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Background 

Migration of Indian workers to the Gulf region is a century old phenomenon. However, it 

started in a big way when the first oil boom of 1973-74 occurred in the region, leading 

to massive flow of oil wealth to the oil rich Gulf monarchies. With excess capital in their 

pockets, these oil monarchies embarked upon massive developmental works, especially 

construction. They planned to spend billions of dollars on infrastructure building, 

including roads, ports, bridges, aerodromes, administrative buildings, education 

centres, hospitals, residential areas and industrial cities and building networks of public 

utilities, such as water supply, water desalination plants, etc.  

However, these countries did not have enough labour force to meet the requirements of 

the market. As a result, they pursued an ‘open door’ demographic policy and invited 

guest workers from abroad. Initially, the neighbouring Arabs migrated to the Gulf 

countries in large numbers and these Gulf monarchies even gave preference to them.  

But over the period, as the economies started growing and the demand for more and 

skilled workforce grew, which these Arabs countries failed to meet, workers from Asia, 

particularly from South Korea, Taiwan, Thailand, China and the Philippines filled the 

gap. These countries went to the Gulf on project basis. However, as the market of 

construction projects dwindled, these countries also reduced their presence in the Gulf 

labour market. In the third wave, workers from South Asia, especially India, Pakistan, 

Bangladesh, Sri Lanka and, now, from Nepal, Afghanistan, Maldives, etc., migrated in a 

big way to the Gulf region. These workers were not tied to any one project; rather they 

went there on the basis of the labour market demands, including demand in the 

household sector.  

Migration from India to the Gulf began mainly after 1976, when only 4,700 workers got 

clearance, but thereafter, the share of Indian labourers in the GCC labour market kept 

growing. Today, approximately six million Indians are working in six GCC countries, 



2 

 

which account for approximately 50 per cent of the estimated total 13 million foreign 

workers present in the region. The Indian workers from Gulf are remitting 

approximately $40 billion1 i.e. around 53 per cent of the total $70 million remittances 

Indian receives annually directly to their families, which help in poverty alleviation, 

support the local businesses promote entrepreneurship and generate employment. It 

also significantly contributes to the country’s foreign reserves.     

Nonetheless, everything is not fine on the part of Indian workers migrating to the Gulf; 

their problems start right from the beginning – from getting passport, visa to landing in 

the host countries and the working atmosphere therein. Though the government has 

given ample emphasis to promote migration for the sake of remittances and 

employment, it has not been successful in addressing their core issues, safety and 

welfare. Their problems are exacerbated and complicated by corruption and the 

involvement of middlemen and fraudsters.  

This Brief attempts to underline some of the major problems Indian workers encounter 

there and suggests possible remedies.  

I. Problems Faced by the Indian Workers     

 Problems at the recruitment stage 

Indian workers’ problems start right from the recruitment stage; the recruitment 

agencies of both the sending and receiving countries deceive the workers by 

overcharging for the visa, providing incomplete information of the duration of contract, 

salary, overtime and other related details to the migrants. These recruitment agencies 

generally operate with a common goal of making money by keeping the migrant 

workers in the dark, while the Indian missions and labour wing of the embassies in the 

host countries also, may be due to the shortage of staff, are not able to conduct proper 

investigations about the credentials of the companies, which issue the visas and its 

details. The migrant workers suffer even at the stage of getting their passports. They 

have to bribe the even local police stations and local intelligence officers (LIO) for 

getting correct enquiry reports.  

