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1. Introduction 

The countries of the Gulf Cooperation Council – Bahrain, Kuwait, Oman, Qatar, the United Arab 

Emirates (UAE) and Saudi Arabia – witnessed an immense economic development since the 1970s. 

The transition from traditional economies dominated by fishery, pearl and date trade to one closely 

linked to the global economy was mainly enabled by their huge oil and gas reserves (see BP, 2014; 

OPEC, 2014). Especially from the late 1990s onward the revenues from natural resources played a 

central role at the economic development of these countries as well as at stabilizing the global 

economy through investing in bonds and equities of Western countries (Hanieh, 2011). But the GCC 

countries also witnessed and immense increase in FDI inflows since the 2000s which has been 

mainly attributed to their diversification efforts and the legal reforms introduced to attract more 

foreign investments (Hvidt, 2011; Toone, 2013; UNCTAD, 2013). These developments took place 

in the context of the GCC states' move towards a market-based economy with the enhancement of a 

private sector through liberal economic reforms (Abdulla, 2006; Fox, Mourtada-Sabbah and al-

Mutawa, 2006; Shochat, 2008).  

This process went along with increased inflows of migrant labour to the region making it to one of 

the leading migrant receiving regions of the world. However, despite the importance of migration to 

the region it is just more recently that studies have become more interested in the topic (e.g. 

Chalcraft, 2011; Kamrawa and Babar, 2012a).1 It was especially studies from the field of 

                                                 
1 Remittances have been one of the main topics in the context of approaching migration in the region. As for 2011 
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anthropology among the first to approach the issue of migration in the region, but there is still need 

for further research (Gardner, 2012; Kamrawa and Babar, 2012b). The aim of this paper is to 

evaluate the importance of migration for the GCC economies. Especially from the backdrop of the 

region's relevance not only for global energy and financial flows but also for increasing FDI 

inflows, the paper will develop the argument that the specific configuration of migration processes 

and its regulation is essential for the stability of the regional as well as global economy. It will be 

argued that migrant labour, its legal regulation and historical trajectory have been essential in 

maintaining the increasingly market-oriented economic development of the GCC countries and thus 

have served as a “fix” for Gulf capitalism. This will be illustrated at the cases of, first, the 

regulation of migration through the kafala system, second, the historical shift from recruiting Arab 

migrant workers to recruiting Asian migrant workers and third, the working and living conditions of 

migrant workers and their limited rights to organise. Given that the period from the mid-2000s 

onward witnessed an increase in protests and spontaneous strikes by migrant workers the paper will 

conclude with a brief look at these more recent protests and strikes, the demands put forward by 

migrant workers and the responses of official authorities. 

2. Trends in international labour migration to the GCC countries 

The Middle East is in that sense unique that it compromises important sending as well as receiving 

countries (IOM, 2012; Kapiszewski, 2006). Whereas the non-oil producing countries of the Middle 

East constitute an “important migratory reservoir” mainly heading to Europe (Khachani, 2004: 35; 

see also ILO, 2009a; UNESCWA, 2007), the GCC region is a major site attracting international 

migrants. It has been argued that the GCC region is the third largest block of receiving countries 

after North America and Europe and constitutes “the largest recipient of temporary labor migrants 

in the world” (Al Youha and Malit, 2014; see also Colton, 2010). The stock of migrants in the GCC 

countries increased from about 2 millions in 1975 to more than 15 millions in 2010 whereby Saudi 

Arabia and the UAE accounted for the majority of international migrants (Table 1).2 In 2013, the 

number of migrants in the region has increased to more than 22 million (ILO, 2014). The presence 

                                                                                                                                                                  
they amounted more than 61 billion US dollars and were mainly sent to Asian countries, see Al Jazeera, 
http://www.aljazeera.com/indepth/interactive/2013/04/201342914169120172.html [Access: 10.04.2015]. According 
to Naufal and Genc (2014: 4), the share of remittance flows from the GCC countries was around 20 per cent or one-
fifth of the total documented remittance outflows in the world for 2010, 2011, and 2012. This strong focus on 
remittances has been criticised by Karim Radhi from the General Federation of Workers Trade Unions in Bahrain 
who stated that the “proportion of those published [articles, papers, studies] discussing migrant workers legally and 
sociologically is much less than those that discuss the remittances sent back by migrant workers to their families”, 
see http://www.migrant-rights.org/2014/06/we-need-to-revise-our-khaleeji-culture-in-order-to-change-the-realities-
faced-by-migrant-workers-an-interview-with-bahrains-union-leader-karim-radhi/ [Access: 13.04.2015]. 

