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Executive summary 
This research report explores the experiences of Bangladeshi migrant workers who 
encountered insecurity and uncertainty in relation to overseas employment caused by the 
Covid-19 pandemic. It further explores the risks of labour abuse, exploitation and modern 
slavery, including forced labour and human trafficking, and outlines barriers that obstruct 
Bangladeshi migrant workers from accessing their employment rights and social protection 
measures. 

Research objectives
• Examine the pre-Covid-19 migration context in Bangladesh, including corridors from 

and within the country, and the profile of Bangladeshi workers migrating in the global 
supply chain.

• Identify current and emerging drivers of vulnerability for Bangladeshi workers migrating 
in the global supply chain, as well as the vulnerabilities that were exacerbated as a 
consequence of Covid-19.

• Highlight gaps in policy implementation and protection, with the aim of making 
recommendations to improve policy, practice and coordination by the government of 
Bangladesh, and with non-governmental organisations (NGOs) and recruiting agencies.

A combination of primary and secondary research was used. Migrant workers who returned to 
Bangladesh due to the Covid-19 pandemic (returnee migrant workers), migrant workers who 
were unable to travel abroad for the purpose of overseas employment as originally intended 
(potential migrant workers) and migrant workers who had returned home on a break prior to 
the Covid-19 pandemic but could not return to their overseas employment were included in 
the research. The total number of research respondents was 398. 
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Key findings
• The research found that in the wake of the Covid-19 pandemic, pre-existing problems 

with international labour migration practices in Bangladesh intensified and increased 
the risk of abuse, exploitation, forced labour and other forms of modern slavery among 
migrant workers. As a consequence of job loss, employment insecurity and lack of social 
protections, migrant workers and their families exhausted their savings in order to meet 
their immediate needs and have been forced to take out loans. Migrant workers who 
incurred large debts to facilitate their migration and/or repatriation have been unable to 
repay those loans, putting them at a higher risk of exploitation, forced labour and other 
forms of modern slavery. 

• Covid-19 has had a significant negative socio-economic impact on migrant workers  
in various sectors including job loss, wage theft, debt cycle and uncertainty about  
the future.

• Migrant workers’ vulnerability to abuse, exploitation, forced labour and other forms of 
modern slavery is exacerbated by the absence of fair, efficient and accessible means to 
resolve grievances when they occur. 

• Subagents play a major role in determining a migrant worker’s country of destination 
for overseas employment as well as the sector in which they will work, as the subagent 
shares information that influences the decision. Research found that subagents, which 
is not a regulated sector in Bangladesh, commonly spread misinformation, charge 
high fees and make false promises which leave migrant workers at a greater risk of 
exploitation, abuse, forced labour and slavery.

• Reintegration packages for returnee migrant workers who experienced exploitation, 
abuse, forced labour and other forms of modern slavery in Bangladesh are insufficient.

Background
There are nearly 164 million migrant workers globally.1 They support both global and national 
economies by providing a key labour force in destination countries and contributing vital 
remittances to their countries of origin.

The situations that migrant workers are exposed to during the recruitment process, as well 
as in destination countries, make them extremely vulnerable to labour exploitation, and in the 
worst cases, forced labour and slavery-like practices. Contributing factors vary depending on 
the profile of the migrant worker, their country of origin, country of destination, the sector in 
which they work and the presence or absence of protection mechanisms. 

The most common cases of abuse and exploitation include unlawful deductions from 
wages (wage theft), poor working and living conditions, poor health and safety provision, 
and situations of trafficking, forced labour and other forms of modern slavery. Economic or 
health crises can put situations of pre-existing vulnerability into stark relief by triggering or 
exacerbating the risks to which migrant workers are exposed. 

1 ILO Global Estimates on International Migrant Workers – Results and Methodology. ILO (2018). ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---dgreports/---dcomm/---publ/
documents/publication/wcms_652001.pdf

http://ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---dgreports/---dcomm/---publ/documents/publication/wcms_652001.pdf
http://ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---dgreports/---dcomm/---publ/documents/publication/wcms_652001.pdf
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Covid-19 has not affected everyone equally. People in slavery and slavery-vulnerable 
communities have been disproportionately affected. At a time of new and increased risks,  
and worsening stigma and discrimination, migrant workers have been hit particularly hard  
by the pandemic. 

Immediate effects of the Covid-19 pandemic on Bangladeshi migrant workers and 
heightened situations of vulnerability

Prior to the pandemic, there were already problems with international labour migration 
practices in Bangladesh – affecting migrant worker rights in both origin and destination 
countries. For instance, a lack of accurate and accessible information on migration 
opportunities and related risks, high fees charged by recruitment agents and subagents, and 
insufficient services to protect the rights of migrant workers. The pandemic heighted those 
risk factors. Immediate effects of the pandemic include: 

• Restricted movement. In destination countries, restrictions on movement have resulted 
in some migrants being stranded without work, pay, adequate food, accommodation 
or access to essential services. In countries of origin, workers who planned to migrate 
abroad and were dependent on the money they hoped to earn, have not been able to 
realise their plans and are in debt, having already paid migration costs, and are now 
unable to find work in their home country. 

• Loss of status. Increased risk of becoming an undocumented worker for those whose 
contracts were terminated and as a result lost access to social protections because they 
lost their right to stay in the country. Being unable to return home due to restrictions on 
travel, many are left with no choice but to accept informal work conditions where they 
are at increased risk of exploitation, forced labour and slavery. 

• Discrimination. The rights of migrant workers in destination countries are not being 
recognised. While stigma surrounds returnees who are seen as being responsible for 
spreading the virus. 

• Economic impacts. Job loss has a significant and immediate impact on a migrant 
worker and their family, as well as negative repercussions on the flow of remittances to 
their home country.

• Health risks. The risk of a migrant worker contracting Covid-19 in a destination country 
is increased by overcrowded accommodation and language barriers that make it difficult 
for them to access information on guidelines and preventive measures.

• Risks for female migrant workers. In addition to the risks experienced by all migrant 
workers, women have faced a heightened risk of trafficking for the purpose of sexual 
exploitation, and increased gender-based violence (GBV) has been seen in households, 
including among those who had planned to migrate from Bangladesh in order to  
escape GBV.
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Conclusions 
Research has shown how the pre-existing vulnerabilities that increase the risk of labour 
exploitation, abuse and modern slavery experienced by Bangladeshi migrant workers have 
been heightened to critical levels during the Covid-19 pandemic. Many of the vulnerabilities 
shown in the research are not new, they have just been highlighted by the pandemic as 
migrant workers in Bangladesh were deeply affected by insecurity and uncertainly about lost, 
postponed and cancelled employment prospects. 

Though the labour market will improve as the pandemic comes to an end, migrants will still 
be in vulnerable situations where they face uncertainty about receiving due wages, and have 
limited protections from exploitation, abuse and modern slavery, including forced labour. 
Insecurity, exploitation and access to social protections are not just related to the Covid-19 
context, they are issues that already existed and will continue to exist unless governments, 
policy makers and businesses commit to policies and processes that lead to safer migration for 
Bangladeshi migrant workers. Addressing the issues of unsafe migration would help prevent 
exploitation and modern slavery in future. 

We hope this report will contribute to the evidence that is needed to inform effective 
policymaking, with a rights-based approach, in Bangladesh. The recommendations listed 
below are a starting point for improving migrant worker protections. A comprehensive list of 
targeted recommendations can be found in Chapter 5, page 47.
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Recommendations to address gaps in protection for 
Bangladeshi migrant workers 
Short term policy response 

• Create a supportive environment in Bangladesh for returnee migrant workers so they 
can navigate the challenges of the pandemic. This should include access to social 
and financial protections, including comprehensive reintegration packages, in order 
to prevent them from being pushed into situations of exploitation, forced labour and 
slavery as a result of debt previously incurred and in the absence of decent work or 
livelihood options. 

Medium/long term policy response 

• Open dialogue between Bangladesh and destination countries to protect workers’ 
rights, the valuable inflow of remittances, and prevent situations of exploitation, forced 
labour and other forms of modern slavery.

• Acknowledge the presence of subagents in the recruitment chain by developing a 
new provision in the Overseas Employment and Migrants Act 2013 which holds them 
accountable for their role together with the licensed recruiting agents. 

• Bangladeshi consular services in destination countries should provide easily accessible 
rights-based support services and assistance for migrant workers through adequate 
mechanisms for receiving and processing both judicial and  
non-judicial complaints.

• Address the drivers of migration holistically. While recognising the multiple factors 
involved in a decision to migrate, investment should be made in measures promoting 
good governance of employment, access to quality and free education for children, 
and the provision of social protection including a universal social protection floor 
and livelihood support. Where states lack the necessary financial means to put such 
measures in place, they should be supported by the international donor community.

• Ensure that the voices and lived experience of migrant workers and affected 
communities are central to the design and delivery of the laws, policies and programmes 
that impact them.
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CHAPTER 1 
Introduction

1.1 Background to the research
Migrant workers from all countries

Problems with international labour migration practices are well-established. For instance, the 
lack of accurate and accessible information on migration opportunities and related risks, high 
fees charged by recruiting agencies and subagents, and insufficient services to protect the 
rights of migrant workers all contribute to the exploitation and abuse of migrant worker rights 
in origin and destination countries and increase the risk of forced labour and other forms of 
modern slavery. 

The Covid-19 pandemic has exacerbated pre-existing problems with international labour 
migration and created new ones. Migrant workers have also suffered disproportionately 
from the social and economic impacts of Covid-19. The pandemic has resulted in business 
closures, job loss and travel restrictions. Migrant workers have experienced job loss, as well as 
non-payment of due wages, inability to travel home due to border and travel restrictions and 
they have been confined to cramped and unhygienic dormitories during lockdowns, among 
other challenges. In the wake of the Covid-19 pandemic, the quality of life for hundreds of 
thousands of migrant workers has become much worse, and their vulnerability to exploitation, 
forced labour and other forms of modern slavery has increased. 

This research was undertaken to further understand the impacts of the Covid-19 crisis on 
returnee and potential migrant workers. It identifies how the pandemic has exacerbated 
situations of vulnerability for Bangladeshi migrant workers in the global supply chain.  
It also highlights gaps in existing and adapted measures that are in place to prevent initial  
and further exploitation, forced labour and slavery like practices among Bangladeshi  
migrant workers. 
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Migrant workers from Bangladesh

According to BMET, over 700,000 people from Bangladesh migrated for the purpose of 
overseas employment in 2018.2 

It is well documented that migrant workers are rarely provided with employment contracts, 
and are often given false promises of decent work, good salaries and benefits. They are 
frequently sent to destination countries without receiving mandatory pre-departure training or 
proper medical tests. And recruiting agents and subagents often charge additional recruitment 
fees, on top of the official migration fees. All these factors put migrant workers at risk of 
exploitive situations in destination countries, as well as when they return home. 

OEMA 2013 has clear provisions on recruiting registered, potential migrant workers from 
the BMET database. If migrant workers are not yet registered, newspaper advertisements 
are placed to promote opportunities for overseas employment, with prior approval from the 
Ministry of Expatriate Welfare and Overseas Employment (MoEWOE). Recruiting agents must 
not receive recruitment fees from potential workers until they are selected and confirmed for 
employment overseas. 

The Act has no provision for unlicensed subagents to engage in the recruitment chain. In 
reality, licensed recruiting agents (in close collaboration with their nominated unlicensed 
subagents) complete the recruitment process. The unlicensed subagents have no legal 
accountability to ensure fair and ethical recruitment. Therefore, malpractice throughout the 
process is widespread. 

Impact of Covid-19 on Bangladeshi migrant workers 

Domestic laws in Bangladesh and in destination countries have provisions for the protection 
of migrant workers. However, migrant workers have little access to the protection measures 
which are meant to be available to them in either country. These pre-existing complexities 
have brought about a catastrophic wave of labour rights violations during the pandemic. 
Due to the health crisis and resulting economic vulnerabilities, migrant workers have been 
laid-off work and haven’t received their regular wage or, sometimes, any pay at all. With the 
heightened risk of xenophobia and discrimination during the pandemic, migrant workers were 
often forced to return home without being paid. Undocumented migrants faced even more 
critical situations, due to their inability to access services that require proof of identity or right 
to work.

It is estimated that approximately 200,000 Bangladeshi3 migrant workers returned home on 
vacation prior to the pandemic and were unable to return to their work overseas as planned, 
due to worldwide travel restrictions, generating uncertainly about whether they would be 
able to return in the future. The uncertain situation was heightened for thousands of workers 
around the validity and renewal of work visas and honouring of air tickets. Some countries 
extended visas, allowing migrant workers to re-enter the country in which they were 
employed. But many workers incurred significant airfare costs. 

2 Labour Migration from Bangladesh 2018: Achievements and Challenges. Refugee and Migratory Movements Research Unit (2019). Available here:  
https://www.forum-asia.org/uploads/wp/2019/05/Migration-Trend-Analysis-2018-RMMRU.pdf.

3 Covid-19 Pandemic Profoundly Affects Bangladeshi Workers Abroad with Consequences for Origin Communities, Migration Policy Institute. (2020).  
migrationpolicy.org/article/covid-19-pandemic-profoundly-affects-bangladeshi-workers-abroad-consequences-origin 

https://www.forum-asia.org/uploads/wp/2019/05/Migration-Trend-Analysis-2018-RMMRU.pdf
http://migrationpolicy.org/article/covid-19-pandemic-profoundly-affects-bangladeshi-workers-abroad-consequences-origin
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In addition, approximately 150,000 first-time migrant workers4 were unable to migrate in 
the first instance and suffered economically as recruiters would not reimburse fees they had 
already incurred. 

