 
Migrant
Forum
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Key Interventions and Impacts in 2020
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Since we believe that the goal of our organization is to thrive for its social impact, and 
resolve the longstanding structural problems and recruitment malpractices, we 
systematically engage in tapping into migrant workers’ power and making them act for 
their own betterment. Therefore, from the very beginning of our journey, we have been 
focusing on empowering migrant workers and their families to bring sustainable solutions 
to their lives. Though it is true that many of our pre-scheduled awareness raising activities 
could not be held last year due to movement restrictions, we tried to design our programs 
comprehensively so that those were well-resourced and meet up their needs.



The year-end evaluation shows that around 
95% of the community people in our project 
areas knew at least three issues relating to safe 
migration. 41% of the people decided to 
migrate by choice while 45% of them had been 
able to ask and take the money receipt from 
the agents. Also, 80% of the community people 
verified their visas before migration. 
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Empowering migrant workers for informed and safe migration

©OKUP

We follow a comprehensive approach for promoting 
informed decision for safe migration, and reducing the 
risks and vulnerabilities of labor trafficking, forced 
labor and slavery. In 2020, 36,892 potential migrant 
workers (26,109 women and 10,783 men) were 
provided orientation on safe migration and prevention 
of human trafficking. We also built their linkage to 
explore local level economic opportunities if they 
decided not to migrate. As women are often 
discriminated against and deprived of their voices in 
their families and society, we also aimed to break this 
stereotype through organizing courtyard meetings on 
the issue of ‘gender, work and mobility’ in 
participation of women, men, and the communities. 
These activities were of great importance for bringing 
attitudinal changes in the wider community. 

We reached 4,555 potential migrant workers (3,500 
women and 1,055 men) through community-based 
pre-decision orientation. The pre-decision orientation 
explicitly provided basic information on decision 
making factors for migration, government rules and 
procedures of overseas recruitment, and the existing 
recruitment practices. During the training, we also 
made them alert on the fraudulent tricks applied by 
unethical recruiters so that they could avoid risks to 
falling into unsafe migration and labor trafficking 
situations. 

We also conducted several district level pre-departure 
briefings with outbound migrant workers in 
collaboration with District Employment and 
Manpower Office (DEMO) before the lockdown 
started in March 2020.

Our pre-departure briefing is focused on migrants’ 
health issues, rights and access to remedies, rules, 
regulations and contemporary norms and culture of 
the destination countries.  

In 2020, a total of 37 outreach campaigns were 
organized at the community levels. Some of these 
events were held in the form of IPT (Interactive 
Popular Theatre) while some events were held in the 
form of graffiti painting through engaging returnee 
migrant workers and their communities.



Access to Justice for migrant workers

Since the emergence of our organization, we have 
been working to improve the institutional justice 
and protection measures for migrant workers. We 
identified and assessed 500 cases of returnee 
migrant workers who were the victims or at the risks 
of trafficking in the last three years (2018-2020). We 
assisted 178 of them to file their complaints for the 
BMET arbitration. Of these cases, 67 complaints had 
been resolved; 95 cases were rejected at some stage 
of arbitration and 16 cases were still in progress. 

In 2020, the total number of filed cases for BMET 
arbitration was 31 and only 8 (eight) of them were 
resolved by that time. The lockdown restrictions 
caused by the Covid-19 pandemic have severely 
hindered the ‘arbitration’ process and made it 
extremely challenging to file complaints and seek 
justice. However, there have been a few progresses 
as well. The BMET has appointed an ‘Arbitrator’ 
which is one step forward to following our 
continuous evidenced-based advocacy. The 
Parliamentary Standing Committee of the MoEWOE, 
in its 12th meeting, recommended the BMET for 
enlistment of CSOs assisting migrant workers in 
accessing BMET arbitration. 
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“
Sabina (33), was sent home empty handed from 
Oman after four months with no clear reason. She 
got no help from the local agent. She then 
approached to OKUP’s office in Charbhadrasan, 
Faridpur in June 2020 for assistance. Accordingly, 
she was assisted to file a complaint to the BMET 
arbitration. Within a few months, the arbitration 
cell holds a hearing and resolved the complaint by 
compensating 5000 taka only. Sabina said ‘though 
the compensation amount was very 
insignificant, the verdict went in my favor which 
reaffirmed my position in the family. I am 
thankful to OKUP for that, and also their support 
to start making ‘polos’ (a traditional fishing 
hook in  Bangladesh) with that money. Now I 
earn nearly 7-8 thousand taka every month by 
selling those in the local market. Now many 
returnee women come to me for suggestions 
that made me proud of.”  