2 It has to be noted that migration data for the GCC region is not easily available, often incomplete and inconsistent 
(see Baldwin-Edwards, 2011; Shah, 2004, 2013). 
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and increase in migrants is also reflected in the high share of migrant workers at the overall labour 

force of the GCC countries (Baldwin-Edwards, 2011).  

The labour markets of the GCC countries are highly segmented with nationals predominantly 

working in the public sector and migrant workers making up the big part of the private sector 

(Baldwin-Edwards, 2011; UNESCWA, 2009).3 Migrant workers are predominantly employed in the 

sectors of construction, manufacturing and services which increasingly developed as a result of 

diversification policies of the GCC states. The dominance of migrant workers in the private sector is 

a similar structural feature of all GCC countries. In 2009, for example, around 44 per cent of Qatar's 

employment was concentrated in the construction sector, 11 per cent in wholesale and retail and 

almost 9 per cent in manufacturing. In all these sectors migrant workers accounted for more than 99 

per cent of the labour force (Baldwin-Edwards, 2011; De Bel-Air, 2014). Considering the fact that 

especially construction and manufacturing increasingly turned to be central to the economy and to 

the operations of national as well as foreign capital (Hanieh, 2011) and considering that migrant 

workers are dominating the employment in these sectors, it becomes obvious that the economic 

growth is strongly linked to the regulation and presence of migrant labour in these countries.  

3. Migrant labour as a “fix” for Gulf capitalism 

It has been widely argued that the increased economic development combined with the small 

populations of GCC countries is the main reason for the large presence of migrant workers (e.g. 

Baldwin-Edwards, 2011; Thiolett, 2011; Fox et al., 2006b; Winckler, 2010). Although this may be a 

reasonable approach in explaining the presence of migrant labour, it nonetheless does not allow 

adequately approaching the question of the specific configuration of the regulation of migrant 
                                                 
3 The small proportion of nationals working in the private sector is employed in high-productivity and highly-paid 

jobs (see ILO, 2009a, 2009b). 



4 

labour and the historical changes in the composition of migrant workers. Adam Hanieh (2011: 60-

61) has instead argued that because of the “critical centrality of the region to the making of global 

capitalism”, i.e. its importance for energy and financial flows, it was essential to avoid any potential 

threats to capital accumulation by the working classes through the control of oil and its use “to 

reshape the politics of the region as a whole – moving it out of the […] capitalist world market.” 

The configuration of temporary labour migration and the denial of citizenship and other political 

and social rights to migrant workers combined with providing social and economic benefits to 

nationals (including public sector employment) enabled “Gulf regimes to construct a powerful 

system of control over the vast majority of the resident population, while consolidating and binding 

citizen support behind the ruling monarch” (Hanieh, 2014: 75). It is within this context that this 

configuration, accompanied by bad working and living conditions as well as limited rights to 

organise serves as a “fix” for Gulf capitalism (Hanieh, 2014). The regulation of labour migration 

through the kafala system, one has to add, is a central legal aspect of this configuration.  

The regulation of labour migration: The kafala system 

Labour migration in all GCC states is regulated through the kafala system which is structurally and 

functionally similar in all GCC states (ILO, 2009a; ITUC, 2011a; Zara, 2014). Migrant workers, 

officially called “temporary contractual workers” (Shah, 2010: 8; Zahra, 2014: 3-4), can enter the 

country and work there only if they have a national sponsor/employer who has to take legal and 

economic responsibility for them. In Qatar and Saudi Arabia, migrant workers need also the 

permission of their current employer to transfer their sponsorship, i.e. to work for another employer 

(De Bel-Air, 2014; Shah, 2010; Zahra, 2014). Changes allowing migrant workers to change their 

employer without such a permission have been implemented in Oman (2006), Bahrain (2009) and, 

to a limited extend also in the UAE (2011) (Babar, 2011; Baldwin-Edwards, 2011; Hertog, 2014). In 

addition to these restrictive measures, in Qatar and Saudi Arabia, migrant workers also need an exit 

permit from their employer if they want to leave the country (Amnesty International (AI), 2013a; 

Zahra, 2014). 