During the pandemic, many countries forced migrant workers to return to Bangladesh. 
According to the Expatriate Welfare Desk at Dhaka airport, more than 400,000 Bangladeshi 
migrant workers returned between April and December 2020 – the majority from Saudi 
Arabia, the United Arab Emirates (UAE), Oman, Kuwait, Lebanon, Jordan and Malaysia.5 

As a consequence of the pandemic, job prospects in Bangladesh and abroad are uncertain 
and will be for an indefinite period. Returnee and potential migrants are facing unemployment, 
low wages and wage theft. Without incomes, jobs and social protection, migrant workers and 
their families have used savings to meet their immediate needs and resorted to taking out 
loans. Many migrants have large debts, incurred to facilitate migration or repatriation costs.

4 Covid-19 Pandemic Profoundly Affects Bangladeshi Workers Abroad with Consequences for Origin Communities, Migration Policy Institute. (2020).  
migrationpolicy.org/article/covid-19-pandemic-profoundly-affects-bangladeshi-workers-abroad-consequences-origin 

5 Number of Bangladeshi migrants returned due to Covid-19, April-December 2020. IOM (2021). reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/files/resources/Returnee%20Sitrep_
GoB_Apr%20to%20Dec%202020_19May2021_Final_V2.pdf

http://migrationpolicy.org/article/covid-19-pandemic-profoundly-affects-bangladeshi-workers-abroad-consequences-origin
http://reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/files/resources/Returnee%20Sitrep_GoB_Apr%20to%20Dec%202020_19May2021_Final_V2.pdf
http://reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/files/resources/Returnee%20Sitrep_GoB_Apr%20to%20Dec%202020_19May2021_Final_V2.pdf
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Research objectives and scope

1.2.1 Research objectives
This report is directed at a multistakeholder audience, including policymakers, practitioners, 
academics, NGOs and other civil society actors who are working to prevent exploitation and 
modern slavery among Bangladeshi migrant workers. 

This report aims to: 

• Examine the pre-Covid-19 migration context in Bangladesh, including corridors from 
and within the country, and the profile of Bangladeshi workers migrating in the global 
supply chain.

• Identify current and emerging drivers of vulnerability for Bangladeshi workers migrating 
in the global supply chain, as well as the vulnerabilities that were exacerbated as a 
result of Covid-19.

• Highlight gaps in policy implementation and protection, with the aim of making 
recommendations to improve policy, practice and coordination by the government of 
Bangladesh, and with NGOs and recruiting agencies.

1.2.2 Scope 
To better understand the heightened situations of vulnerability to exploitation, abuse, forced 
labour and other forms of modern slavery faced by migrant workers, in particular returnee and 
potential Bangladeshi migrant workers, as well as how social and economic risks related to 
migration were exacerbated by the pandemic, the experiences of migrant workers in three key 
categories were gathered:

• Returnee migrant workers: furloughed, laid-off, redundant workers who returned 
home to Bangladesh or are being deported during the Covid-19 pandemic. 

• Migrant workers as travellers: Bangladeshi citizens who returned to Bangladesh 
on vacation before the outbreak of Covid-19 (October 2019 to January 2021) with the 
intention of returning to their overseas employment, but could not fly to their destination 
country due to restrictions on international travel or the job/business they were involved 
in had closed.

• Potential migrant workers: those who completed some or all of their pre-departure 
formalities, paid migration costs and were planning to depart soon; or those who had 
completed initial recruitment steps/provided partial payment but could not complete the 
migration process because of the pandemic.
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1.3 Research methodology and data collection
A mixed method6 approach, using both qualitative and quantitative research, was used. 

Desk research

Extensive desk research was carried out. Reports, academic articles and newspaper articles 
were critically reviewed, as were relevant laws and policies on international labour migration 
in Bangladesh and major destination countries. 

Primary data

Primary data was collected through one-to-one surveys, focus group discussions (FGDs) and 
in-depth interviews (IDIs) with returnee and potential migrant workers in Bangladesh, to allow 
a triangulation of data sources. The combined number of research respondents (sample size) 
was 384.7 

One-to-one surveys 

A snowball8 sampling technique was used to identify research participants for one-to-one 
surveys. Due to their lack of availability, fewer women than men were surveyed among the 
potential migrant workers group.

One-to-one surveys Men Women Total

Returnee migrant workers 100 100 200

Potential migrant workers 129 69 198

TOTAL 229 169 398

The one-to-one surveys included targeted questionnaires – one for returnee migrant workers 
and the other for potential migrants – based on key questions, in line with the research 
objectives, and finalised following initial field tests. The data collected was entered into the 
Statistical Package for the Social Sciences (SPSS), cleaned, cross-checked, edited and tested 
for inconsistencies prior to analysis and generation of quantitative data tables. 

6 Azorin and Cameron (2010) justified that a mixed method approach, combining the strengths of both qualitative and quantitative research, allows for a clearer and 
more complete picture of any phenomena.

7 Cochran’s Sample Size Formula was used. The sample size is widely acceptable, providing a minimum margin of error but a greater level of confidence.

8 Snowball sampling is a non-probability technique in which the samples have traits that are rare to find. Existing subjects provide referrals to recruit samples for a 
research study.  
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Focus group discussions

Participants for the FGDs were identified randomly from the survey respondents. 

Focus group discussions Men Women Total

5 x FGDs with returnee 
migrant workers 

20 30 50

4 x FGDs with potential 
migrant workers

23 18 41

TOTAL 43 48 91

In-depth interviews 

Further evidence was collected via 10 IDIs. Participants were identified purposively – 
specifically those from the FGD participants who had diverse and substantial experiences in 
the migration cycle. 

Key informant interviews

Ten key informant interviews (KIIs) were conducted with stakeholders from government 
and civil society organisations, both in Bangladesh and destination countries – mainly Qatar, 
Bahrain, Oman, Lebanon, Jordan and Mauritius. 

Research was conducted in six upazilas (administrative regions) in five districts in Bangladesh, 
all of which were categorised as having high levels of international labour migration.9  
The gendered flow of migration, and urban, semi-urban and rural contexts were also taken 
into consideration. 

9 District Wise Overseas Employment in 2020. Bureau of Manpower Employment and Training (2020). old.bmet.gov.bd/BMET/viewStatReport.
action?reportnumber=12 
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District Upazila Description 

Cumilla Brahmanpara Cumilla is ±100km south-east of Dhaka. According to BMET, 
each year the largest number of migrants come from this district.

Munshiganj Sadar Munshiganj is part of the Dhaka division and borders Dhaka 
district. It is among the top 15 international labour migration 
districts in Bangladesh. 

Faridpur Char 
Bhadrasan

Char Bhadrasan is a riverbed area, ±116km south-west of Dhaka. 
The outflow of women migrant workers is high from this area.

Narayanganj Araihazar and 
Rupganj

Narayanganj is ±16km south-east of Dhaka.  
The urban locations of Araihazar and Rupgani are famous for 
their textile/clothing industry. Migration from these areas is high 
among both men and women. 

Narsingdi Sadar Narsingdi, 50km north-east of Dhaka, is the sixth most 
migration-prone district in Bangladesh. The semi-urban and 
rural locations are famous for agriculture and small/medium 
industry. There is a high flow of men and women migrant workers. 

All primary and secondary data sources were triangulated for the purpose of evaluation and 
to deepen understanding of the social and economic consequences of Covid-19 on migrant 
workers in Bangladesh. All research followed the ethics of written consent, data protection 
and confidentiality. Before signing the consent form, each respondent was provided with 
full information about the purpose of the research, our commitment to data protection and 
confidentiality, and their right to stop the interview at any point. Pseudonyms have been used 
for quotes and case studies in this report. 

1.4 Limitations
The challenge of identifying and contacting migrant workers presented a significant limitation. 
As a result, the sample was not selected randomly which limits the ability to generalise the 
conclusions of the research. Taking this into account, a mixed method was used – qualitative 
and quantitative research – and by triangulating multiple sources, conclusions have been 
validated and cross-checked, thereby enhancing their credibility.

A broad research scope – involving three groups of migrant workers whose challenges and 
experiences are complex and diverse – made it difficult to present the various dynamics in a 
single study. However, to accurately explore the complexity and diversity of migrant workers’ 
situations and experiences, a comprehensive research methodology – one-to-one surveys, 
FGDs, IDIs and KIIs – was employed. 

The geographic and demographic scope of the research was further limited by the short 
period (three months) for data collection.
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CHAPTER 2 
Migration context, causes and corridors
People have been migrating to and from the Bengal Delta for centuries. Over time, the trend 
has become more spontaneous, globalised and democratised, involving large numbers of 
people seeking better opportunities to improve their quality of life. According to official data, 
Bangladeshi migrant workers are predominantly men10, however, there is an increasing 
number of women seeking employment abroad. Between 2014 and 2019, the increase in 
women migrating was nearly 70% compared to the previous 10 years. While the increase of 
women migrant workers compared to men was 15% between 2015 and 2019.11 

This chapter outlines a brief history of international labour migration in Bangladesh, and recent 
labour migration patterns, trends and corridors. It also outlines the basic socio-economic 
characteristics of migrant workers.   

2.1 International labour migration flow from Bangladesh
People were migrating abroad from Bangladesh long before the country gained independence 
in 1971. The official deployment of Bangladeshi workers abroad, particularly to countries in 
the Middle East, began in 1976. BMET data shows that approximately 6,000 Bangladeshi 
migrant workers officially migrated for work overseas in 1976. 

Since then, international labour migration has increased dramatically to the Middle East and 
Southeast Asia. A total of 13 million Bangladeshis officially migrated for overseas jobs from 
1976 to 2020.12 Of that number, some 5.9 million migrated in the 10 years from 2010 – 
around 600,000 per year on average.13 

Women began migrating from Bangladesh to work as domestic workers in Saudi Arabia in the 
early 1980s. An average of 1,479 women migrated abroad for employment annually between 
1991 and 2003, which was below 1% of the total official migration.14 Government-imposed 
bans and restrictions on women migrating kept the official number low until 2003, when all 
bans and restrictions were lifted. The figure increased soon after 2007, when the age limit for 
women domestic workers was reduced from 35 to 25, and 21-day pre-departure training15 
became mandatory.16 

10 Siddiqui, T., International labour migration from Bangladesh: A decent work perspective: Working Paper No 66 (2005). ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---dgreports/---
integration/documents/publication/wcms_079174.pdf.

11 Shakirul, I., Access to justice for Bangladeshi migrant workers: opportunities and challenges. okup.org.bd/newsletter/access-to-justice-for-bangladeshi-migrant-
workers-opportunities-and-challenges_2021/

12 BMET, Statistical Report (2020). old.bmet.gov.bd/BMET/viewStatReport.action?reportnumber=24

13 BMET, Statistical Report (2020). old.bmet.gov.bd/BMET/viewStatReport.action?reportnumber=24

14 Shakirul. I., 2014, A decade of women migration from Bangladesh: Achievements, Challenges, Prospects. okup.org.bd/newsletter/a-decade-of-women-migration-
from-bangladesh-achievements-challenges-prospects/

15 For the purpose of providing information on rights and responsibilities, destination countries’ culture, laws and policies prior to departure with an aim to empower 
domestic workers to protect themselves. 

16 Shakirul. I., 2014, A decade of women migration from Bangladesh: Achievements, Challenges, Prospects. okup.org.bd/newsletter/a-decade-of-women-migration-
from-bangladesh-achievements-challenges-prospects/

http://ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---dgreports/---integration/documents/publication/wcms_079174.pdf
http://ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---dgreports/---integration/documents/publication/wcms_079174.pdf
http://okup.org.bd/newsletter/access-to-justice-for-bangladeshi-migrant-workers-opportunities-and-challenges_2021/
http://okup.org.bd/newsletter/access-to-justice-for-bangladeshi-migrant-workers-opportunities-and-challenges_2021/
http://old.bmet.gov.bd/BMET/viewStatReport.action?reportnumber=24
http://old.bmet.gov.bd/BMET/viewStatReport.action?reportnumber=24
http://okup.org.bd/newsletter/a-decade-of-women-migration-from-bangladesh-achievements-challenges-prospects/
http://okup.org.bd/newsletter/a-decade-of-women-migration-from-bangladesh-achievements-challenges-prospects/
http://okup.org.bd/newsletter/a-decade-of-women-migration-from-bangladesh-achievements-challenges-prospects/
http://okup.org.bd/newsletter/a-decade-of-women-migration-from-bangladesh-achievements-challenges-prospects/
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Flow of international labour migration from Bangladesh, 2011–20

Year Male migrants Female migrants Total migrants % Female migrants

2011 537,483 30,579 568,062 5.38

2012 570,494 37,304 607,798 6.13

2013 352,853 56,400 409,253 13.78

2014 349,677 76,007 425,684 17.85

2015 452,163 103,718 555,881 18.65

2016 639,643 118,088 757,731 15.58

2017 886,600 121,925 1,008,525 12.08

2018 632,486 101,695 734,181 13.85

2019 595,373 104,786 700,159 14.97

2020 195,735 21,934 217,669 10.08

Source: BMET Statistical Report, 2020.

2.2 Significance of international labour migration from 
Bangladesh 
Bangladesh is a country with a large labour surplus. According to the World Bank17, the total 
workforce in 2020 stood at over 67 million – approximately 41% of the country’s population. 
Of those, 4.4% of the workforce are unemployed and 20.11% are underemployed. Each year, 
as the population grows, nearly two million people are added to the labour market. 