10 returnee women migrant workers were assisted to 
file cases in the court over the last three years. Of 
those, two cases were newly filed in 2020. 
Unfortunately, no case has been resolved yet due to 
slow court process and the prolonged disruption of 
court activities caused by Covid-19 pandemic.     

As a part of following migrants’ justice mechanism, 
OKUP produced its second report entitled “Access to 
Justice for Bangladeshi migrant workers: Opportunities 
and Challenges”. The research was conducted through 
analysis of lived experiences of 262 returnee women 
migrant workers. The report was shared with the policy 
makers and the key stakeholders through organizing 
national level consultation.  The key recommendations 
of the report were to establish an ‘arbitral tribunal’, 
decentralize the formal arbitration structure, enhance 
capacity building of concerned arbitrators, and extend 
legal aid to migrant workers and ensure monitoring 
system. 

The report also recommended to review the OEMA 
2013 especially in relations to bringing the sub-agents 
under accountability through registration; reforming 
the laws that consider fraudulent activities under the 
article 31 (a, b, c, d) as cognisable, non-compoundable 
and non-bailable offences; and establishing a ‘Special 
Tribunal’ for speeding up the judicial process.



Transformative capacity building for climate induced migrants 

We have completed a three-year project in December 2020. The project entitled “Pani Jibon” (water is life) 
had been implemented through a consortium led by Helvetas Swiss Intercooperation. Our part of the 
project was focused on understanding the link between climate change hazards and migration as well 
enhancing transformative skills of climate induced women and youths and helping them in building 
sustainable livelihoods. 

Around 66,400 youths including women in three upazilas – Paikgachha, Koyra and Morrelganj under Khulna 
and Bagerhat district, have been reached through different activities implemented by us. Nearly 47% of the 
climate induced people who participated in the safe migration orientation sessions have been able to 
sustain their livelihoods either in their locality or by successfully migrating elsewhere. To protect their wage 
and benefits, women and men, working in brick kilns, fishing, and timbering from these areas, have also 
started to ask for their written contracts from employers and maintained those safely. 130 youth and 
women completed vocational as well as entrepreneurship training on various trade available at Upazila and 
District level training centers. Of them, 41 person have been successful to ensure their sustainable 
livelihood. 

6,552 Spouses of climate induced migrant workers got oriented on remittance management. 80% of them 
started savings and investing their savings in income generation activities to build economic resilience 
against climate related hazards.
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have learnt how to save 
money from our small income 
and invest it for additional 
earnings from the spouse 
group meeting. I bought two 
goats from my savings. I hope 
I can grow my cattle herd and 
earn a good amount every 
year. 

- Archana Rani (32), a spouse 
of a seasonal migrant in 
Morrelganj, Bagerhat 

The changing rainfall, the frequent 
cyclone, flood, tidal surge etc. polluted 
our farm land and it grew barren our 
land. So my father went to a city and 
started working as a carpenter. Amid 
poverty, I completed my SSC and was 
dreaming to go to the college. But my 
father was forcing me to join him and 
learn carpentry. I could not make up 
my mind for being a carpenter. In such 
an ambiguity, I got a change to attend 
a training of OKUP. I became 
interested in getting mobile servicing 
training when they proposed it for 
free. After the training I set up a 
‘mobile servicing shop’ in my village in 
the middle of 2019. Now I earn 800 
taka per day, on average.  - Afzal (20), 
Koyra, Khulna 
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Prevention Human Trafficking

We have completed two projects in 2020 on 
human trafficking prevention. One project 
focused on prevention of human trafficking 
among Rohingya people in Cox’s Bazar. The 
project was implemented in Camp 23 and 
adjacent wards under Baharchara union of Ukhiya
Thana with the support of Foundation Caritas 
Luxembourg . 