The kafala system makes migrant workers highly dependent on employers and is strongly reflecting 

the needs of the locally operating businesses which are granted work visas in a liberal way 

(Baldwin-Edwards 2011; Mednicoff, 2012; Roper and Barria, 2014). As the system allows 

employers to easily bring in migrant labour during periods of economic growth and expel them 

during periods of recessions and as the concrete procedures make migrant workers dependent on 

their employers, Vora (2010: 47) speaks of “the privatization of migrant governance through the 
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kafala system” and Mahdavi (2012: 98) notes that “the law is written to protect the employers rather 

than the migrant workers”. According to the International Trade Union Confederation (ITUC) the 

authorities of Qatar and the UAE even state that the rules laid down for labour migration “are 

needed to protect the investments of employers who have incurred costs in bringing the workers 

into the country” (ITUC, 2011a: 16). This is also reflected in the fact that many businesses oppose 

any changes to the system. A Saudi businessman, for example, stated that any changes to the 

system, including to allow migrant workers to transfer their sponsorship without obtaining approval 

from their employers, would “allow [migrant] workers to exploit employers” (Arabian Business, 

11.05.2014). Facing increased international critics most GCC states, especially Qatar and the UAE 

announced to introduce reforms regarding the negative effects of the kafala system and even to 

abolish the kafala system in the long term. However, these statements largely remained symbolic to 

date (Hertog, 2014; Mahdavi, 2012; Mednicoff, 2012; Modarres, 2010).4  

The historical shift in the composition of migrant workers from Arab to Asian migrant workers 

It has been also the kafala system with its emphasis on the temporality of migrant labour which has 

essentially enabled the shift in the composition of migrant workers throughout the 1980s and 1990s. 

It has been already stated that the economic growth combined with the small populations of GCC 

countries has been used to explain increasing migration to the region. However, such an approach 

does not deliver answers why the historical shift in the composition of migrant workers has shifted 

from Arab to Asian migrant workers although the majority of Arab countries still constituted a 

“migratory reservoir”.  

As the economic crisis in the early 1970s unfolded and European countries started to put restrictions 

on immigration, migration flows changed from Europe to the Gulf countries (Choucri, 1983; 

Kapiszewski, 2006). Coincided with the upsurge in oil prices leading to increased investment 

programs in the early 1970s Gulf countries became a destination for migrant workers from Yemen, 

Egypt, Palestine, Iraq, Syria and Sudan. This process was initially welcomed as the linguistic, 

cultural and religious similarities made them more attractive for the Gulf countries. But this has 

changed quickly. The share of Arabs at the migrant population decreased from 72 per cent in 1975 

to 31 per cent in 1996 (Table 2) whereas the share of Asian migrants increased steadily (ILO 2009a; 

Roper and Barria, 2014; Shah 2004; UNESCWA 2007). As for 2005, the number of migrant 

workers from Asian countries has clearly exceeded those of Arab migrant workers (Table 3).  

                                                 
4 Most recently, in March 2015, the Governing Body of the ILO has urged Qatar to reform its kafala system to bring 

the existing laws in line with international standards. See http://www.ituc-csi.org/qatar-buys-time-at-the-ilo [Access: 
10.04.2010]. 



6 

 



7 

 

During this shift, countries such as India, Pakistan, Bangladesh, Philippines, Sri Lanka and Nepal 

turned out to be the most important sending countries (ILO, 2009a, 2014; Shah, 2013; UNESCWA 

2007). In 2013, for example, more than 75 per cent of migrant workers in Qatar were from these 

countries (De Bel-Air, 2014). 

One of the main reasons for this shift has been that the GCC states have increasingly become 

worried about Arab migrant workers bringing in and spreading political ideas opposing the political 

and economic structures of the GCC countries throughout the 1950s, 1960s and 1970s. Leftist, 

secularist and anti-colonialist impulses which “has been largely erased from the official state 

histories of the region” (Hanieh, 2014: 74) aimed at the abolishment of the Gulf monarchies and 

culminated in the establishment of political organisations such as the Popular Front for the 

Liberation of Bahrain, the Popular Front for the Liberation of Oman, the People's Liberation Front 

of Saudi Arabia, the Revolutionary Najdi Party and the Popular Front for the Liberation of the 

Occupied Arab Gulf. This process was combined with several labour strikes which were led by 

Arab migrant workers (Chalcraft, 2010; Hanieh, 2011; Kapiszewski, 2006; Roper and Barria, 2014; 

Thiolett, 2011). Many Arab migrant workers in the GCC region were also sympathetic with the pan-

Arab idea that the borders of the Middle East were artificial lines drawn by Western imperialists and 

should be eliminated and replaced by a single Arab nation where the wealth from natural resources 

should be evenly distributed. As a result of this process, the reaction of the GCC states in the late 