Despite steady economic growth over the last couple of years, Bangladesh is still unable to 
employ its workforce in full. Therefore, international labour migration is an appealing option 
for the hundreds of thousands who are unemployed. Each year, more than one third of the 
workforce who enter the labour market are employed overseas. 

In addition to generating jobs, international labour migration contributes to foreign currency 
coming into Bangladesh, in the form of remittances sent by migrant workers. Over the past 
10 years, Bangladeshi migrant workers sent home USD 153,166 million18, significantly 
contributing to the country’s GDP, increasing foreign currency reserves, and positively 
impacting the country’s macroeconomic development. Remittances sent by Bangladeshi 
migrant workers from 2015 to 2019 were six times higher than foreign direct investment and 
five times higher than overseas development assistance.19 Remittances not only contribute 
to the macroeconomy, but the trickledown benefits the socio-economic development of 
migrants’ households and local microeconomies. 

17 World Bank (2021). data.worldbank.org/indicator/SL.TLF.TOTL.IN?locations=BD 

18 BMET, Statistical Report: Overseas Employment and Remittances 1976-2021 (2020). old.bmet.gov.bd/BMET/viewStatReport.action?reportnumber=24 

19 Accounts & Budgeting Department, Bangladesh Bank, 2020. bb.org.bd/econdata/intreserve.php#/

http://data.worldbank.org/indicator/SL.TLF.TOTL.IN?locations=BD
http://old.bmet.gov.bd/BMET/viewStatReport.action?reportnumber=24
http://bb.org.bd/econdata/intreserve.php#/
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Flow of remittances sent by Bangladeshi migrant workers, 2011-20

Year Total remittances  
(USD million)20

% GDP21 % Total 
export 
earnings22

% Foreign 
currency 
reserve23

Total foreign 
reserve24  
(USD million)

2011 12,168.09 9.05 50.64 117.4025 10,364.40

2012 14,163.99 9.63 53.58 92.48 15,315.20

2013 13,832.13 9.64 54.43 64.16 21,558.00

2014 14,942.57 8.21 47.78 59.71 25,025.20

2015 15,270.99 7.85 49.08 50.61 30,168.20

2016 13,609.77 6.74 43.59 40.63 33,493.00

2017 13,526.84 5.11 36.85 41.06 32,943.50

2018 15,544.68 5.47 40.86 47.51 32,716.50

2019 18,354.94 5.43 40.51 50.93 36,037.00

2020 21,752.27 5.52 54.06 50.07 43,440.80

2.3 Drivers of migration 
The main factors contributing to the decision to migrate abroad expressed by the research 
participants were typically: to find better paid work, secure education for children or younger 
siblings, cover the marriage costs of family members, and/or avoid harm or disadvantage 
caused by social settings or environmental hazards present in Bangladesh. These factors 
were largely out of an individual’s control. Migration is also driven by gender norms and 
expectations – power relations and an unequal social structure often shape the migration 
experiences of both women and men. 

The principal drivers of migration identified in this study are as follows:

2.3.1 Economic reasons

• Unemployment and underemployment 
According to the survey, economic needs are the prime reason for migration. More than 
half of returnee migrant workers (53%) stated that they had migrated for jobs abroad 
because they were either unemployed or underemployed. Approximately 9% of returnee 
migrant workers said they were unable to secure employment in Bangladesh prior to 

20 BMET, Statistical Report: Overseas Employment and Remittances 1976-2021 (2020). old.bmet.gov.bd/BMET/viewStatReport.action?reportnumber=24 

21 External Economics Division, Bangladesh Bank, Quarterly Report on Remittance Inflows: April – June 2020 (2020). bb.org.bd/pub/quaterly/remittance_earnings/
april_june_2020.pdf 

22 External Economics Division, Bangladesh Bank, Quarterly Report on Remittance Inflows: April – June 2020 (2020). bb.org.bd/pub/quaterly/remittance_earnings/
april_june_2020.pdf  

23 Remittance as a percentage of foreign currency reserve has been calculated using the country’s total foreign reserve and migrant workers’ total remittances. 

24 Accounts & Budgeting Department, Bangladesh Bank. bb.org.bd/econdata/intreserve.php#/ 

25 The figure is higher than 100% as the total foreign reserve was less than the total remittances received.

http://old.bmet.gov.bd/BMET/viewStatReport.action?reportnumber=24
http://bb.org.bd/pub/quaterly/remittance_earnings/april_june_2020.pdf
http://bb.org.bd/pub/quaterly/remittance_earnings/april_june_2020.pdf
http://bb.org.bd/pub/quaterly/remittance_earnings/april_june_2020.pdf
http://bb.org.bd/pub/quaterly/remittance_earnings/april_june_2020.pdf
http://bb.org.bd/econdata/intreserve.php#/
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migration, while 44% of returnees said they were unable to earn enough money to meet 
their family expenses. 

The main reason for migration among 52% of potential migrant workers is similar.  
18% – nearly double the number of returnees – stated they had no job prior to 
migration; and nearly 34% said that their income was not enough for their family. 

The unemployment rate was much higher among men than women in both migrant 
worker groups. 

Although Bangladesh has seen fast and remarkable progress in economic growth over 
the past few years, the country is still unable to create enough jobs for its growing 
population. Therefore, unemployment and underemployment remain a serious problem 
for the working age population. 

The agricultural, manufacturing, construction and service sectors are not generating 
enough new jobs to meet the requirements of the workforce. And the job market is 
suffering as automation and new technology replace the need for workers in labour-
intensive industries that were once reliant on a labour force. For instance, women 
workers in the ready-made garment sector are losing work as they often have poor 
technical skills26. Young people (aged 15-29), who make up nearly 50% of the total 
workforce, often have low levels of vocational and technical skills that are required 
to gain employment in the highly competitive job market and remain unemployed or 
underemployed. 

All the above factors drive people to migrate abroad for employment.

• Economic hardship  
Economic hardship is another reason for migration for many, including single-mother 
households. Survey data shows that among returnee migrant workers, 20% migrated 
due to economic hardship in the family. The ill-health or sudden death of the main 
breadwinner puts their family at greater risk of poverty and forces them to find overseas 
work as an alternative way to support the family. Economic hardship in the family is 
a major reason for migration among 27% of potential migrant workers. More women 
(53%) than men (47%) among the returnees made the decision to migrate to support 
the family. Many unmarried young women said they had to shoulder the financial 
responsibility in the absence of a wage-earning brother or father in the family.  
Some unmarried young women said they migrated to raise money for their marriage  
and dowry.27

According to the survey, 9% of returnee migrant workers and 8% of potential migrant 
workers who migrated overseas for work were single mothers. They were either 
separated, widowed or had been abandoned by their husband. For single young 
women, the expectation of rearing children and saving money for marriage and a  
dowry for their future children (girls) made migration a necessity for them. 

26 Khatun, F. and Saadat, S., The Ignored Generation: Exploring the dynamics of youth employment in Bangladesh (2018).  Dhaka: Centre for Policy Dialogue (CPD) and 
Citizen’s Platform for SDGs, Bangladesh, p2.cpd.org.bd/wp-content/uploads/2018/10/The-Ignored-Generation-Exploring-the-dynamics-of-youth-employment-in-
Bangladesh.pdf 

27 Though dowries are not legal in Bangladesh, paying a dowry upon the marriage of a daughter is widely practiced.

http://cpd.org.bd/wp-content/uploads/2018/10/The-Ignored-Generation-Exploring-the-dynamics-of-youth-employment-in-Bangladesh.pdf
http://cpd.org.bd/wp-content/uploads/2018/10/The-Ignored-Generation-Exploring-the-dynamics-of-youth-employment-in-Bangladesh.pdf
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CASE STUDY
Malati, 35, female returnee domestic worker in Lebanon28

“ For the past 10 years, I had been working as a domestic worker in Lebanon. My in-laws 
refused to take any responsibility when my husband died. They did not even care for my 
three-year-old daughter. I moved to my parents’ house. But within a few months, I started to 
feel that I was not welcome there anymore. I have two younger sisters and it was becoming 
difficult for my father to look after the whole family. After spending money on our daily 
groceries, there was nothing left to buy milk for my daughter. I was urgently in need of a job 
but couldn’t find anything. Being an agricultural labourer in my village was a terrible choice for 
me – as my husband was no longer around, I became a target for local men. They made nasty 
comments, as they thought I was ‘available’ for them. I became anxious when I thought about 
how to manage my responsibilities. An aunt in my neighbourhood, who used to work as a 
local agent for overseas recruitment, suggested that I move abroad for work. I considered her 
suggestion as I just wanted to earn money. Also, I wanted to go far away from my village as 
I’d had enough of it. But, of course, I never wanted to leave my child alone.”

• In search of better opportunities  
Aspiration for a better quality of life in the future – for example being able to purchase 
land or property – motivated approximately 18% of all respondents to migrate overseas 
for work. This is also linked to a desire to improve one’s social status in the community. 
Several young male respondents, from more privileged socio-economic backgrounds, 
wanted to experience a new country and start a new life. More than 4% of potential 
migrants described being inspired by other migrants who had successfully moved 
abroad for work, which led them to believe that if they went overseas, it would likewise 
improve their circumstances. 

28 All names in case studies have been changed to protect the identity of individuals.
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2.3.2 Gender-based violence and discrimination 

This research looked at women migrants’ experiences of GBV – including emotional, 
psychological, physical and sexual – carried out by their partner or family members. As 
a result, it found that a mix of GBV and discrimination drove at least 7% of returnee and 
potential migrant workers to consider migration for overseas employment. 

• Gender-based violence  
The FGDs showed that married women are more likely to experience violence at 
home, perpetrated by their partners, than unmarried, separated or widowed women. 
Potential and returnee women migrant workers said that physical abuse inflicted by 
their partners, coupled with unsocial and risky behaviour (such as addiction to alcohol or 
gambling) drove them to migrate overseas. These motives are often linked to a lack of 
financial security, with husbands’ unsustainability affecting family finances. This financial 
insecurity ultimately drove many women to migrate overseas to escape the situation. 
Single mothers reported similar issues of economic insecurity as being the driving factor 
for migrating. 

• Discrimination  
FGD participants, both potential and returnee women migrant workers, revealed that 
negative social perceptions, stereotypes and stigma based on gender, from their family 
and community, limit women’s choices and opportunities at home. Stereotypes and 
stigma negatively impact the mental and physical well-being of women, reinforcing 
gender discrimination in their daily lives. 

CASE STUDY
Kakoli, 28, female potential migrant worker from Narayanganj district

“ My life hit rock bottom when I married an addict who went to the casino every night 
and spent all the money he earned from rickshaw pulling. He used his winnings to sustain 
his addiction. He rarely looked after the family. He abused me physically and verbally and 
mistreated our son. There was no peace at home. I can’t go back to my father’s house as 
they don’t want to take 
responsibility for me or my 
son. They just call me bad 
names and tell me I’m crazy 
and it’s my own fault. After 
suffering for all these years, 
it’s no longer possible for me 
to keep going. In a society 
like ours, life is very hard for 
women. I feel alone and I 
just want to be far, far away 
from this. That’s why I’ve 
taken the decision to migrate 
anywhere in the world.”
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2.3.3 Climate-induced migration 

General research has shown that climate-induced migration increases the risk of exploitation 
and modern slavery, including trafficking and forced labour among people who are forced to 
migrate due to climate related events.29 Risk factors associated with exploitation and modern 
slavery are complex – they are impacted by numerous socio-economic factors. However, 
those factors are made worse by both climate impacts and environmental degradation.30 
Bangladesh is one of the countries most vulnerable to the impact of climate change on 
livelihood security and forced migration. 

The coastal regions of south-west Bangladesh have already experienced the impact of slow 
onset climate stresses, such as rising temperatures and saltwater intrusion into agricultural 
soil and groundwater. They have also suffered from an increase in the frequency and intensity 
of cyclones, storms and riverbank/coastal erosion caused by climate change.31 Research for 
this report provides further evidence that rural communities situated close to rivers or on 
riverbeds are disproportionately affected by the degradation of land quality and disruption to 
agricultural livelihoods resulting from climate change. 

Approximately 4% of potential and returnee migrant workers reported that they migrated 
overseas because their traditional livelihood and income opportunities – such as weaving and 
fishing – had been reduced as a result of climate change. All of them had undertaken internal 
migration prior to considering international labour migration. 

This research shows that many potential and returnee migrant workers were forced to 
undertake seasonal and internal migration in search of alternative livelihoods, prior to 
migrating abroad. A significant decrease in local employment opportunities, brought about 
by climate change, forced people to look for jobs away from their home village and resulted in 
them migrating to Dhaka or other industrial areas in Bangladesh. Additionally, some migrant 
workers sought better paid jobs in garment factories or in the informal service sector – 
migrating within Bangladesh before, ultimately, migrating internationally. International labour 
migration was driven by factors including the need to work multiple jobs to cover the high cost 
of urban living, and the insecurity of not being able to find permanent work. 