We have covered around 20,000 beneficiaries—
nearly 6,000 Rohingya people and 14,000 people 
from the host communities.

The project contributed significantly to build 
awareness and knowledge on tricks, traps and 
consequences of human trafficking among the 
targeted beneficiaries and the community people 
through outreach campaigns (interactive Popular 
Theater/infotainment event on cultural 
sensitivity), family orientation, training of 
vulnerable populations like adolescent girls, boys, 
youth women and men. 

Nearly 90% of the targeted beneficiaries became 
aware of the tricks and traps used by the 
traffickers, 78% knew who to report and who to 
seek assistance in the camp in case of any human 
trafficking situation. The Union-level Counter 
Trafficking Committee (CTC) has been formed and 
made functional through the project 
interventions. As we directly engaged with them, 
the CTCs have incorporated ‘human trafficking’ 
issue in their agenda of the UP-led meetings on 
‘drug and terrorism’ at different levels—village, 
ward, union  as well as in the schools and social 
gatherings. The CTC closed two notorious spots 
of trafficking by the sea in the project area and 
ensured regular monitoring by appointing night-
guards along the coastline under the union.

In addition to these steps, community-based 
protection committees have been formed by 
Rohingya population in the camp. They have 
been capacitated to monitor their own 
communities and aware them against human 
trafficking prevention. The community people 
prevented two human trafficking incidents and 
rescued six youth and adolescents and handed

over them to the Camp in Charge. The community 
also reported 8 incidents to the law enforcement 
agency and sought necessary support during the 
project period.

Apart from these prevention measures, we under 
the project organized life skills training and 
distributed different kinds of fruits, vegetable and 
wood plants which aimed to contribute 
deforestation as well as income-generating 
activities among the Rohingya community. Besides, 
by providing skills enhancement training and seed 
money among the Rohingya and host 
community—who were at heightened risks of 
being trafficked, exploited and abused, we aimed 
to improve their economic resilience.

The project interventions had a clear contribution 
to reduce the number of human trafficking 
incidents through the sea-routes. Nearly 1000 
survivors were rescued from the sea in 2020 and 
only 18 of them were identified from the Camp 
23—our project intervention area. OKUP 
established a good referral support with various 
service provider organizations in the camp. 

“I had no idea what trafficking is, and how it
happens. The video opened my eyes and taught
me how to save myself from such a horrible
situation if that happens to me.”
—a participant during human trafficking
prevention training
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On the other hand, as a part of the Bangladesh 
Counter Trafficking in Person (BC TIP) project 
funded by the USAID and Winrock International, we 
extended our support for better protection of the 
survivors of labor trafficking. We ensured need-
based services to 300 survivors. Our support 
mechanisms range from airport transfer to safe 
home, psycho-social counseling, healthcare and 
legal aid. We also provided life skills training for 
them and provided a ‘seed grant’ to 62 most 
vulnerable survivors to start livelihoods back home. 

The impact assessment shows that more than 85% 
of our beneficiaries under the project have been 
reintegrated successfully in their family and the 
society. Nearly 70% of the survivors who received 
our ‘seed grant’ have been able to sustain their
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income generating activities—mostly local level 
initiatives of poultry farming, animal rearing, and 
operating a grocery store. 

The Covid-19 pandemic severely affected the 
livelihoods of many survivors who initially 
sustained their income-generating activities. We 
continuously followed up with them and continued 
our support either by providing suggestions or by 
assisting them in accessing loans. 

We also carried out evidence-based advocacy for 
improving the institutional justice mechanism to 
prosecute human trafficking cases. The 
government’s establishment of the ‘Special 
Tribunal’ in 2020 for speedy trial of human 
trafficking cases was a  positive development.