1970s and early 1980s has been that many Arab migrant workers were prosecuted, jailed and 

deported (Kapiszewski, 2006). Another drastic turning point was the first Gulf War in 1990/91 

which led to the deportation of around two million Arab migrant workers and their dependants from 

the region (Al Khouri, 2004; Baldwin-Edwards, 2011; Kapiszewski, 2006).5  

The decrease in Arab migrant workers during the 1990s was accompanied by an annual inflow of 

1.1 to 1.3 million Asian migrant workers (Baldwin-Edwards 2011). One of the main reasons for this 

specific shift was a political one. GCC states expected Asian migrant workers to be less politically 

interested in the regional political and economic structures. Thus, GCC states had the expectation 

that contrary to Arab migrant workers, they were “more likely to be passive observers of political 

processes than potential activists or claimants on social services or other benefits” (Choucri 1983;  

                                                 
5 Hanieh (2011: 64) notes that the number of Palestinians in Kuwait fell from 400.000 in 1990 to 50.000 by the mid-

1990s. During the second Gulf War in 2003, another 1.5 million Iraqis and nationals of countries sympathetic to Iraq 
were expelled (Baldwin-Edwards, 2011). 
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see also Kapiszewski 2006).6 There were also important economic reasons behind this historical 

shift as migrant workers from Asia turned out to be more “preferable in economic terms” 

(Kapiszewski 2004: 19). First of all, they would expect working conditions that Arab migrant 

workers would refuse and they appeared to be “better disciplined and more productive” (Choucri, 

1983: 17; see also Kapiszewski, 2006). Additionally, they were perceived as more “obedient and 

manageable” (Kapiszewski, 2004: 19). Second, they were also, compared to Arab migrant workers 

and GCC nationals, “less expensive to employ” as they would accept low wages (Kapiszewski, 

2004: 19; see also Baldwin-Edwards 2011). Finally, they were also “easier to lay off” (Kapiszewski, 

2004: 19). Ghaith Abdul-Ahad, an Iraqi journalist, reported in 2008 that a group of engineers in the 

UAE he has talked to straightforwardly stated that migrant workers could be sent home if they 

become too ill and do not show up at work after a few days. They added that these migrant workers 

“are the cheapest commodity here. Steel, concrete, everything is up, but workers are the same” (The 

Guardian, 08.10.2008). This combination of politically more “reliable” and economically “cheap” 

migrant labour from Asian countries is also reflected in their working and living conditions. 

Working conditions of migrant workers and their right to organise 

It is widely reported that migrant workers are working and living under very bad conditions.7 One 

often reported case is that the initially (in the home country) signed labour contract differs from the 

legally relevant Arabic written one. Migrant workers often cannot read these contracts which 

usually state a lower salary. The non-payment of salaries or their reduction and the withholding of 

passports of migrant workers are other often encountered cases (AI, 2013a, b; Gardner, 2010; 

Mahdavi, 2012; Rahman, 2010; Shah, 2010). According to a report of the ITUC (2011a: 19) on 

Qatar and the UAE migrant workers working on construction sites additionally face several health 

problems caused by heat and dehydration and have longer working hours than officially allowed 

(see also AI, 2013b). Additionally, migrant workers also face bad living conditions. They are often 

quartered in labour camps outside of the cities and live in squalid, overcrowded accommodations 

with poor electricity supply and bad hygienic conditions (Al, 2013b; Gardner, 2010; ITUC, 2011a; 

Modarres, 2010). It has been noted that this new “spatial approach” is explicitly aimed at hindering 

any influences of migrant workers on the societies of the GCC countries (Chalcraft, 2010: 22). 

                                                 
6 Additionally they would and in fact did not bring their families with them to the GCC countries as the Arab migrant 

workers did (Babar, 2013; Kapiszewski 2006, 2004; Winckler, 2012). 
7 The descriptions below refer to low-skilled migrant workers in the GCC countries, who in many ways differ from 

highly-skilled or professional migrant workers and managerial staff. This fact is indicative of “the very real divisions 
within the expatriate workforce” (Willoughby, 2006: 226-227; see also Bristol-Rhys, 2010). Molavi (2007) shows at 
the case of Dubai that low-skilled migrant workers on the one hand and highly-skilled migrant workers or 
professionals on the other hand have quite different views on Dubai. Whereas most Indian professionals quip that 
“Dubai is the best city in India”, for low-skilled migrant workers “Dubai is a dead end”. 
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Existing laws on labour rights and regulations on migrant workers' accommodation are not really 

enforced (Gardner, 2012; Mahdavi, 2012; Modarres, 2010; Roper and Barria, 2014).8 The working 

and living conditions of migrant workers gained an increased attention as Qatar was awarded as the 

country where the World Cup 2022 would be held. The related infrastructure projects and the 

working and living conditions often appeared in the international press (e.g. The Guardian, 