29 Climate induced migration and modern slavery: A toolkit for policy makers. Anti-Slavery International and International Institute for Environment and Development 
(2021). antislavery.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/09/ClimateMigrationReportSep2021_low_res.pdf

30 Ibid. 

31 Rahman, R. & Lateh, H. (2017). Climate Change in Bangladesh: A Spatio-Temporal Analysis and Simulation of Recent Temperature and Rainfall Data Using GIS and 
Time Series Analysis Model. Theoretical and Applied Climatology. 128, 29. Springer. doi.org/10.1007/s00704-015-1688-3 

http://antislavery.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/09/ClimateMigrationReportSep2021_low_res.pdf
http://doi.org/10.1007/s00704-015-1688-3
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2.4 Major migration destinations and sectors for 
Bangladeshi migrant workers 
This research found that migration destinations and sectors of work are mainly influenced 
by the information provided by agents and subagents. Approximately 60% of potential 
and returnee migrants stated the subagent who processed their visa suggested the type of 
job and destination country. Many migrants decide to migrate as they have existing social 
networks (family members, relatives or neighbours) living in the destination country. These 
connections naturally share information and opportunities, thereby facilitating the migration. 

Research found that approximately 40% of returnee and 34% of potential migrant workers 
chose to move to countries where they have existing social networks. Motives for seeking 
work abroad are also influenced by gender which, in turn, determines the nature of work 
and destination options. For example, migration costs for domestic work in the Middle East 
are comparatively low, compared to other destinations, and are often a contributing factor to 
women’s decisions to migrate there. 

This research also found that social settings, previous trends of migration and demographics 
play a significant role when deciding which country to migrate to. For instance, in the semi-
urban areas of Chanpara and Araihazar, many women and men work in the area’s burgeoning 
garment and textile factories. Naturally, as they are adept at sewing and related skills, there 
is a high rate of migration from these areas to garment and textile sectors in destination 
countries, such as Jordan and Mauritius. In the rural hinterlands of Charbhadrasan, migration 
of women is mostly due to a lack of economic options. Although men can engage in farming, 
driving and other seasonal work, options for women are limited to domestic work. 

Returnee migrant workers’ prior experiences also act as a good source of information for their 
future migration. Survey data shows that 32% of returnee migrants had previously worked 
overseas. 

BMET’s overseas employment database shows that nearly 79% of Bangladeshi migrant 
workers moved to eight countries in the Middle East: Saudi Arabia (32%), UAE (18%), Oman 
(11%), Qatar (6%), Kuwait (5%), Bahrain (3%), Jordan (1.4%) and Lebanon (1.3%). Prior 
to 1990, Iraq was also a popular destination for Bangladeshi migrant workers. However, 
recruitment has almost ceased over the past two decades, with just 0.57% of Bangladeshi 
migrant workers taking up work there since 2009. According to our survey, 83% of returnee 
workers migrated to the Arabian Gulf and other Arab countries, while 70% of potential 
migrants planned to migrate to the same region. 

The second major destination for Bangladeshi migrant workers is Southeast Asia and the 
Far East. Nearly 15% of Bangladeshi migrant workers are recruited in five countries in the 
Southeast Asian region – Malaysia (8%), Singapore (6%), Brunei (0.57%), South Korea 
(0.32%) and Japan (0.02%). The rest (6%) migrate to Africa and other countries. Bangladesh 
officially sends workers to four African countries - Libya (0.93%), Mauritius (0.54%), Egypt 
(0.17%) and Sudan (0.09%).
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Our survey found that almost 13% of returnee migrants and 20% of potential migrants 
moved or decided to move to Southeast Asia. Since the civil war in Libya in 2011, the official 
migration flow there has reduced. Mauritius has become increasingly popular for Bangladeshi 
migrant workers. Our survey found that 9% of all workers – returnees and potential – migrate 
to and from Mauritius. 

In addition, low numbers of Bangladeshi workers are officially recruited in the UK (0.08%), 
Italy (0.42%) and other countries 1.97%. 

Migration destinations for Bangladeshi migrant workers 

BMET data also shows that around 97% of women migrants take up work in the Middle East, 
particularly those countries in the Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC). The other 3% migrate to 
Mauritius (1.96%), Malaysia (0.71%), Hong Kong (0.20%), Singapore (0.15%) and Brunei (0.01%). 

Of those surveyed for this research, the majority (33%) of returnee migrants worked in the 
construction sector, followed by 24% in manufacturing and service delivery companies of local 
and international supply chains. Most migrant workers employed in these sectors were men 
(91%). 43% of returnee migrant workers were employed in domestic work, 98% of whom 
were women. 3% of returnee migrant workers were employed in the garment and textile 
sector, and only 1% in the agricultural sector. 
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Research found that nearly 20% of returnee migrant workers migrated on a so-called 
‘free visa’.32 The majority of workers who had done so, both men and women, took jobs in 
the informal sector. Fewer than 2% of migrants holding a ‘free visa’ were able to secure 
employment with an established company in the formal sector. 

Major job sectors for Bangladeshi workers in destination countries 

32 ‘Free visa’ is an unofficial term for visas that are usually issued by unscrupulous employers, in alliance with visa traders/recruiting agents, on the condition that the 
employer will not be responsible for providing a job to the worker. This means that the worker needs to find a job either through a recruiting agent or through their 
own network. The system makes the migrant worker undocumented on arrival and the employer files a missing case against them. 
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CHAPTER 3
Heightened drivers of vulnerability for 
Bangladeshi migrant workers in the 
context of Covid-19
This chapter highlights how the Covid-19 pandemic has increased Bangladeshi migrant 
worker’s vulnerability to labour exploitation, labour abuses and other forms of modern slavery 
such as forced labour. To do so, it examines pre-existing factors and practices that drive 
exploitation and slavery which have heightened and/or emerged in the context of Covid-19 
among Bangladeshi migrant workers. 

3.1 Risky recruitment processes and fees
The consequence of recruitment fees
Migrant workers frequently go through recruitment agents or subagents in order to secure 
overseas employment. It is very common for agents to charge fees as part of their service. 
The MoEWOE has fixed migration fees33 for major labour destination countries. There is no 
breakdown of fees fixed by the Ministry but it typically covers: visa, travel and medical checks, 
Wage Earners Welfare Board (WEWB) fees, BMET registration and clearance card (SMART) 
fees. The recruiting agents or subagents commonly charge fees that are much higher than the 
fixed rate set by the government. The amount charged is often extortionate. 

Migrant workers frequently have to take loans with incredibly high interest rates in order 
to cover the fees, meaning they are at a greater risk of labour exploitation, forced labour 
and slavery from the point of recruitment, through to working in a destination country and 
returning to their country of origin. This is because recruitment fees can lead to debt bondage, 
meaning a person is unable to leave an exploitive working condition due to that debt. 
Moreover, they or their family may be receiving threats from their lender.

Recruitment processes: misinformation, malpractice and consequences  
in Bangladesh 
Malpractice related to the recruitment process in Bangladesh – the payment of excessive 
and fraudulent fees in particular – existed prior to the Covid-19 outbreak. But the pandemic 
presented additional opportunities for agents/subagents to take advantage of migrant workers 
– for example by providing false promises of the type, salary and conditions of work – leaving 
them at an increased risk of fraud, deception and debt bondage. 

33 The government of Bangladesh has not yet assigned an official migration cost structure for recruiting agents. However, for each destination country, the government 
has fixed a maximum cost that a recruiting agent can charge to potential migrants. For instance, in 2017 the government set costs for labour migration to Malaysia 
at BDT 160,000 (USD 1,860) in the construction sector and BDT 140,000 (USD 1,630) in the agricultural sector. And for Oman and Qatar, the cost was set at BDT 
100,780 (USD 1,175).
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Recruitment practices in Bangladesh have always been precarious. This research found 
that subagents in Bangladesh, who have no legal authority, play a vital role in the whole 
recruitment process. The licensed recruitment agents work informally with subagents 
(meaning subagents are not officially appointed) for purposes such as identification of 
potential migrant workers, and completing migration-related processes such as passport 
making, medical papers, pre-departure training and emigration clearance. This research found 
that 61% of returnee migrant workers had migrated with the assistance of subagents whom 
they were not familiar with, while 34% noted they were familiar with the subagents.  
Only 5% of returnee migrant workers mentioned that they migrated with the help of family 
members living abroad. 

The non-recognition of subagents by OEMA 2013 makes them unaccountable and allows 
them to undertake unfair and unethical practices in the recruitment process, with or without 
the knowledge of their recruitment agents. Though recruiting agents are supposed to provide 
a job contract to migrant workers – so they have accurate expectations of the job, salary, 
benefits, rights and major responsibilities – nearly 74% of returnee migrants were not given 
one prior to departure. Many (61% of returnees and 37% of potential migrant workers) had 
no knowledge of contract requirements and had migrated on the verbal information provided 
by subagents, which was often false. 7% of returnee migrants claimed they were sent abroad 
with an ‘other’ category on their entry visa, rather than having it classified as a work visa, 
meaning they were undocumented upon arrival in the destination country. 

According to the survey,  
32% of migrant workers  

were not given the job they  
had been told about.

The discrepancy was highest in 
terms of salary expectations. 

61% did not receive the salary 
they were promised.

36% of men had to return 
before completion of their 

contract, due to exploitation 
and rights violations.

66% of women had to return 
before completion of their 

contract, due to exploitation 
and rights violations.
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Research revealed that subagents often include false information in passports, encourage 
migrants to falsify medical test results or avoid mandatory pre-departure orientation. Again, 
this makes first-time migrant workers more susceptible to misunderstanding the requirements 
of international labour migration and puts them at a higher risk of exploitation, forced labour 
and other forms of modern slavery. 

Agents’ and subagents’ recruitment costs are often several times more than the government’s 
fixed cost.34 Migrant workers (mainly men) paid an average USD 4,200, which is three times 
higher than the official fee. More than 11% of returnee and potential migrants paid USD 6,000 
to facilitate their recruitment process. Though the migration cost for women domestic workers 
should be zero,35 the survey found that the majority of women returnee and potential migrants 
paid up to USD 1,800 to their subagent. An official receipt is rarely issued and, when one is, it 
shows the government fixed rate. 

According to the survey, 32% of migrant workers were not given the job they had been told 
about. For instance, many had been sent abroad with a domestic work visa, even though they 
had been assured of employment cleaning schools or hospitals. Many thought they would 
work as a domestic help in a small family but ended up working in ‘elderly care’. And some 
worked in the sex trade. Men were three times as likely as women not to be employed in the 
job they were expecting. For example, even if they had good skills and prior work experience 
in construction, they were given jobs in a hazardous tannery or as a waiter. The migrant 
workers who were sent with a visa instead of a legal work permit ultimately faced severe 
penalties, including jail or deportation. These workers experienced various forms of slavery, 
including forced labour, as they were told they would have one set of working conditions but 
were forced to work under completely different conditions for little or no pay. 

The level of discrepancy was the highest in terms of salary expectations. The survey reveals 
that 61% did not receive the salary they were promised. More than one third of returnee 
migrant workers who participated in FGDs said they would not have migrated if they had 
known the true salary beforehand.

Such malpractices result in the untimely return of many migrant workers. 36% of men and 
66% of women had to return before completion of their contract, due to exploitation and 
rights violations, largely caused by unethical recruitment. 

 

34 The government of Bangladesh has not yet assigned an official migration cost structure for recruiting agents. However, for each destination country, the government 
has fixed a maximum cost that a recruiting agent can charge to potential migrants. For instance, in 2017 the government set costs for labour migration to Malaysia 
at BDT 160,000 (USD 1,860) in the construction sector and BDT 140,000 (USD 1,630) in the agricultural sector. And for Oman and Qatar, the cost was set at BDT 
100,780 (USD 1,175). 

35 The employer pays migration costs on behalf of domestic workers.
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CASE STUDY
Raza, 32, male migrant worker in Malaysia

“ I planned to migrate overseas for work in 2014 as I was facing a difficult time with my 
textile business. The idea was suggested by a local subagent who guaranteed me a good job 
in the Malaysian construction sector. The agent also convinced me that if I agreed to migrate 
‘through’ him, I could avoid the inconvenience of government bureaucracy. The agent would 
manage everything and give me a visa if I paid BDT 1,200,000 (USD 14,272). Although it was 
a large sum, I agreed and took out a loan with a local money shark. I was quite hopeful that 
once I reached Malaysia and started earning, it wouldn’t be difficult to pay back the loan.  
The local agent started processing the visa but kept me in the dark about the migration 
process and importance of pre-departure training, skills training, medical tests etc. I was quite 
happy with this trouble-free experience but wondered if it was important to have training for 
work in the construction sector. 

The subagent, who was like an older brother, convinced me that it wouldn’t be difficult and 
preparation wasn’t necessary. As I had some basic knowledge of electrics, the agent told me 
that I would be working in that sector. I believed him. But when I arrived in Selangor, Malaysia 
I found that there wasn’t a business at the address he’d given me. When I called Bangladesh, 
the subagent admitted that a job hadn’t been fixed and I’d been sent with fake documents.  
He told me to meet a man in the city who could arrange some part-time work. I did everything 
the man said, as I’d already spent so much money and couldn’t return to my village. I decided 
to stick it out in Malaysia and soon had work as a casual labourer. But every week I had to pay 
RM 50 to 100 (USD 12-24) to the subcontractor who arranged the work.”
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3.2 Recruitment uncertainty during the Covid-19 pandemic 
causing a cycle of debt for migrants 
Difficulty repaying fees and loans 

The Covid-19 pandemic and restrictions on global travel, that began in March 2020, severely 
restricted the mobility of workers who had planned to migrate abroad. Approximately 
150,000 potential migrant workers who had organised employment overseas were unable  
to follow through with the arrangements due to cancelled flights and travel restrictions.36  
The survey shows that 10% of potential migrant workers were ready to depart, while 44% 
had completed all the pre-departure stages37 and were just waiting on confirmation of their 
flight dates. 44% of potential migrant workers had their visas in process. 82% of potential 
migrant workers had paid fees to their agents/subagents before the pandemic hit. Being 
unable to travel for employment overseas as planned made it difficult for migrant workers to 
earn sufficient wages to pay back fees and loans. 