 Suggestions 
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To overcome these problems, the concerned department in India can undertake some of 

the following measures: (i) The officials handling the recruitment process in the 

missions and embassies should be more transparent and provide information on the 

web to protect against cheating or shortfalls in the contract paper and he or she should 

be answerable to the authorities in India; (ii) Any act of fraud in the recruitment process 

by the recruitment agencies should be treated as a criminal act; it should not be treated 

under the company law. This will deter the recruitment agencies to continue with their 

fraudulent practices and, hence, control their agents and sub-agents against cheating or 

overcharging the potential migrants; (iii) The government should put the names of the 

defaulting recruitment agencies on the ministry’s  and the host countries embassies’ 

websites and make it public, so the potentials migrants can avoid getting duped by such 

blacklisted agencies and agents; (iv) The Ministry of Overseas Indian Affairs (MOIA) 

should also keep a vigil on visa trading and declare it a criminal act and penalise those 

found involved in such activities; (v) By undertaking these activities the Indian 

government can considerably reduce the cost of recruitment and ease the migration 

process. The potential migrants can also afford to work abroad without losing much of 

their assets or borrowing at heavy rates to pay the migration fee. According to Ratha, 

approximately $20 billion cost of recruitment2 can be reduced and this money can be 

used for diaspora saving and investment in real economy; (vi) The Indian government 

should also address the problems associated with the visas issued by the household 

sector in the Gulf countries. Visa issued by the household sector has two basic problems. 

Firstly, the foreign workers do not come under the purview of the labour laws of these 

countries; and secondly, mostly the kafeels demand visa in connivance with the 

recruitment agencies and share the profit. Visas issued on household account are one of 

the major sources of visa trading.     

 Handling the crisis/emergency situation 

If the Gulf region is an Eldorado for the guest workers, it has also been the region of 

turmoil and crisis. In recent decades, the region has faced several crises. However, the 

Indian government has neither being successful in arranging proper institutional 

mechanism for evacuating its workers nor made any serious attempt to ensure their 

welfare. The evacuation of 1-2 million workers in a very short period of time becomes 



4 

 

not only tough, but also problematic from security point of view. The only preferred 

method so far has been to send either naval ships or take the help of air services for 

lifting up the workers.  

Suggestions 

Following measures can be taken to reduce the hardships during the evacuation of the 

Indian workers: (i) In Gulf countries, generally the employers keep the passport of the 

workers. During the crisis or emergency, these workers do not have any paper to prove 

their nationality. They fully depend upon the mercy of the authorities for their 

credentials. So, it is important that the Indian government should issue an identity card, 

may be a biometric card, to every migrant worker. The card can be used for banking, 

casting their NRI votes and establishing their identity, especially during evacuation; (ii) 

In emergency in the Gulf, the position of Indian workers, who are mostly unknown to 

Arabic or English language, becomes precarious. They are neither able to communicate 

nor do they have the money to finance their return trip. In such a situation, they should 

be given access to emergency loan against the identity cards by the Indian banks 

operating there (iii) Further, these workers should be encouraged to open account there 

and make compulsory deposit; (iv) the Indian government needs to make a permanent 

institutional arrangement for emergency evacuation at port cities. For this, Indian 

government should work with the host countries.  

 Preventing workers falling into wrong hands 

There is a predominance of blue collar Indian workers in the Gulf region and most of 

them are illiterate; they migrate, usually, due to economic problems at home. Their first 

preference in the host countries is to earn and save and remit as much money as 

possible to their families. With such a background, it would not be surprising if they are 

being induced by the extremist groups to work for them. Generally, these extremist 

groups try to induce these workers for logistics and menial works. Since the borders are 

porous with fewer hurdles, they can easily cross it.  

Suggestions 
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The government needs to undertake the following measures, so that these workers 

cannot be misguided or induced due to ignorance, greed or get provoked under any 

ideological influence to work with any extremist group. (i) The government should 

include the above mentioned aspects in the pre-departure training programmes of the 

migrant workers. (ii) Potential migrants should also be given some ideological 

understanding of Islam as well as informed about the ongoing turbulence there, which 

is purely a political game. For this, some help from religious seminaries in India can be 

taken. (iii) The Indian government should have institutional intelligence linkages with 

the host countries and keep track of the workers. (iv) The Indian government also needs 

to maintain accurate data of workers present in different countries. Generally, it is 

found that workers either overstay or live illegally and during the time of evacuation, 

their numbers automatically swell, which creates difficulty. In recent time, this was 

noticed first in Saudi Arabia when it introduced Nitaqat and started deporting the 

workers who did not have proper papers; and secondly, during the Yemen crisis (May-

June 2015). (v) The Indian authorities also need to address the issue of Indian workers 

languishing in the jails of the host countries. The government should bring them to India 

for completing their remaining sentences.  