25.09.2013) and have been criticised by international human rights organisations such as the  

Human Rights Watch (HRW) and AI as well as international labour organisations like the ITUC 

(see AI, 2013b; HRW, 2012; ITUC, 2014a). Although the governments of the GCC, especially those 

of Qatar and the UAE, repeatedly stated that they will improve the conditions, no essential changes 

were implemented to date.9 Instead, government officials on many occasions emphasised the 

temporality of the presence of migrant workers. The Qatari minister of Social Affairs, for instance 

stated: “I would like to stress that the labor is temporary. Once their job is finished, they leave the 

country” (cited in HRW, 2012: 33-34). This has been often put forward to legitimise the limited 

rights granted to migrant workers. On one occasion the government of the UAE even wrote to HRW 

that: “Workers hosted by the UAE and other [GCC] countries cannot be considered migrant 

workers, as they work on a temporary basis and according to fix-term employment contracts. [...] 

Therefore, the immigration laws applicable in the Western countries cannot be applied to these 

workers” (cited in Modarres, 2010: 11).  

Facing such severe working and living conditions migrant workers are also not allowed to organise 

in trade unions in almost all GCC states. Even if trade unions exist, e.g. in Bahrain, Kuwait and 

Oman, there are strict limits on the participation of migrant workers (AI, 2013b; Hertog, 2014; ILO, 

2014; ITUC, 2011a). In Bahrain and Oman it is allowed to establish trade unions and migrant 

workers have the right to join unions. However, they “tend not to get involved in trade unions' 

activities as they have no protection against dismissal” (ITUC, 2007: 3; see also ITUC, 2008). 

Although strikes are legally allowed, there are several imposed restrictions including the 

notification of the employer and the Ministry of Labour at least two weeks (Bahrain) or three weeks 

(Oman) beforehand (ITUC, 2007; ITUC, 2008).10 Kuwait too allows the establishment of trade 

                                                 
8 It has to be mentioned that domestic workers face more severe working and living conditions as they are, with the 

exception of Bahrain, either wholly or partially excluded from the scope of labour laws (ITUC 2011a, 2014b; Morin, 
2013). 

9 One improvement the UAE has represented was the establishment of a Wage Protection System (WPS) which 
should ensure the payments to workers by making it for employers obligatory to transfer the wages electronically to 
the bank account of the workers (Al Youha and Malit, 2014; ITUC, 2011a). Regarding the critics on the working 
conditions at construction sites, the Ministry of Labour of the UAE launched a special remote-controlled smart 
drone which should overfly construction sites to detect violations against the labour law (Khaleej Times, 13.10. 
2014). 

10 See also http://survey.ituc-csi.org/Oman.html?edition=336&lang=en#tabs-2 [Access: 11.04.2015]. 
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unions, but only by nationals. Migrant workers can only join a union and are not allowed to elect 

officers or to be elected. Migrant workers additionally “need a certificate of good conduct and 

moral standing” (ITUC, 2011b: 2). For declaring a strike trade unions need the permission from the 

Ministry of Interior (ITUC, 2011b). Although Saudi Arabia allows workers' committees in large 

enterprises, they do not have a collective bargaining mandate and migrant workers are not allowed 

to join them. Other worker associations and trade unions are prohibited by law and strikes are not 

allowed (Bossdorf et al., 2013; Hertog, 2014; ITUC, 2012a). In the UAE trade unions are banned.11 

Whereas strikes are only forbidden in the public sector, the law gives employers in the private 

sector the right to suspend strikes (ITUC, 2012b). Additionally, “workers who have been absent 

from work without a valid reason can be deported” (ITUC, 2011a: 17) whereby “participating in a 

strike does not count as a valid reason for not showing up at work” (ITUC, 2012b: 3). In Qatar it is 

allowed to establish “workers committees” in companies with a Qatari labour force of at least 100 

hundred persons. But migrant workers are not allowed to join the workers committees (AI, 2013b; 

ITUC, 2011a). Although the government announced that the formation of trade unions will be 

allowed nothing has happened to date (Dorsey, 2012; Hertog, 2014). Strikes are theoretically 

allowed but with the condition that they have been approved by the Ministry of Labour and that 

they take place after two weeks of notice. Strikes in industries considered as strategic, e.g. gas, 

petroleum, power, water and transport industries, are not allowed (HRW, 2012; ITUC, 2011a; 

Zahra, 2013).  