Research shows that the majority of migrant workers acquired money to pay recruitment fees 
through loans, mortgaging land or selling property. Approximately 69% of potential migrant 
workers took out high-interest loans. Of them, more than 70% used local money lenders, 
involving little or no formalities, rather than banks or NGOs who have formal procedures. 

Research shows that 82% of potential migrant workers who could not follow through with 
their migration plans are now facing difficulties in getting a refund from subagents for fees 
that were paid in advance. Research participants reported that some did not refund the 
money, promising that once global travel restrictions were lifted they would once again 
facilitate overseas migration. Some simply disappeared and potential migrant workers were 
not able to contact them, while others refused to return the money as they said they had spent 
it on preparing documents. The uneven power relationship between the creditor (usually 
a local money lender or subagent) and debtor (migrant worker) was not unusual before 
Covid-19 – typically characterised by creditors threatening and humiliating migrant workers 
who could not make repayments. However, because of the pandemic, potential migrant 
workers are facing critical financial conditions and increased difficulty in repaying loans related 
to migration fees.

Together with the economic uncertainty that threatens daily living, and a lack of local 
employment opportunities, this research found that in order to repay debts related to 
migration fees as well as managing daily living, a significant number of returnee and potential 
women migrants took further loans. This resulted in a vicious cycle of debt and exploitation, 
particularly when workers took up more precarious employment in the informal sector to  
repay debts. 

36 ILO (2020). Impact of Covid-19 on Bangladesh’s Overseas Migrant Workers: Responses and Recommendations National Online Meeting with Trade Unions and Civil 
Society. ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---asia/---ro-bangkok/---ilo-dhaka/documents/meetingdocument/wcms_762473.pdf 

37 Pre-departure requirements include getting a passport and medical tests report, participating in pre-departure orientation training, applying for a visa, receiving a 
contract, verifying the visa and contract, and receiving a smart card.

http://ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---asia/---ro-bangkok/---ilo-dhaka/documents/meetingdocument/wcms_762473.pdf
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CASE STUDY
Kamal, 35, male potential migrant worker from Char Bhadrasan

“ On leaving my poorly paid tailoring work, I planned to migrate overseas for a better job.  
One of the subagents in my community told me to go to Lebanon. He charged around USD 
6,000 promising a better job there. I had savings of USD 1,200 and another USD 1,300 from 
the sale of two cows. I took the remainder (USD 3,500) as a loan, at 20% interest, from a local 
moneylender. I paid USD 6,000 to the subagent in mid-2019. My flight was scheduled for the 
end of March 2020, but it was cancelled and I couldn’t travel. Now, I can’t depart until January 
2021. But I see no hope of going to Lebanon. The misery is that I have been paying back my 
loan since mid-2019 – USD 240 each month. I work hard to manage this amount. I’ve already 
paid USD 4,700 to the moneylender, but they claim it only covers the monthly interest.  
The principal amount of USD 3,500 is still unpaid. I’m now in a cycle of debt and don’t know 
how I’ll overcome it.”

3.3 Labour rights violations before and during the 
Covid-19 pandemic
3.3.1 Labour rights violations before the pandemic

The survey shows that 53% of returnee migrant workers did not receive their salary regularly, 
even before the pandemic, while 39% claimed they had to work long hours, beyond their 
scheduled duties, without pay. Women domestic workers reported rarely having a day-
off. The majority of returnee migrant workers reported poor conditions such as inadequate 
ventilation and lighting in the workplace, poor and irregular payment, and bullying from 
their employers. Those working in the garment and textile sectors in Jordan and Mauritius 
experienced particularly bad working conditions, rarely being allowed bathroom breaks on the 
basis that productivity would decrease. Inadequate accommodation facilities, safety measures 
and healthcare services were also reported. 

47% of returnee migrants experienced at least one form of abuse – verbal, psychological, 
physical or sexual – at their workplace. Of them, 62% of women workers experienced ongoing 
trauma, ranging from insults and psychological abuse to severe physical and sexual abuse. 
63% of women faced bullying and verbal attacks by their employers. A similar percentage 
reported humiliation, intimidation and psychological torment. 78% of women and 22% of 
men experienced physical abuse which resulted in negative health impacts such as hearing 
loss, heart problems, depression or anxiety. 4% of women returnee workers reported being 
sexually assaulted. 

Migrant workers undergo a mandatory health screening as part of the recruitment process. 
However, the health of migrant workers is commonly neglected in their place of work. In 
most cases, the employer – an individual or company – has the minimum health insurance 
needed to meet government requirements for a work permit. They rarely provide support for 
migrant workers. In some countries, such as Mauritius, migrant workers are entitled to access 
full health facilities. In the Middle East and Southeast Asia, government hospitals provide 
emergency treatment, but it’s reliant on a company’s regulations and employer’s discretion. 
Undocumented migrant workers don’t have access to government health services in any country. 
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CASE STUDY
Hiramoni, 40, female returnee domestic migrant worker in Saudi Arabia 

“ Even before the pandemic, I was often slapped by my employer and his wife for any small 
mistake. If I spilled a little water on the stove, I faced severe consequences. They counted 
every minute that I sat down to eat food. As I was only given a few minutes, I ate very quickly 
and it brought me to tears when they called me a ‘hungry pig’. However, I just wanted to 
get through it as my family badly needed the money. When the lockdown was imposed in 
Riyad, they treated me even more harshly. They provided only a few slices of bread or their 
leftovers, saying they couldn’t go out to buy food due to movement restrictions or that food 
was expensive during the lockdown. Well, it was never too expensive for them to order their 
favourite dishes at home. My life was just about fulfilling their orders. I had to clean their large 
house three times a day to keep it germ-free, and wash their heavy rugs by hand almost every 
day. They didn’t use their washing machine as, they said, it would increase their bills. But even 
after fulfilling all their demands, they didn’t pay the full salary I was due.”

3.3.2 Labour rights violations during the pandemic 

The Covid-19 pandemic has created countless negative consequences for both returnee 
and potential migrant workers. First and foremost, it impacted on employment (loss and 
unavailability of jobs) and wages. In destination countries, companies breached contracts with 
migrant workers by decreasing wages and forcing them to take unpaid leave, in an attempt 
to recover the losses that resulted from Covid-19’s impact on the global supply chain. As a 
result, migrant workers suffered rights violations, including non-payment of wages, and were 
left not knowing when or if their work would resume, whether they would be able to repay 
loans they took out to facilitate overseas migration, or if they would be forced to return to 
Bangladesh.

The survey shows that 54% of returnee migrant workers were laid-off and another 27% 
were furloughed. More than 48% of returnee workers reported that their employer had not 
paid their wages for 1-3 months before they were sent back to Bangladesh. Non-payment 
disproportionately affected low-wage workers – in particular, women employed in precarious 
domestic sectors. 37% of workers did not receive their wages for 4-6 months, and another 
15% (the majority, men) had not been paid for 7-13 months or more. Returnee migrant 
workers also reported that deductions were made on their bonus wages, overtime payments 
and other payments or benefits, and they only received half of the benefits they would have 
prior to the pandemic. A group of construction workers, who returned from the UAE and 
Malaysia, reported salary deductions were taken because they were not able to work during 
the state-imposed lockdown. 
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Non-payment of wages to migrant workers before repatriation during  
the pandemic

Returnee migrants who had worked at the same company for more than a year, didn’t  
receive the additional wages they were entitled to. Those who had been employed for  
5-14 months didn’t receive the service benefits they were due. Unpaid wages and service 
benefits consequently lead to workers suffering from socio-economic uncertainty and an 
inability to repay debts upon their return. 

41% of returnee workers reported that in addition to a shortage of food and non-payment 
of wages, employer abuse and rights violations increased during the pandemic. Employers 
pressured them to continue working as usual, ignoring government guidelines in some 
countries and neglecting health and safety issues such as social distancing. Nearly 8% 
reported being forced to work without adequate protective equipment. Many migrants had 
no choice and were forced to continue working in order to meet their employer’s demands, 
putting their own health at risk.

Almost all Bangladeshi migrant workers who returned during the pandemic experienced 
non-payment of wages, loss of assets and other belongings, leading to economic, social and 
psychological distress. The pandemic caused innumerable violations of human and labour 
rights and exacerbated existing situations of vulnerability to forced labour and other forms 
of modern slavery, such as debt bondage.38 Migrants’ loss of income negatively impacted 
their families’ economic situation, made worse by a lack of accessible support and assistance 
programmes for the reintegration of returnee migrant workers. 

38 Migrant Forum Asia (2020). Crying out for Justice: Wage Theft Against Migrant Workers during Covid-19, Volume 2. mfasia.org/migrantforumasia/wp-content/
uploads/2021/06/Crying-Out-for-Justice-Vol.-2.pdf 
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http://mfasia.org/migrantforumasia/wp-content/uploads/2021/06/Crying-Out-for-Justice-Vol.-2.pdf
http://mfasia.org/migrantforumasia/wp-content/uploads/2021/06/Crying-Out-for-Justice-Vol.-2.pdf
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Lack of measures to protect migrant workers

The governments of Qatar, Oman, Bahrain, the UAE and Jordan attempted to ease the 
financial burdens of their nationals (local labour force) by lowering or removing utility bills, 
adjusting rent and offering industry incentives, but little attention was given to the needs of 
migrant workers. In Mauritius, changes were introduced to the Workers’ Rights Act (which 
applies to both nationals and migrant workers) aimed at improving employment protection 
and working conditions. However, migration experts said that the changes favoured 
employers, rather than workers, and that the pandemic-led financial crisis was used as a 
defence by many employers who prematurely terminated migrant workers’ contracts, resulting 
in unpaid wages. 

CASE STUDY
Parul, 40, female returnee domestic migrant worker in Oman

“ Including my salary for six months, my employer was supposed to pay me BDT 300,000 
(USD 3,500). I asked her for the money, and she said she would give it to me at the airport 
as I might lose it. However, I wasn’t given anything, and I returned home completely empty-
handed. They cheated me after all the hard work I did for them. I can’t forget this grief.  
I just cry and cry.”

 
CASE STUDY
Nayan, 43, male returnee migrant 
worker, crane operator in the UAE

“ Even when the government imposed 
a lockdown to reduce the spread of 
Covid-19, my employer kept forcing 
us to go to the factory. A couple of my 
colleagues tested positive for the virus, 
which made us all quite worried. We 
decided to take a break from our work and 
talked to the employer about it. Despite 
his threats, we didn’t work there until the 
lockdown was lifted. The employer did not 
pay us for those days.”
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3.3.3 Termination of contracts and forced repatriation of migrant workers due 
to Covid-19 

Research found that Covid-19 and the resulting economic downturn caused termination of 
contracts for some migrant workers in the construction, garment/textile and other business 
sectors in many destination countries. A significant number of FGD participants (returnee 
migrant workers) reported that even if they were not laid-off, their employers persuaded them to 
go on vacation until the situation normalised. For many, this meant returning to Bangladesh with 
no pay, no immediate work, and deep uncertainty about future opportunities. Many returned 
home empty-handed, leaving their belongings behind. Some reported that they had been sent 
home illegally as they had protested about their violation of labour rights during the pandemic. 

According to data collected by the Airport Welfare Desk under the WEWB, 408,408 
migrant workers returned to Bangladesh as a result of being laid off between 1 April and 
31 December 2020. The data shows that the majority returned from the Middle East (85%) 
mainly from Saudi Arabia (29%), the United Arab Emirate (28%), Qatar (12%) and Oman 
(6%). 10% returned from Southeast Asia – mainly Malaysia, Singapore and South Korea.39 
Approximately 89% of returnee migrant workers were documented and 11% undocumented. 

3.4 Lack of remedy, redress and support services 
When exploitation, abuse, forced labour or slavery occur, migrant workers should have access 
to remedy and redress. Remedy can take the form of restitution, rehabilitation, financial or 
non-financial compensation. Support services dedicated to delivering redress and remedy to 
migrant workers can include hotlines operated by labour ministries or third parties, mediation 
processes and judicial mechanisms. Redress and remedial actions should be offered by 
countries of origin and destination, as well as businesses. 

Support services in destination countries

Support services for Bangladeshi migrant workers in destination countries were inadequate 
prior to the Covid-19 pandemic. The migration governance regulation framework, prepared 
by the government of Bangladesh, highlighted the importance of a rights-based protection 
system for its migrant workers, providing access to information, legal aid, repatriation, and 
support and services in destination countries and at home. However, the effectiveness of the 
regulations is hampered by a lack of implementation. 

The survey showed that 23% of migrant workers visited the Bangladesh consulate in their 
destination country to register a complaint about the violation of their labour rights. Of which, 
only a quarter received limited assistance with negotiations with their employer. 

Many labour destination countries have redressal mechanisms in place. In GCC countries, 
there is an online facility to file judicial complaints and migrant workers can also make 
complaints through the labour courts. In Mauritius, migrant workers can file complaints directly 

39 IOM (2021). Returnee Sitrep: number of Bangladeshi migrants returned due to Covid-19, April – December 2020. https://reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/files/
resources/Returnee%20Sitrep_GoB_Apr%20to%20Dec%202020_19May2021_Final_V2.pdf 

https://reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/files/resources/Returnee%20Sitrep_GoB_Apr%20to%20Dec%202020_19May2021_Final_V2.pdf
https://reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/files/resources/Returnee%20Sitrep_GoB_Apr%20to%20Dec%202020_19May2021_Final_V2.pdf
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(or with the assistance of local civil society actors, such as trade unions) to the Complaints 
Desk Office of the Special Migrant Workers’ Unit at the Ministry of Labour. 