 Difficulties of distress-return migrant workers 

About 80 per cent of the Indian migrant workers to the Gulf are blue collar workers. 

They go there to eke out their livelihood. Whatever they earn, they remit. As a result, 

they are left with no savings. Whenever they have to leave on an emergency basis, 

which has now become frequent, they not only lose their earnings, but also face dire 

financial conditions at home. On such occasions, they have neither money nor any 

resources at home to start afresh. For instance, during the Gulf crisis in 1990, thousands 

of Indian workers came back, but the state government could neither provide them any 

job nor loan them capital to start their own businesses. Their financial conditions were 

precarious. 

Suggestions 

The Indian government needs to undertake some affirmative steps to assist them: (i) 

The government should provide backup through adequate insurance to these return-
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migrant workers, so once they are back in distress, they can start their own small 

businesses with that amount; (ii) The government should also grant them soft loans so, 

they can start their own economic activities and sustain their families; (iii) These 

workers can also be given preference in opening up small scale industries with full 

benefits, as enjoyed by the SMEs (Small Scale Enterprises) in India. The government can 

also think of establishing a pension fund and a contingency fund for migrants to cover 

their years of retirement, perhaps on the lines of the National Pension Scheme or the 

Provident Fund Act 1975.  

II. Indians facing tough competition in GCC labour market 

The Indian labour force has dominated the GCC labour market since the beginning of the 

1980s. However, by late 1990s it started facing tough competition. These competitions 

are posed by two major factors: first, cheap labourers from the poor South Asian 

neighbouring countries such as Nepal, Sri Lanka, Afghanistan, Maldives, Philippines, etc; 

second, the currency exchange value also plays important role in favour of these 

countries. The exchange value of Saudi Riyal (SR) of these currencies is relatively low in 

comparison to the Indian currency. As a result, they get more money in exchange for SR 

than the Indians.  

Suggestions 

If India wants to maintain its presence in the Gulf labour market, the government 

should take following measures: (i) It should train its workers according to changing 

need of the Gulf labour market and send better skilled, better disciplined and should be 

abiding to the law of the land; (ii) Indian government should work with the Colombo 

Plan, which is developing a mechanism to minimise the impact of currency fluctuation 

on remittances; (iii) The government should also work on developing cheap means of 

transferring remittances. According to Dilip Ratha (2015), approximately $20 billion 

cost of transferring remittances can be reduced.    

 

The migration of economic workers benefits the sending country in two major ways: 

first, it gives remittances in hard currency, which is unaffected by economic recessions; 
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and second, it provides employment to the unemployed youth and works as a social 

safety valve. Keeping in view their significant contribution to economic development 

and social stability, the government must give proper attention to address their 

problems and grievances.   

*Dr. Zakir Hussain is Research Fellow at Indian Council of World Affairs, 

New Delhi. Views are his own. 

                                                           
1 This author believes that Indian workers from Gulf send more remittances than what has been told. This is 

because the two largest destinations of Indian migration, US and the EU are facing economic problems. 

Migrants there hardly send increased remittances. So bulk of the remittance is coming from the Gulf region. 

Another reason of larger remittances coming from Gulf is that that the migrants to the developed countries 

generally save their money in hope to get citizenship by showing their economic capacity to contribute to host 

economies. Thus, their remittances are neither regular nor big in amount, while the Gulf migrants remit their 

hundred per cent saving. There is no chance of permanent settlement also.  

2 Dilip Ratha, 2015. ‘A $100 billion idea: Harnessing migration for financing development goals’, 

http://blogs.worldbank.org/peoplemove/100-billion-idea-harnessing-migration-financing-development-goals, (accessed on 13 July 

20150. 
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