I do not want to remember what happened to me 
but what I want to say is that they (Saudi 
Employer) were not human being, they were just 
Hyena. I thank to OKUP for their support to me  to 
stand again. They supported me for treatment, 
they provided me training, discussed with my 
family to help me. They helped me in doing 
income activities by providing 22,000 taka. I 
discussed with my family and neighbors and made 
a plan to sell cosmetic items to the village women. 

I started that in October 2019. I quickly 
understood the key of the business and grow it 

“

gradually. Covid-19 brought a negative impact in my 
business, but still I can earn at least 5-7 thousand 
taka per month. 

Besides that I bought a milking cow, a pair of goats, 
and some chicken and ducks. These help me earning 
additional income. I can feed my children eggs and 
meat.

Now, I volunteer to provide information on migration 
to the women in my community so nobody faces the 
same experiences as I did. I help and encourage the 
returnee women to stand up again like me. Akhi (28) 



Sustainable reintegration of returnee migrant 
workers

Since 2012, we have been working for migrant 
workers’ sustainable reintegration by providing 
them emergency assistance as well as long term 
economic support under different projects.

We follow a ‘need-based’ reintegration support 
approach for ensuring psycho-social and physical 
wellbeing and economic stability of the returnee 
migrant workers. 

In 2020, we started a project entitled “Return and 
Recovery of Bangladeshi Migrant Workers” 
through a consortium led by CAFOD and funded 
by Global Fund to End Modern Slavery (GFEMS) 
and the Norwegian Agency for Development 
Cooperation (Norad). The project provides a 
holistic package of reintegration support for 
returnee migrant workers who experience unfair 
or corrupt recruitment practices,  and violations 
of labor rights or any abuse—physical, mental, 
and sexual—in the destination country. The 
support package includes, airport transfer, safe 
home, psychosocial counseling, medical support, 
legal aid, life skills training as well as financial 
assistance followed by entrepreneurship training. 
Some returnees are also provided assistance in 
job placement through skills training.    

In 2020, we helped 102 migrant workers (82 
women and 20 men) in accessing medical 
treatment who were suffering from pulmonary 
and heart diseases, diabetes, reproductive health 
issues, and mental stress. We helped them with

Airport 
Pickup 

services to

32 returnees

Safe home 
services to 

46 
returnees

Health care 
support to 

102 
returnees

Legal 
services to 
2 returnees

Skills and 
capacity 

building to 
326 

returnees

Economic 
support to 

1,312 
returnees

their diagnosis, medicine fees, and the follow-up 
essentials. As mental health is crucial for overall 
wellbeing, we also focused on their psychiatric 
counseling to guide them to relieve mental stress, 
solve their problems, and set a goal to start their 
life afresh.

32 critically ill returnee migrants as well as the 
bodies of deceased migrant workers received our 
airport pick-up support last year while a total of 
46 migrant workers (33 women and 13 men) 
received the safe home support with meals, 
medicine, one-on-one counseling, and a variety of 
recreational activities as many days as they 
needed.

As a migrants’ rights-based organization, we have 
gained proven expertise and experience to 
provide legal services to migrant workers who 
seek to address their grievances. We offer them 
legal advice, and representation across a range of 
areas, including providing access to judicial 
remedies alongside alternative dispute resolution 
wherever appropriate. 

Last year, we supported 31 women to file their 
cases at the BMET for compensation. We refer 
migrants’ cases to pro bono legal services for 
those who cannot afford to defend their cases in 
the court. Last year, we supported 2 women to 
file their cases in the court. Compared to the 
number of cases filed and resolved in 2019, 2020 
witnessed a significant number of lower cases 
due to the pandemic and the resultant lockdown 
throughout the country. 
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Many migrant workers, upon their return home 
face a precarious situation as job opportunities are 
limited in the country, and amid the pandemic, 
these options have become even more scarce. To 
fight back in this situation, we focused on migrants’ 
skills and capacity development so that they 
themselves can find their employment. In 2020, we 
organized 25 training sessions with 242 returnee 
women and 84 men to enable them with various 
expertise that range from developing socio-
economic skills to navigate their interpersonal and 
social situations and enhancing their technical skills 
on designing market-driven entrepreneurship or 
business in crafts, swing, and animal rearing. We 
also prepared them with financial literacy, and 
marketing techniques so that they could thrive 
their ventures successfully.