4. Recent protests and strikes by migrant workers 

Despite the limited rights of migrant workers to organise and their limited possibilities to take legal 

action in order to improve their working conditions, especially the period from the mid-2000s 

onward increasingly witnessed a range of protests and spontaneous strikes by migrant workers 

(Allers and Russeau, 2008; Chalcraft, 2010; Kapiszewski, 2006; Mednicoff, 2012; Modarres, 2010). 

The UAE was one of the GCC countries facing the most strikes.12 In March 2006 about 2.500 

migrant workers employed at the construction site of the Burj Khalifa13 initiated a protest on bad 

                                                 
11 Although back in 2006 the UAE government had announced that it will legalise the establishment of trade unions, 

see http://www.uaeinteract.com/docs/Trade_unions_set_to_be_legalised/19972.htm [Access: 11.04.2015]. 
12 Official numbers and information on strikes and protests of migrant workers is usually not available. According to  a 

more recent official report of the UAE the number of labour strikes in the emirate of Dubai fell from 45 in 2012 to 
34 in 2013 (The National, 17.04.2014). However, more detailed information on these strikes as well as figures for 
the other emirates is not available. 

13 Which was named Burj Dubai until its official opening in January 2010 (Modarres, 2010: 10). This renaming has 
been attributed to the financial assistance of the emirate Abu Dhabi and its leader Sheikh Khalifa bin Zayed (who is 
simultaneously the president of the UAE) to help Dubai to overcome the negative effects of the 2008 economic 
crisis (Davidson, 2011: 22). 
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working conditions, low or delayed payments and the general lack of rights (Kapiszewski, 2006; 

Modarres, 2010; The Guardian, 23.03.2006, 29.03.2006). In 2007 about 1.500 migrant workers 

went on a strike in the labour camps of Sagaa demanding better working and living conditions 

(Allers and Russeau, 2008). In 2008, there were similar protests and strikes at other construction 

sites and at the Jebel Ali Free Zone (Khaleej Times, 19.03.2008). Asked on the increase in strikes in 

the country during this period a worker in Dubai said: “Yeah there are strikes all the time! It just 

doesn't make the news. But believe me, they're increasing in frequency, not decreasing” (Allers and 

Russeau, 2008). 

One of the most known strikes took place at the firm Arabtec which is one of the largest 

construction firms of the UAE and employs more than 40.000 workers. Already in 2007 migrant 

workers of Arabtec demanded higher salaries and went on a strike which lasted ten days (The 

National, 20.05.2013). Similar strikes took place again in early 2011. About 3.000 migrant workers 

went at that time on a strike demanding higher salaries. The official authorities cracked down the 

strike and arrested 70 Bangladeshi workers who were accused of initiating the strike. The director 

general of Dubai polices stated that they “intend to deport the workers whose involvement is 

proven. We cannot keep people here who create disorder. Their presence in the country is dangerous 

and therefore we need to take action against them” (cited in ITUC 2011a: 3). According to 

Bangladeshi authorities the arrested Bangladeshi workers were then deported from Dubai (ITUC 

2011a, 2012b; The National, 20.05.2013). Another strike at Arabtec took place in May 2013 as 

thousands of migrant workers demanded higher wages and stopped working for four days by 

staying in their labour camp (The National, 20.05.2013, 17.04.2014). It was only at the end of 2013 

that Arabtec raised the wages of workers by an average of 20 per cent. However, the company 

explicitly emphasised that the raise was not due to the strike but because “the workers are the 

backbone of Arabtec” (The National, 30.09.2013). It is however indicative that the increase in 

wages occurred after workers accused of initiating the strike have been deported (The National, 

30.09.2013). 

Deportation seems indeed to be the common reaction of authorities towards protests and strikes by 

migrant workers. In 2007, for example, in the UAE about 4.000 migrant workers from Asia had 

initiated a strike demanding higher wages and better working conditions for which they should be 

deported. These deportations were usually represented as the will of migrant workers. The statement 

of UAE officials on the just mentioned strike, for instance, was: “The laborers do not want to work 
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and we will not force them to.”14 At the case of the strike at Arabtec in May 2013 a representative of 

the Dubai Police noted on the deportation of 460 workers: “We haven't forced anyone to go back. 