There are labour courts in all destination countries. However, the implementation and 
accessibility of redressal mechanisms are often lacking. For example, language barriers make 
the online complaints system in GCC countries inaccessible as it is in Arabic, which many 
migrant workers are not literate in, so they would require assistance to register a complaint. 
Moreover, it cannot be accessed from abroad. 

Filing judicial complaints and accessing labour courts without assistance is challenging for 
migrant workers, particularly as their visas and work permits often don’t allow them to extend 
their stay in the country for the duration of the judicial procedures, thereby depriving them 
of access to effective justice and legal remedies. Often, prevailing racial discrimination and 
xenophobic attitudes in destination countries create further barriers. Research found that 
migrant workers were dismissed by their employers and sent home without notice because 
they had filed a complaint. 

Efficacy of remedy, redress and support services for those who returned  
to Bangladesh

It is widely accepted that migrant workers are often familiar with the redress mechanisms  
that are available to them, but they do not seek them out in order to access justice due to 
practical difficulties and a fear of reprisals. Our research confirmed this is true for Bangladeshi 
migrant workers. 

In an attempt to improve the protection and welfare of migrant workers, the government of 
Bangladesh established Labour Welfare Wings to provide support services in destination 
countries with high numbers of migrant workers. However, previous research undertaken by 
OKUP found they’re often understaffed and under-resourced which, naturally, diminishes their 
efficiency. OKUP’s 2017 study found that for every 20,000 migrant workers in Jordan, there 
was only one officer responsible for dealing with their grievances. 

Given the significant number of migrant workers who have returned to Bangladesh as a result 
of the pandemic, no initiatives have yet been taken to recover their lost wages or address 
grievances/labour rights violations. Migrant workers who returned and registered complaints 
were met with dysfunctional complaint mechanisms. Civil society organisations often assist 
migrant workers with filing a grievance or hiring legal support, but efforts to claim effective 
redress are inadequate due to the large numbers of migrant workers who suffer from labour 
rights abuses in destination countries. 

The Bangladesh government’s migration regulatory body, BMET, is responsible for redressing 
migration-related complaints received online and via their call centre, Prabash Bandhu. The 
BMET provides two main services for migrant workers: safe return from abroad in the case of 
abuse, and help obtaining compensation via arbitration with recruiting agents. However, it is 
difficult for workers to present evidence of abuse – such as that faced as a domestic worker 
in a household, recruitment fees paid to a sub agent or due wages for overtime worked. In the 
absence of proper evidence, complaints are often unresolved. 
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CASE STUDY
Sayeed, 43, male returnee migrant worker, textile factory in Mauritius

“ I had been working in a textile factory in Mauritius for more than three years. My experience 
had been quite positive, but my employer’s true nature wasn’t revealed until the Covid-19 
outbreak. Like many businesses, the company was facing an economic downturn. So, they 
started paying a subsistence wage, even though we were exhausted by the daily routine of 
factory work. To save money, the company didn’t renew my work permit – and those of 200 
other workers (mostly of Bangladeshi, Indian and African origin). Still, I decided to continue 
working, thinking that once the situation normalised everything would be fine. 

However, things got worse when they began giving us poor-quality food to keep costs down. 
It was just inedible. How can a person survive eating that food day after day? So, one day, I 
and a Bangladeshi co-worker addressed the issue with the company owner, thinking it would 
bring about change. But it just agitated him, and we were both instantly dismissed and sent 
back home.” 

3.5 Economic uncertainty among returnee migrant workers 
in Bangladesh 
Social and economic reintegration for returnee migrant workers in Bangladesh is crucial to 
ensure that, particularly in a context where many are returning with debts incurred during the 
migration process, they are not forced to accept exploitative work or pushed into situations of 
forced labour and other forms of modern slavery to earn a livelihood. 

The government of Bangladesh recognises the importance of social and economic 
reintegration for returnee migrant workers, it is embedded in migration governance laws and 
policies. Measures taken to address reintegration challenges can be seen in the Recognition 
of Prior Learning, a skills certificate programme, and with the availability of reintegration loans 
provided by Probashi Kallayan Bank. In addition, the WEWB at the Ministry of Expatriate 
Welfare and Overseas Employment offers support for returnee migrant workers suffering from 
illness, injury or disability, by providing grants and compensation to workers and their families, 
including to the families of deceased migrant workers. 

OKUP’s 2019 research40 on returnee migrant workers’ reintegration provides evidence of 
their individual needs, based on differing experience, skills and economic status. A one-size-
fits-all approach fails to recognise their distinct needs, which must be addressed to facilitate 
sustainable reintegration. However, socio-economic support and services for the effective 
reintegration of returnee migrant workers prior to the Covid-19 pandemic were insufficient. 

This research found that 16% of returnee migrant workers reported using savings to cover living  
expenses. Around 10% said they financially relied on ventures – such as agriculture and animal 
rearing – they had started before their departure. The remaining 74% barely had the means to 
survive, as they had no savings or other form of income. Of that number, nearly 35% took out 
loans. 7% of all returnees faced critical challenges in providing sufficient food for their families. 

40 OKUP (2019). Economic reintegration of Bangladeshi returnee migrant workers: prospects and challenges. This report is not available online.
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Findings on economic reintegration 

In response to the economic uncertainty caused by Covid-19 and the need for improved 
economic reintegration measures for returnee migrants, in July 2020 the government of 
Bangladesh announced a seven billion Bangladesh taka (USD 82m) incentive package for 
returnee workers, in the form of soft loans41 through the Probashi Kallayan Bank. However, 
our research found that returnee migrant workers have been unable to access these loans. 
A lack of institutional capacity, coupled with a lack of planning on how to ensure returnee 
workers could effectively access the loans, has impeded the success of the programme.  
The high collateral attached to the loans has also dissuaded migrant workers from applying. 
The Bank rarely helps returnee workers apply for a loan, so only a small number have been 
able to benefit. As of December 2020, just 384 returnee migrant workers received loans, 
averaging less than BDT 200,000 (USD 2,500). 

The pandemic-stricken economy in Bangladesh is characterised by limited opportunities 
for economic reintegration, creating increased vulnerability to exploitation, forced labour 
and other forms of modern slavery. 95% of returnee migrant workers reported difficulty in 

41 A soft loan has a below-market rate of interest, with terms favourable to the borrower.
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securing employment to enable successful economic reintegration. Research found that just 
6% of returnees were able to find work in the local job market. Those who were able to, were 
successful because of their experience in electronic repairs, plumbing and other construction-
related skills. 13% of returnees reported a desire to start a small enterprise with their savings, 
while 59% are considering seeking overseas employment again, once the Covid-19 situation 
has normalised. 

CASE STUDY
Sahara, 55, female returnee domestic migrant worker in Lebanon

“ When the pandemic started to take its toll, it had a heavy impact on my income. As there 
were a series of lockdowns, I couldn’t work much. Months went by and the situation didn’t 
improve, nor did my wages. My health was also getting worse. My room-mates, who used 
to work as live-out domestic workers like me, suggested I return home. As I was working in 
Lebanon without any legal papers, I had to pay a large amount of tax to the government.  
All my money was used paying for a flight and taxes. 

When I came home to my village, I met further difficulties. Covid-19 was raging all over the 
country. As a migrant worker, I was shamed for spreading the virus in my area – though  
I isolated in my house for more than a week. After a few months my neighbours were still 
afraid that they would be infected if they talked to me. By this point my daughters’ families 
had become ‘bored’ of me as I had no more money to contribute.  
Their husbands misbehaved with me so often. I realised then that everyone would love me 
if I gave them money. Otherwise, I’m just an old woman who is good for nothing. People just 
forget about all your sacrifices when you lose your earning capacity. Since returning from 
Lebanon, it just feels depressing when you’re 55, unemployed and undervalued by your family 
and society. I don’t know how I can lift myself up. 

Going back to Lebanon isn’t possible anymore, mainly because of my age. For the past few 
months, I’ve been trying to get street vending and paddy threshing work in the village, but I 
couldn’t continue because of back problems. If I hadn’t spent all my money on my daughters’ 
in-laws, I could have used it to buy some goats and earn a living. Now I just hate to be 
financially dependent on others.”
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CHAPTER 4
Gaps and challenges in current 
international labour migration policies 
A number of standards and conventions regarding best practice in international labour 
migration policies and practices exist. These standards should be applied by all countries  
who are sending and receiving migrant workers. Key standards to protect migrant workers  
are summarised below. 

4.1 International standards
The International Convention on the Protection of the Rights of All Migrant Workers 
and Members of Their Families, 1990 
The Convention, which entered into force in 2003, ensures protection for migrant workers  
and members of their families during the entire migration process: preparation, departure, 
transit, the period of stay in the country of employment, and return to country of origin.  
The Convention treats both documented and undocumented migrant workers equally. 
Bangladesh is a signatory to this Convention and ratified it on 24 August 2011. 

New York Declaration for Refugees and Migrants, 2016 
Unanimously adopted by the UN General Assembly, this reaffirms the importance of the 
international refugee regime and contains a wide range of commitments by Member States 
to strengthen and enhance mechanisms to protect people on the move. Bangladesh actively 
participated in the negotiation of this Declaration.

The Global Compact for Safe Orderly and Regular Migration (GCM), 2018 
Adopted by the UN General Assembly and although non-binding, the GCM is an important 
rights-based framework ‘for improved migration governance that puts migrants and their 
human rights at the centre and that provides a significant opportunity to strengthen human 
rights protection for all migrants, regardless of status’.42 It works to ensure migrants’ rights  
are fulfilled at all stages of the migration cycle. Bangladesh adopted the GCM in 2018. 

The Slavery Convention, 1926 
Defines slavery as ‘the status or condition of a person over whom any or all of the powers 
attaching to the right of ownership are exercised’. Bangladesh signed this Convention on  
7 January 1985.

The Supplementary Convention on the Abolition of Slavery, the Slave Trade, and Institutions 
and Practices Similar to Slavery, 1956 

42 ohchr.org/EN/Issues/Migration/Pages/GlobalcompactforMigration.aspx

http://ohchr.org/EN/Issues/Migration/Pages/GlobalcompactforMigration.aspx
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This further defines institutions and practices similar to slavery as including debt bondage, 
serfdom and servile marriage. Debt-bondage is defined as ‘the status or condition arising from 
a pledge by a debtor of his personal services or those of a person under his control as security 
for a debt, if the value of those services as reasonably assessed is not applied towards the 
liquidation of the debt or the length and nature of those services are not respectively limited 
and defined’. Bangladesh ratified this Convention on 5 February 1985.

ILO Convention No. 29 on Forced Labour, 1930  
Defines forced or compulsory labour in article 2(1) as ‘all work or service which is exacted 
from any person under the menace of any penalty and for which the said person has not 
offered himself voluntarily’. Bangladesh ratified it on 22 June 1972.

ILO Convention No. 105 on the abolition of Forced Labour, 1957 
Abolishes all forms of forced labour. Bangladesh ratified it on 22 June 1972.

The 2014 Protocol to the Forced Labour Convention  
Provides specific guidance on effective measures to be taken to eliminate all forms of forced 
labour. It requires that states must not only criminalise and prosecute forced labour, but also 
take effective measures to prevent forced labour and provide victims with protection and 
access to remedies, including compensation. Bangladesh has not yet ratified this protocol. 

The United Nations Protocol to Prevent, Suppress and Punish Trafficking in Persons, 
Especially Women and Children, 2000  
The Palermo Protocol defines trafficking in persons and notes that it involves the movement 
of a person using violence, coercion, deception or the abuse of a position of power for the 
purposes of exploitation. Bangladesh acceded to the Palermo Protocol in September 2019.

4.2 Migration governance laws and policies in Bangladesh
A number of laws and policies that are meant to govern international labour migration, 
ensure best practice and promote the rights of Bangladeshi migrant workers are in place in 
Bangladesh, as set out below. 

Overseas Employment and Migrants Act, 2013  
The government adopted the Act in 2013 to establish safe and fair migration systems and 
ensure the rights and well-being of all migrant workers and their families. 

Expatriate Well-being and Overseas Employment Policy, 2016 
Adopted by the government, the Policy established a rights-based protection system at all 
stages of migration for all migrant workers – men and women. 

Overseas Employment and Migration Management Rules, 2017 
Adopted by the government, the Rules provide an overall framework for labour migration 
management. 

Wage Earners’ Welfare Board Law, 2018 
Adopted by the government in 2018, the Law covers migration governance and protection of 
migrant workers’ rights. 
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4.3 Gaps and challenges in national laws and policies 
Various loopholes and gaps exist in the laws and policies outlined above. Moreover, some  
of the policies are not fully implemented. As a result, migrant workers are negatively  
impacted because they do not have full access to the protections that the laws and  
policies aim to generate. 

Gaps in protection under OEMA 2013  
One particular law where a gap in protection can be seen is the Overseas Employment and 
Migrants Act 2013 (OEMA 2013). It includes a clear provision that licensed recruiting agents 
are the only authority allowed to conduct overseas recruitment. However, as previously 
outlined, the ubiquity of unauthorised subagents in Bangladesh continues to be a challenge. 
Licensed recruiting agents maintain close ties with unauthorised subagents when it comes 
to identifying potential migrant workers and completing key aspects of the migration process 
– such as preparing passports, administering medical tests and delivering pre-departure 
orientation training. Their ongoing relationship contributes to high recruitment fees and a 
lack of transparency, which ultimately encourages irregular migration and creates heightened 
situations of vulnerability for migrant workers.