In 2020, we assisted a total of 1,312 migrants (976 
women and 336 men) who were living in the 
utmost poverty upon their return. We provided 
seed money for opening up their poultry farm, 
shops, vegetable gardens, and fruit tree nurseries. 
All these returnee’s strength was assessed, and 
basic orientation and training was offered to them 
before handing over our financial support. Our 
follow-up communication shows that all these 
returnee migrants’ income generating projects had 
enabled them to become more resilient against 
economic hardship.

As the return of migrant women workers often 
leads to their stigmatization and various levels of 
challenges to adapt into society, we sincerely work 
for their reintegration. In addition to talking to the 
returnee women personally and mentoring them, 
we also communicate with their family members, 
neighbors, and other community people to aware 
them of the perceived discrimination and injustice 
against women. Last year, we undertook a 
campaign, led by our Migrant Forum members and 
other returnee migrant women, to bring a change 
in the societal attitude.

They organized a series of courtyard meetings with 
the community people to clear their  
misperceptions against women’s migration and to 
dignify their role in society.
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“
When I returned from Saudi Arabia, I used to hear 
nasty words against me. People used to mock me as if 
I had done something very shameful there. Even my 
two sons were not speaking with me. They said my 
working abroad had lowered their prestige. I felt so 
terrible. All my life I just struggled to earn money for 
their wellbeing. And now that I have returned home, I 
started listening to their ill words.

When I attended OKUP’s life skills training, I just found 
that I had had a chance to share my words that were 
just stuck in my throat. The training was related to 
what we were feeling, and who we were. Like the 
therapists, OKUP members listened to us. They told us 
to extend our love and care to ourselves. They also 
inspired us to focus on our present moments to set 
the future. Opening up to them was like a relief. After 
the training, I started feeling a little more confident, 
stronger, and better prepared to face all the 
negativities happening with me. 

When you are weak, everyone tries to pull you apart. 
But when you are confident to deal with any change, 
everything is easy in life. Thanks to OKUP for nurturing 
that power in me.
— Parvin (45)
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Children’s Club 

Children’s Club in Char Bhadrasan, Faridpur supports 
the education and encourages the development and 
well-being of the left-behind children of migrant 
parents. Being a first ever initiative for the migrants’ 
children, this club had enrolled 73 girls and 47 boys in 
2020. It helped them with fun-based learning and 
guidance on personal safety and hygiene. We 
conducted monthly music, drawing, and origami 
classes to make them feel good, be creative, and 
reduce loneliness in the absence of their mothers at 
home. Besides, in order to ensure their better 
parental care or guidance at home, we also organized 
monthly meetings with their guardians to get to 
know the children’s concerns, and their activities and 
behaviors.

“These days I don’t feel very lonely 
anymore. I regularly go to the children’s 
club. I meet many other children like me 
whose mothers live abroad. 

Here (children’s club)  we play with each 
other. We learn many things like drawing 
boats, water lilies, fans, aeroplanes etc. We 
participate in music class which I love most. 
I also learn English and Maths here. I love 
to go to the children club every day.”

-- Ajmeer (11), a child of a migrant mother
who lives in Lebanon
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Research and Evidence-based Advocacy

Being a migrants’ organization, we have always 
been eager to understand migrant workers’ 
lived experiences and perspectives through our 
action research. 

In 2020, we undertook five participatory action 
research. 

Our rapid action research entitled “Does Covid-
19 have profound and long-term economic 
consequences on the migrant workers?” was 
conducted through online survey tools. Migrant 
workers from Saudi Arabia, Maldives, Qatar, 
Oman, Malaysia, Singapore, and the UAE shared 
their situations of job loss, and their opinions 
regarding return or stay at the destinations 
amid the pandemic.