They said they didn't want to work and we are helping them return” (The National, 27.05.2013; Al 

Jazeera, 23.05.2013).15 

Similar strikes and protests took also place in the other GCC countries. In Saudi Arabia, for 

example, throughout 2010 several workers from construction as well as services sectors went on 

strikes to protest the non-payment of their salaries or to demand improvements in their wages and 

working and living conditions (ITUC, 2012a). A major strike took place in 2013 as 6.000 cleaners 

stayed away from work for five days and demanded the payment of delayed wages and the renewal 

of their residencies.16 From the mid-2000s onward strikes and protests by migrant workers also took 

place in Bahrain (Arabian Business, 16.07.2014)17 and on a relatively smaller scale in Kuwait18 

(ITUC, 2011b) and Qatar.19 Like in the UAE, arrest and deportation of migrant workers (or the 

threat thereof) were the common responses of official authorities in Saudi Arabia (ITUC, 2012a), 

Bahrain (Arabian Business, 16.07.2014),20 and Qatar.21 These repressive responses of official 

authorities usually took place within the context of what has been called the “securitisation of 

migration”, i.e. viewing migrants as a threat to cultural identity and national security (see Munck, 

2008). This attitude towards migration has become a central part of public discourses on migration 

in the GCC countries. For instance, Majeed Al Alawi, the Bahraini Minister of Labour and Social 

Affairs said at a 2004 meeting of GCC labour ministers that “non-Arab foreign workers constitute a 

strategic threat to the region's future”; Abdul Rahman Al Attiya, the GCC Secretary-General, noted 

in 2005 that GCC countries “need to look at the massive presence of expatriates basically as a 

                                                 
14 http://www.migrant-rights.org/2007/10/is-deportation-the-answer/ [Access: 13.04.2015]. 
15 Deportations also played a central role during the economic crisis in 2008 as they allowed “Gulf capitalism to 

displace crisis” (Hanieh, 2014: 87). It has been reported in early 2009 that UAE construction companies “had 
removed 20.000 workers through block-booking entire planes” (Hanieh, 2011: 177-178); Indian officials estimated 
in July 2009 that up to 150.000 Indian workers from the Gulf had probably returned to India due to the crisis. The 
number of migrant workers from Bangladesh declined by 58 per cent from January 2008 to May 2009 (Hanieh, 
2014). 

16 http://www.migrant-rights.org/2014/10/labor-strikes-in-the-gcc-deportations-and-victories-in-2014/ [Access: 
13.04.2015]. 

17 See also http://www.migrant-rights.org/2008/02/1300-migrant-workers-strike-in-bahrain-over-pay/ and 
http://www.migrant-rights.org/2014/10/labor-strikes-in-the-gcc-deportations-and-victories-in-2014/ [Access: 
13.04.2015]. 

18 Facing increased protests and strikes in 2010 and 2011 the Justice Minister Ahmed Al Mulaifi even stated “that 
strikes are prohibited and that international conventions which guarantee workers' rights are not applicable to him” 
(ITUC, 2011b: 4). 

19 See http://www.migrant-rights.org/2010/09/nepali-workers-deported-from-qatar-for-daring-to-strike/ and 
http://www.ituc-csi.org/qatar-arrests-100-striking-workers [Access: 13.04.2015]. 

20 See also http://www.migrant-rights.org/2014/10/labor-strikes-in-the-gcc-deportations-and-victories-in-2014/ 
[Access: 13.04.2015]. 

21 See http://www.migrant-rights.org/2010/09/nepali-workers-deported-from-qatar-for-daring-to-strike/ and 
http://www.ituc-csi.org/qatar-arrests-100-striking-workers [Access: 13.04.2015]. 
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national security issue, and not merely as an economic matter”; and James Zogby, the president of 

the Arab American Institute said in 2005 that the migrant workers constitute a “time bomb waiting 

to explode and unleash riots like those that rocked in France” (cited in Kapiszewski 2006: 8). 

One main characteristic of migrant protests and strikes throughout the GCC region has been that 

they focussed on “only economic-corporate demands” (Chalcraft, 2010: 29). Migrant workers' 

protests and strikes were thus mainly around employment and wage issues (Babar, 2011). They 

primarily demanded the payment of delayed wages, increases in their wages and better working and 

living conditions. More comprehensive demands encompassing social and political rights as well as 

citizenship claims have been absent. Insofar the more recent actions of migrant workers strongly 

differ from protests and strikes in the 1950s and 1960s as these protests and strikes “have not been 

identified with the larger politics of any rising alternative hegemony. They have ceased, therefore, 

for the time being, to be part of any broad-based political challenge to ruling families of the GCC” 