OEMA 2013 states that recruiting agents should protect the interests of migrant workers by 
ensuring due and decent wages, workplace conditions, accommodation facilities and financial 
benefits are in accordance with the terms and conditions of their employment contract. 
The Act made the recruiting agent liable, separately and together with the employer, for 
any violation of the conditions in migrant workers’ employment contracts. However, agents 
rarely communicate with migrant workers once they’ve left the country. They often pass their 
responsibilities to unauthorised local subagents whose support and services for migrant 
workers and their families is inconsistent. When support is provided, it is done in exchange for 
a fee. There is rarely a mechanism put in place by recruiting agents to ensure the protection of 
migrant workers in destination countries, as the Act stipulates. 

OEMA 2013 gives migrant workers the right to file a civil suit for compensation and to seek 
a criminal prosecution for any offence under the Act. Without forsaking the right to file a 
criminal case, the Act allows a migrant worker or any aggrieved person to file a complaint for 
fraud or breach of contract against any person, including a recruiting agent. The Act also puts 
in place the right to legal aid from the government, assistance from Bangladesh diplomatic 
missions, rights to return home and access to financial assistance and welfare support  
upon return. 

However, implementation of OEMA 2013 and other relevant laws and policies is inadequate. 
Unauthorised subagents are not held accountable, which hinders safe and fair recruitment. 
The lack of legal aid for migrant workers further impedes access to justice and effective 
remedy, both in Bangladesh and destination countries. Legal assistance with filing complaints 
against employers, who forced migrant workers to return to Bangladesh without receiving 
their due salaries and financial benefits during the pandemic, is not known to have been 
provided. Consequently, hundreds of thousands of migrant workers who returned to 
Bangladesh empty-handed, as a result of the pandemic, are suffering economic hardship. 
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The lack of legal aid in Bangladesh, coupled with loopholes in OEMA 2013 around judicial 
procedures, and the nature of offences43 make OEMA 2013 ineffective in ensuring justice 
and remedy for returnee migrant workers. The absence of consistently applied ‘rules’ is 
a hindrance to effectively resolving complaints at BMET arbitration (alternative dispute 
resolution system). Therefore, migrant workers remain unable to access justice and effective 
remedial action. 

Reintegration challenges 
Sustainable reintegration is a critically important stage of a comprehensive safe migration 
process. The government of Bangladesh has recognised and highlighted its importance 
by incorporating provisions in legislation. For instance, OEMA 2013 includes a provision to 
undertake and implement projects for social and economic reintegration of returnee migrant 
workers but, in reality, little effort has been dedicated to designing and implementing 
comprehensive reintegration packages for workers in vulnerable situations. 

Despite the provisions outlined above, when migrants return to Bangladesh access to 
economic opportunities and social support is limited, presenting a challenge to achieving 
sustainable reintegration. A lack of access to information, poor financial literacy, mismatch 
of skills, significant debts and social stigmatisation make it impossible for many returnee 
migrants to access the social support services necessary for successful reintegration. 

In response to the increased number of returnee migrant workers during the pandemic, 
the government introduced a reintegration loan package. However, it has strict terms and 
requirements for providing supporting documentation. For instance, to access a loan, returnee 
workers are required to prepare and submit business proposals that include income and 
expenditure plans for a year. For returnees with low levels of education and financial literacy, 
it is not realistic to develop such a plan. They must also present their work visa, but those 
who were undocumented are unable to do so. In addition, they must show land ownership 
documents, but not all returnees own land. Women are disproportionately impacted by this 
requirement as Bangladesh societal norms and inheritance legislation are barriers to them 
owning land. Moreover, the package does not address the psychological impacts experienced 
by migrant workers who were forced to return home, nor contain sufficient provision to build 
their social capital, financial literacy and vocational skills.

Apart from the reintegration loan, the WEWB provided a transport allowance of BDT 5,000 
(USD 58) to migrant workers who returned during the lockdown. They also provided financial 
assistance of BDT 20,000 (USD 232) to women returnee migrant workers for reintegration. 
They reimbursed BDT 25,000 (USD 290) to Saudi Arabia-bound migrant workers for the 
mandatory hotel quarantine imposed by the Saudi government. And they set up a PCR 
machine at the airport and introduced Covid testing of outbound migrant workers prior to 
flights, as required by some destination countries. 

There are a few existing initiatives under the WEWB that assist returnee migrant workers in 
vulnerable situations – such as compensation to the families of deceased migrant workers, 
financial grants for ill returnees, and educational scholarships for the children of migrant workers. 

43 The police may arrest someone without a warrant for a ‘cognisable offence’. A bailable offence is one that is less serious in nature and bail is available to the accused. 
A compoundable offence can be compromised, ie the complainant can agree to take back the charges levied against the accused. When migrant workers file cases, 
their concerns are often seen as less serious, so when the police find the accused they are easily compromised and released on bail.
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4.4 Migration governance laws and policies in major 
destination countries
The recruitment of migrant workers in most labour destination countries, particularly in the 
Middle East, falls within the kafala or visa sponsorship system. The system lacks regulation 
and protections for migrant workers, leaving them vulnerable to labour abuse, exploitation and 
various forms of modern slavery. 

4.4.1 Kafala system 

Under the kafala system, a local person or company must sponsor a migrant worker so their 
work visa and residency permit can be validated. This places the employer in control of a 
migrant worker’s right to work, their immigration status and movement – workers are not 
allowed to move freely between employers, even when labour violations have occurred.

4.4.2 Reforms to the kafala system in Arab countries

The kafala system has become increasingly controversial, and there is growing recognition of 
widespread exploitation, including low wages, poor working conditions and employee abuse 
as well as risks of forced labour and other forms of modern slavery. Following worldwide 
campaigning to reform the system, most GCC countries (except Oman) have taken steps in 
the right direction. For example:

• In January 2016, the UAE became the first GCC country to reform the kafala system. 
The reforms give migrant workers in low skilled industries – such as construction and 
the service sector – the right to change employer after six months of service without 
being penalised. Workers in highly skilled jobs are required to give a minimum of 
one months’ notice. However, the law excludes workers in informal sectors, such as 
domestic work and agriculture. 

• Qatar reformed its kafala system in December 2016, giving workers the right to change 
employment at the end of their contract period without a No Objection Certificate (NOC) 
from their employer. However, as well as cooperation from their previous employer, 
approval is required from the Ministry of Labour and Social Affairs – a bureaucratically 
onerous process. 

• Saudi Arabia recently made changes to their kafala system (which came into effect 
in March 2021), meaning that migrant workers are now able to change jobs and 
travel indefinitely without their employers’ permission. While this is a step in the right 
direction, the reforms only apply to some occupations. Migrant workers engaged in 
domestic and care work, farmers, guards and private drivers are among those excluded. 
Additionally, absconding laws give employers the right to register a migrant worker as 
missing, thereby preventing them from accessing the benefits of the new reforms.

• In September 2020 the government in Lebanon passed a ‘standard unified contract’ 
which allows workers to terminate their contract without the consent of their employer. 
It also granted workers key labour conditions such as a 48-hour week, one rest day 
a week, the national minimum wage, overtime and sick pay, annual leave, and some 
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permissible deductions for housing and food. However, a month later, the Lebanese 
Shura Council suspended implementation of the contract in response to a petition by the 
syndicate of recruiting agents. 

• Jordan introduced a standard contract in 2003 which requires employers to hold health 
insurance, workplace accident insurance and recruitment fees insurance. The latter 
reimburses fees to the employer if a worker leaves their employment before completing their  
contract. However, the employer is not entitled to payment if they fail to pay the worker’s 
salary or return their passport. Domestic workers were included within the law in 2008. 

4.4.5 Legal and policy framework in Mauritius

To safeguard migrant worker protections in Mauritius, the Ministry of Labour requires 
employers to submit contracts of employment with work permit applications – vetted for 
conformity with model contract standards. As contracts differ per sector, Mauritian agents 
are prohibited from charging recruitment fees and employers are required to pay for most, 
though not all, costs associated with recruitment. Labour law protections are supplemented 
in certain supply chains by ethical agreements between contractors and suppliers, which can 
raise the standards expected of employers regarding migrant workers. For example, they can 
ensure that migration costs are not charged to workers (such as non-Mauritian recruitment 
agent fees or home state medical expenses associated with securing health clearance in 
Mauritius). However, despite frequent references to ethical agreements in other research, civil 
society representatives have said that the content of such agreements is rarely known among 
stakeholders and not always respected.

4.4.6 Wage Protection System 

The Wage Protection System is a means of codifying, regulating and ensuring the timely 
payment of employee salaries, as well as providing an effective method for monitoring 
employer non-compliance. The UAE was the first GCC country to formally adopt it, followed 
by Saudi Arabia, Oman, Qatar, Kuwait and Bahrain. However, there is limited enforcement of 
the WPS, meaning migrant workers continue to be exploited.

4.4.7 Limited access to grievance mechanisms for migrant workers

Grievance mechanisms are often problematic for migrant workers due to language barriers, 
lack of access to technology or movement restrictions. Sometimes, due to the kafala visa 
system, migrants have little recourse in the face of exploitation, abuse, forced labour and other 
forms of modern slavery. While racial discrimination in some countries can restrict migrant 
workers’ access to remedies.

4.4.8 Covid-19 

The Covid-19 pandemic has further exposed the vulnerability of migrant workers. Thousands 
have been forced to return home without the salaries and benefits they were due, despite the 
supposed safeguarding offered by the Wage Protection System. Governments in countries of 
destination and origin, such as Bangladesh, have not successfully provided migrant workers 
with assistance in recovering the payments they are due. 
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CHAPTER 5
Conclusions and recommendations
This research found that the Covid-19 pandemic has heightened pre-existing risk factors  
and created new ones for potential and returnee migrant workers in Bangladesh who are  
at risk of labour exploitation, abuse, human trafficking, forced labour and other forms of 
modern slavery due to unethical recruitment and the lack of safe migration pathways and 
reintegration services. 

When national laws and policies do not provide safe migration options and pathways, migrant 
workers are at a greater risk of exploitation, abuse, forced labour and slavery. Governments  
of key destination countries have made commitments to protect the rights of migrant workers  
by ratifying international conventions and human rights protocols. As a key country of origin 
for migrant workers, the government of Bangladesh has made similar commitments.  
However, initiatives to adopt laws and policies that promote the regulation of safe, orderly  
and fair labour migration in key destination countries, and in Bangladesh, have not been  
fully implemented. 

5.1 Recommendations for the government of Bangladesh 
5.1.1 Review and amend OEMA 2013 to ensure the fair and safe migration of 
Bangladeshi workers, with a focus on women

The provision relating to recruiting agents, and relevant offences, prosecution and penalties 
should be reviewed and amended. It is strongly recommended that: 

• The presence of subagents in the recruitment chain should be acknowledged via a new 
provision in Chapter III, which also holds them accountable for their role. The provision 
should: 

• Require recruiting agents to register all subagents appointed by them, with full 
disclosure of their profile, role and engagement in the recruitment process. 

• Ensure subagents enlisted by recruiting agents are approved by the MoEWOE 
and registered on the recruiting agents’ website or other ministry/BMET site. 

• Offences relating to fraudulent activities under Article 31 (a, b, c, d) should be treated 
as cognisable, non-compoundable and non-bailable. The current provision states the 
opposite, which weakens the Act for migrant workers. As most migrant workers are the 
victims of an offence under these provisions, it gives perpetrators almost guaranteed 
impunity from prosecution and arbitration, and deprives migrant workers from proper 
justice and compensation. 
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• Cases brought forward by migrant workers, seeking justice and compensation, should 
be completed in four months, under Article 38, the Chief Judicial/Metropolitan Magistrate 
Courts. In practice, the justice process often takes more than 12 months. Migrant worker 
cases should be resolved as quickly and effectively as possible to allow them to engage 
in further employment opportunities. Therefore, these cases should be prosecuted 
under special tribunal. A new provision should be added in the OEMA 2013 to establish 
special courts for swifter trials. 

• Comprehensive rules to resolve complaints through formal arbitration should be 
adopted. The government must establish a separate arbitration tribunal under the direct 
supervision of the MoEWOE – with a separate office and human resources, including a 
pool of qualified arbitrators. The amendment should include provisions for decentralised 
arbitration at district level to ensure easy access for migrant workers who come from 
remote villages. 

• Develop and adopt new rules and policies for the effective reintegration of returnee 
migrant workers. 

5.1.2 Improve protection and support measures for migrant workers at 
Bangladesh diplomatic missions and Labour Welfare Wings abroad 

• Ensure the role and function of Labour Welfare Wings at Bangladesh diplomatic 
missions include easily accessible rights-based support services for migrant workers. 

• Increase human resources in Labour Welfare Wings, proportionate to the number of migrant 
workers in a destination country. Staff must be trained to manage migrant workers’ 
cases with respect and empathy. The proportion of female staff must be increased. 

• Establish a ‘legal aid cell’ in Labour Welfare Wings to provide legal support to migrant 
workers in destination countries. 

• Review Labour Welfare Wings’ budgetary limitations, and ensure appropriate funds 
from the government revenue budget to provide legal and humanitarian services to 
vulnerable migrants. 

• Ensure that Bangladeshi consular services in destination countries provide adequate 
assistance and mechanisms for receiving and processing both judicial and non-judicial 
complaints.