The findings of the research showed that at 
least 32% of the migrant workers lost their jobs 
permanently within the first eight months of the 
pandemic while an equal proportion of the 
workers were still employed in part-time work 
with irregular salaries. As months passed by, 
they had been pushed into a more precarious 
situation than they were in the early months of 
the pandemic. The economic damage due to 
the coronavirus fallout also brought a dilemma 
of whether or not to return. The research found 
that more than 47% of the migrant workers 
preferred to stay in the destination countries 
and did not seek return even though they were 
furloughed or laid off from their work. As the 
job prospects in Bangladesh had become 
uncertain during the pandemic, they considered 
that their situation could be even worse if they 
returned home. For 42% of the migrant 
workers, “return” was a stark choice as they 
would not be able to migrate again considering 
the high cost they had already paid for it. 
Besides, due to such an untimely return, they 
were likely to remain highly indebted as they 
managed the migration cost simply by taking 
loans.

Based on our assessment, we continued our 
advocacy with the government stakeholders to 
initiate multilateral dialogue with the

governments of destination countries, and 
national and international civil society 
organizations so that the employers adhered to 
the job contracts and did not lay off the migrant 
workers at this critical time. We also deliberately 
shared our demand that the national economic 
policies should be taken with the utmost priority 
to lift the migrant workers from the current dire 
situation.

Our rapid research entitled “Why migrants face 
barriers and a lack of access to reintegration loan 
assistance?” sought to assess their concerns, 
feedbacks, and challenges to avail the 
government-announced reintegration loan. Based 
on the returnee migrants’ responses, it became 
apparent that there were hardly any initiatives 
from the Probashi Kallayan Bank on disseminating
information on the reintegration loan. More than 
36% of the interviewed returnees who had little or 
no access to mass media or social networks had 
been unaware of this government initiative. On 
the other hand, even after considering the loan 
essential, 77% of the returnee migrant workers 
had not been able to apply for the loan because of 
the strict collaterals in place. In other words, they 
had to submit their travel documents, 
land/property ownership papers, and most 
importantly provide a guarantee through a blank 
cheque signed by a government job holder—
which seems an unrealistic and a bizarre condition 
imposed on the migrant workers. 

Based on the findings of our research, we 
continued our online and offline activism urging 
the government to redesign the reintegration loan 
policy rationally and use the allocated funds for 
the returnee migrants’ self-employment and other 
income  generating activities. We also advocated 
for providing career counseling and financial 
literacy training to them while transferring the 
loan money.

We led a Feminist Participatory Action Research 
(FPAR) entitled “Patriarchal Social Norms and the 
Challenging Return and Reintegration of the 
Bangladeshi Women Migrant Workers” in 
collaboration with the GAATW. Through this 
research our aim was to deepen our 
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understanding of the gender disparities and 
societal norms on women's experience of 
return and reintegration. Since FPAR is a cyclic 
process combining research and advocacy, we aim 
to encourage the returnee women migrant 
workers and promote their agency so that they 
themselves advocate for their social change, 
maximize wellbeing, and help adopt a gender 
sensitive labor migration process. The research is 
supposed to be published in 2021.

We undertook another research entitled “Covid-
19: Exacerbated Situations of Vulnerability for the 
Bangladeshi Migrant Workers” in collaboration 
with the Anti-Slavery International under our 
current project ‘Reducing Modern Slavery in 
Supply Chains in Mauritius through Creating a 
Platform for Protection and Remedy’. One of the 
key objectives of the research was to understand 
the migrant workers’ current and emerging 
drivers of vulnerability as a consequence of Covid-
19. 

We completed an action research on the issues of 
climate change and migration under the project

“Pani Jibon” (Water is Life) in partnership with the 
Helvetas Swiss Intercooperation. The title of the 
research is “Insights on Human Mobility in the 
Context of Climate Change: An Action Research 
Conducted in the Southwest Coastal Belt of 
Bangladesh”. The research contributes to provide 
concrete evidence on how the slow and sudden 
onset disasters critically impact the local 
livelihoods and influence migration patterns from 
two disaster-prone districts of the country—
Khulna and Bagerhat. The research finds that 
during the last two decades (2000-2020), two 
thirds of the surveyed households have been 
affected by cyclones that critically damaged their 
houses, crops, livestock, and other livelihood 
assets. The increased salinization of soil and water 
has also reduced the agricultural yields and 
narrowed down the scope of local economic 
opportunities. Consequently, these longstanding 
effects of climate change have forced the coastal 
population to look for livelihood options outside 
their villages or districts. The research report is 
planned to be published in early 2021. 
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When the canvas came to life…

Last year we organized a Graffiti Painting 
session with migrant workers and their 
families where they played with colors in 
the canvas to express their emotions or 
even suggested ideas to our guest artists 
to depict their needs and demands on the 
paintings. They were also happy to be the 
“life models” in those paintings.

Such an exceptional move was really 
empowering. To respond to their stresses, 
migrant women and men explained their 
demands of social safety net coverage, 
access to justice, hassle-free recruitment 
process, allocating schemes for their 
children’s education, and so on. 

This painting campaign also involved 
sensitization sessions with local 
authorities. As the migrant workers’ needs 
and demands were logically illustrated, 
we reproduced them for calendars and 
delivered them to government officials 
and other stakeholders to act on those 
issues.

.
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Our Key Advocacy Issues in 2020

In response to Covid-19 pandemic, we continued 
our online and offline activism and advocacy for 
the protection and welfare of migrant workers 
through various consultations.

We demanded emergency support and services as 
well as equal protection measures for our migrant 
workers in different destination countries 
irrespective of legal status. 

We urged the government to include the 
vulnerable migrant workers and their families in 
the National Social Safety Net Programme. We 
also demanded special allocation in regard to the 
national budget for 2020-2021 and promote 
comprehensive support mechanism for their 
sustainable reintegration.

We called for initiating multilateral dialogue with the 
governments of destination countries, employers, 
business partners, and other stakeholders so that 
the employers adhere to the job contracts and pay 
the migrants’ wages that are rightfully owed to 
them. 

We also urged the government to strengthen its 
diplomatic relationship with the destination 
countries so that the deportations or enforced 
returns of migrant workers can be brought to an end 
during this pandemic time.

We drew due attention of the government of 
Bangladesh for a sincere assessment and review of 
the whole recruitment system, and make sure 
accountability of the key stakeholders enhanced in 
the post Covid-19 era.

OKUP Annual Report 2020 I 27 

©OKUP



Overview of Income and Expenditure in 2020
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Due to Covid 19 related travel restrictions, the activities of some project had been implemented in 
2020, and been approved for ‘No Cost Extension’ for 2021. Therefore, the expenditure is lower than 
income in 2020. 
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In 2020, there were a total of 113 staff members at OKUP under different projects. Of them, 35 staff were
based at OKUP Head Office in Dhaka while the rest were based in the project offices at upazila level.

OKUP is proud to have a team with dedication and commitment—a real change maker for migrant 
workers and their communities. 

I started my career with OKUP in 2010. After three years I left OKUP to find a better opportunity. I joined a
renowned national organization, then an international one. But I hardly felt any passion for my work there.
It seemed to me that I was only doing my job as prescribed.

So, I decided to return to OKUP. Here I started to feel my enthusiasm again. In this organization, I have had
this chance to directly work with the community. Here my work ranges from project management to
representation of the organization at different national and international levels.

To me, OKUP is a unique organization with its sincere commitment, transparency, and accountability. I am
really happy to work in OKUP.

–Abdullah Al Mamun, Program manager

.
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Ovibashi Karmi Unnayan Program (OKUP)

466, Sawdagor Garden, Donia Post Office Road,

Jatrabari, Dhaka – 1236

Telephone: +88 02 7553737

Helpline: +88 01842 773300

email: okup.ent@gmail.com

website: www.okup.org.bd
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