5.1.3 Regulate recruitment

• Review and regulate recruitment practices, in line with the ILO’s General Principles 
and Operational Guidelines for Fair Recruitment and Definition of recruitment fees and 
related costs, 2019.44 

• Negotiate with the governments of major labour destination countries to promote the 
Employer Pays Principle45 of recruitment.

44 ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---ed_protect/---protrav/---migrant/documents/publication/wcms_536755.pdf

45 ihrb.org/employerpays/the-employer-pays-principle

http://ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---ed_protect/---protrav/---migrant/documents/publication/wcms_536755.pdf
http://ihrb.org/employerpays/the-employer-pays-principle
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5.1.4 Ensure quality pre-departure orientation training for outbound  
migrant workers 

• Ensure potential migrant workers actively participate in pre-departure orientation 
training (PDOT), which should be specific to each destination country – including 
information about the culture and language, and rights and redressal opportunities.

5.1.5 Create a comprehensive and sustainable reintegration policy and 
programme for returnee migrant workers 

• The MoEWOE must adopt a comprehensive policy for sustainable reintegration of 
returnee migrant workers. 

• The MoEWOE should establish reintegration service centres at a national and district 
level and offer comprehensive packages for social and economic reintegration. The 
social package might include services for vulnerable migrant workers, including airport 
transfer, physical and mental health treatment, legal aid and life skills training. The 
economic package might include financial literacy, training in business development and 
entrepreneurship, and assistance in accessing loans and financial schemes. 

5.1.6 Introduce migrant-friendly loan schemes and services

• The high collateral attached to reintegration loans offered to migrant workers by  
the Probashi Kallayan Bank must be lowered. The Bank should also help returnee  
migrants apply for a loan, including supporting them to complete the application  
process if required.

• Private banks and money exchanges can also play a role by introducing migrant-
friendly financial packages, such as funds and bonds for small and medium-sized 
enterprises (SMEs) and deposit pension schemes for migrant workers. Given the 
soaring unemployment numbers in Bangladesh, it is also essential to encourage self-
employment with more flexible loans for returnee migrant workers.

5.1.7 Include vulnerable migrant workers in the national Social Safety  
Net Programme

• The MoEWOE must take all necessary measures to ensure vulnerable returnee 
migrant workers are included in the national Social Safety Net Programme for receiving 
allowances that support social reintegration and provide livelihood opportunities. 

• The MoEWOE should: 

• Make social security and protection available to migrant workers.

• Introduce a pension or provident fund for all migrant workers.

• Introduce health insurance and workplace accident insurance for all migrant 
workers in destination countries.
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5.1.8 Bilateral and multilateral engagement 

• The government of Bangladesh should work with labour destination countries to establish 
a common framework for migrants’ well-being – both during their stay overseas and on 
return. For instance, as wage theft has increased during the Covid-19 pandemic, the 
government should initiate negotiations with employers in destination countries. 

• When establishing bilateral agreements with governments of key destination countries, 
ensure that these are designed to promote safe migration and access to rights and 
remedy for migrant workers. Any such agreements should be developed in an open and 
consultative manner, with the participation of affected communities and the support of 
international organisations such as the UN and ILO.

• Work in partnership with national and international CSOs to ensure ethical international 
labour migration and improved social and economic reintegration of returnee migrant 
workers.

5.1.9 In response to Covid-19

• Ensure a Covid-19 vaccination programme is in place for outbound migrant workers 
as well as inbound workers who may not have had access to vaccinations in the 
destination country. 

• Ensure migrant workers are not forced to return home as a victim of non-payment of 
salaries and benefits or any other labour rights violation, due to the pandemic.

• Develop and implement a framework based on taking a pro-active role in providing 
emergency support and services to migrant workers – such as hygiene measures, 
Covid-19 testing, information campaigns and quarantine costs.

5.2 Recommendations for governments of destination 
countries
5.2.1 Reform the kafala (sponsorship) system 

• Replace the kafala (sponsorship) system with an independent immigration status, and 
employment-based visas and residency permits. These should allow workers the rights 
to change employer, permit a period of unemployment where alternative work can be 
found and during which workers have recourse to public funds, and to apply to renew 
their visa and residency permits through an accessible administrative process.  
The system should cover all migrant workers in the formal and informal sectors. 

5.2.2 Strengthen the Wage Protection System for all migrant workers 

• The Wage Protection System must be strengthened to make it more favourable for  
all migrant workers. Those in informal sectors must also be covered. Laws relating  
to minimum wages and payment of wages should be strictly enforced for all  
migrant workers. 
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5.2.3 Introduce a multi-stakeholder redress mechanism

• A multi-stakeholder grievance mechanism should be introduced to ensure an accessible 
and transparent redress process, in line with UN Guiding Principles on Business and 
Human Rights. Companies/employers must be held accountable by governments of 
destination countries for providing these mechanisms and ensuring workers can raise 
complaints safely. They should undertake human rights due diligence to identify and 
act upon actual and potential human rights risks for migrant workers in their operations, 
supply chains and the services they use. In addition, formal institutional mechanisms for 
grievance and remedy, such as labour courts in destination countries, should be made 
migrant-friendly and responsive to workers’ needs. Interpreters must be available in the 
courts to overcome language barriers, remove any procedural delays and increase the 
courts’ efficiency. 

5.2.4 Inclusive legal frameworks that prevent and protect

• Reform labour laws that afford migrant workers less protection than national workers 
and ensure that social and labour protections extend to all groups, including migrant 
workers and informal sector workers.

• Reform labour laws that exclude domestic workers from their scope, and put additional 
protections in place to address the specificity of work performed inside a private home 
and the needs of live-in domestic workers.

• Enforce existing laws on slavery, trafficking, debt bondage, forced labour and the worst 
forms of child labour using a rights-based approach, including ensuring adequate 
funding and resourcing for labour inspections. 

• Ensure that all international standards are incorporated into domestic law and ratified. 
Where states have not already done so, ratify and implement the Protocol of 2014 to 
the ILO Forced Labour Convention 1930, ILO Convention No 189 on Domestic Workers 
2011, and the UN Convention on Protection of the Rights of All Migrant Workers and 
Members of their Families. 

5.2.5 Promote civic space 

• Create environments that protect the right to freedom of expression, association and 
assembly, and ensure that migrant workers are allowed to join trades unions. Civil 
society organisations and trades unions should be supported to engage with migrant 
workers.

5.2.6 Bilateral and multilateral engagement 

• When establishing bilateral agreements with governments of key countries of origin, 
ensure that these are designed to promote safe migration and access to rights and 
remedy for migrant workers. Any such agreements should be developed in an open and 
consultative manner, with the participation of affected communities developed with the 
support of international organisations, such as the UN and ILO.
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5.2.7 In response to Covid-19

• Ensure Covid-19 vaccinations are available for all migrant workers, irrespective of their 
migration status. 

• Ensure migrant workers are not forced to return home as a victim of non-payment of 
salaries and benefits or any other labour rights violation, due to the pandemic. 

5.2.8 Address and protect against wage theft

• Take the necessary steps to introduce appropriate remedies for migrant workers who 
were sent home without their salaries and other benefits during the pandemic.

5.3 Recommendations for civil society organisations in 
Bangladesh and abroad 
5.3.1 Ensure that voices of migrant workers and affected communities are 
central to the design and delivery of relevant programmes and activities:

• CSOs in countries of origin should undertake comprehensive awareness-raising 
activities to equip migrant workers and their families with the knowledge to make 
informed decisions on migration. 

• CSOs in countries of origin and destination should collaborate to educate migrant 
workers in destination countries about their labour rights and grievance mechanisms 
available to them. 

• CSOs should work in partnership with national and international governments to ensure 
ethical international labour migration and improved social and economic reintegration of 
returnee migrant workers.

5.4 Global recommendations on access to protection, 
rights and remedy for migrant workers
In the context of Covid-19 and a global commitment to ‘build back better’, we urge 
governments to take measures to address the structural drivers of vulnerability to abuse and 
exploitation experienced by migrant workers; to take measures to address the ongoing impact 
of the pandemic on migrant workers; and build resilience to crisis in the longer term. 

Governments should: 

5.4.1 Include the voices of affected communities

• Ensure that the voices and lived experience of migrant workers and affected 
communities are central to the design and delivery of the laws, policies and programmes 
that impact them. This requires inclusive decision-making at all levels to ensure the 
meaningful participation of workers, affected groups and vulnerable communities. 
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5.4.2 Address the drivers of migration

• While recognising the multiple factors involved in a decision to migrate, investment 
should be made in measures promoting good governance of employment, access to 
quality and free education for children, and the provision of social protection including a 
universal social protection floor and livelihood support. Where states lack the necessary 
financial means to put such measures in place, they should be supported by the 
international donor community.

• Tackle the systemic inequality and discrimination that increases the vulnerability 
of certain groups, for example women, taking into account intersectional factors 
and harmful traditional practices, by strengthening legal frameworks and providing 
education and training.

• With climate change driving forced migration and vulnerability to slavery, support a 
‘Just Transition’ – an integrated social, economic and environmental response that is 
participatory and fair – to achieve sustainable, more equal and resilient societies. 

5.4.3 Promote responsible business practice

• Introduce mandatory human rights and environmental due diligence laws with strict 
liability provisions at national and regional levels. In addition, businesses of all sizes must 
undertake human rights due diligence to identify, assess, prevent, mitigate and account 
for human rights violations; and assess environmental and governance risks and impacts 
in their operations in order to respect labour rights in their supply chains and ensure 
their actions don’t increase vulnerabilities for workers.

5.4.4 International standards

• Implement all international and human rights treaties into domestic law.  
In particular, ratify and implement the Protocol of 2014 to the ILO Forced Labour 
Convention 1930, ILO Convention No 189 on Domestic Workers 2011, and the  
UN Convention on Protection of the Rights of All Migrant Workers and Members  
of their Families. 
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Acronyms and abbreviations
BDT Bangladeshi taka

BLA  Bilateral agreement

BMET Bureau of Manpower, Employment and Training 

CSO Civil society organisation

FGD  Focus group discussion

GBV Gender-based violence

GCC  Gulf Cooperation Council

GCM Global Compact for Safe, Orderly and Regular Migration

IDI In-depth interview

ILO  International Labour Organization

KII Key informant interview

MoC  Memorandum of Cooperation

MoEWOE Ministry of Expatriates’ Welfare and Overseas Employment

MoU  Memorandum of Understanding

MRC  Migrant resource centre

MSIF Modern Slavery Innovation Fund

NGO Non-governmental organisation

OEMA 2013 Overseas Employment and Migrants Act 2013

OKUP Ovibashi Karmi Unnayan Program

PDOT  Pre-departure orientation training

SME Small and medium-sized enterprises

SPSS Statistical Package for the Social Sciences

UAE United Arab Emirates

UK United Kingdom

UN United Nations

USD United States dollar

WEWB Wage Earners Welfare Board
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Glossary 
Country of origin  
A migrant worker’s home country.

Debt bondage / bonded labour  
The world’s most widespread form of slavery. People trapped in poverty borrow money 
and are forced to work to pay off the debt, losing control over both their employment 
conditions and the debt.

Destination country  
The country where a migrant works and resides, either temporarily or permanently, which 
is not their country of origin.

Forced labour 
Any work or services people are forced to do against their will under threat of punishment.

Human trafficking  
The process of trapping people through the use of violence, deception or coercion and 
exploiting them for financial or personal gain.

Internal migration  
The act of moving within the borders of one’s home country.

International migration 
The act of moving to another country, crossing an international border. 

Irregular migration  
The movement of people outside of regular migration channels; migration that takes place 
outside of the laws, regulations or international agreements that govern labour migration 
between countries. When irregular migration occurs, states are still obligated to protect 
the rights of migrant workers.46 

International labour migration  
Movement of a person for the purpose of employment, across an international border. 

Migrant worker  
A person who migrates to another part of their country or across borders for work 
(seasonal, circular temporal or permanent).

Wage theft  
The unlawful denial of wages or benefits that are owed to an employee. 

46 For more information see: https://www.iom.int/key-migration-terms

https://www.iom.int/key-migration-terms
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Potential migrant worker 
A person who completed some or all of their pre-departure formalities, paid migration 
costs and was planning to depart soon. Or a person who completed initial recruitment 
steps and/or provided partial payment but could not complete the migration process 
because of the Covid-19 pandemic.

Recruitment agent/agency 
A person or a company operating in a regulatory framework that provides labour 
recruitment services in the form of hiring employee. They are a bridge between employers 
and employees. For overseas recruitment, the agent/agency must have a license, which is 
provided from the government. 

Returnee migrant worker 
A migrant worker who was furloughed or laid-off. Redundant workers who returned home 
to Bangladesh or are being deported during the Covid-19 pandemic.

Subagents  
Subagents have no legal authority in Bangladesh, but commonly provide migration 
services for potential migrant workers and charge fees above the fixed rate. 

Undocumented worker 
A person who works in a country of which they are not a national, without having the 
required employment visa.

Vulnerability  
Susceptibility to harm and a limited capacity to avoid or counter harm, abuse and/
or exploitation. According to the IOM’s Determinants of Migrant Vulnerability model47 
vulnerability can be shaped by individual factors, household and family factors, community 
factors and structural factors. Vulnerability can be pre-existing and in the context of 
migration it can also be created by recruiters.

47 IOM (2019). The Determinants of Migrant Vulnerability. https://www.iom.int/sites/g/files/tmzbdl486/files/our_work/DMM/MPA/1-part1-thedomv.pdf

https://www.iom.int/sites/g/files/tmzbdl486/files/our_work/DMM/MPA/1-part1-thedomv.pdf
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