(Chalcraft, 2010: 29). Andrew Gardner, an anthropologist who has worked for long years on 

migrant workers in the region comes to a similar conclusion and states: “I don't see grassroots work 

amongst migrants leading to much practical or political change in the region. In general, the region's 

migration system is really structured to prevent these sorts of results, and while I know that fear of 

some sort of revolutionary uprising looms large in the minds of some citizens and host states, I don't 

see this anxiety grounded in any sort of reality. No migrant I've ever spoken with desires anything 

except to work and get paid.”22 

5. Conclusion 

This paper has argued that migrant labour in the GCC region constitutes a “fix” for Gulf capitalism 

in many ways. First of all, the regulation of migration through the kafala system makes migrant 

workers heavily dependent on their employers and strongly reflects the needs of employers and of 

the overall economic development in general. This is also reflected in the fact that migrant workers 

can be easily brought in and expelled from the country as migration processes take place on a 

temporary basis and are dependent on the existence of a labour contract. Second, the historical shift 

in the composition of migrant workers from Arab to Asian migrant workers clearly indicates how 

this re-composition served different but interdependent aims. It has replaced the political threat 

posed by leftists as well as pan-Arab nationalist movements composed of Arab migrant workers and 

largely substituted them with a “politically compliant workforce” composed of Asian migrant 

workers (Humphrey, 1993: 7). But it has also enabled a more disciplined, manageable and cheap 

                                                 
22 http://www.migrant-rights.org/2014/06/the-kafala-system-is-more-than-a-legal-construct-an-interview-with-andrew-

gardner/ [Access: 13.04.2015]. 
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source of labour which is more easily to dismiss. Third, the working and living conditions of most 

migrant workers is illustrative of how they serve to reduce the costs of labour and that of its 

reproduction. Fourth, restrictive regulations hindering migrant workers to form or to join workers’ 

organisations such as trade unions, which are either banned or restricted in their actions, strongly 

limit their possibilities to take any action as they could easily be arrested and deported. Altogether, 

such a configuration considering migrant labour works, to use the words of Allesandro De Giorgi 

“toward the reproduction of a vulnerable labor force” (cited in Osella and Osella, 2012: 111) which 

is denied any right of citizenship, political freedoms and social rights. This has not only served as a 

means “in preventing migrants from forging political linkages with local allies” (Chalcraft, 2010: 

23) but essentially “undermined class-based politics and accentuated the difference between citizen 

and non-citizen along racial and cultural lines” (Humphrey, 1993: 7). 

Increased protests and spontaneous strikes by migrant workers from the mid-2000s onward pose an 

example that migrant workers are nevertheless able to take action and to make their demands 

public. However, these actions have remained within the narrow scope of economic-corporate 

demands without encompassing broader political and social rights. Additionally, the very real and 

easily enforced consequences in form of arrest and deportations further poses important hindrances 

to migrant workers as they could be easily replaced by new migrant workers. This situation where 

the “class itself is constantly being remade anew” is a central factor in “foreclosing possibilities of 

developing generational continuity, any working-class culture and collective memory of struggle, or 

stable political organizations” (Hanieh, 2014: 83). Apart from this, the GCC region is characterised 

by “a near absence of any social groups organized around migration issues” (Babar 2011: 27). There 

exist a range of international conventions and other instruments on the rights of migrant workers 

which should guarantee some basic rights of migrant workers, e.g. the UN Convention on the 

Protection of the Rights of all Migrant Workers and Members of their Families (ICMR), the ILO 

Migration for Employment Convention (No. 97) or the ILO Migrant Workers Recommendation 

(R151). These international conventions codify the respect of human rights, the freedom to establish 

and to join trade unions, equal rights for migrant workers including equal wages and equal working 

conditions as well as the right to benefit from the social security system. But none of the GCC states 

has ratified conventions concerning these rights of migrant workers (HRW, 2012; Martin, 2012; 

Rahman, 2010; Roper and Barria, 2014). Those international frameworks the GCC countries are 

actively participating at, e.g. the Abu Dhabi Dialogue within the institutional framework of the IOM 

and supported by the ILO, in fact call for more rights for migrant workers but are predominantly  
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dealing with an orderly management of temporary labour migration between sending and receiving 

countries (Martin, 2012).23  

However, this situation in which migrant labour serves as a “fix” for Gulf capitalism cannot be 

taken for granted. All GCC countries face high unemployment rates of nationals which are much 

higher among the youth population (Baldwin-Edwards, 2011; Shah, 2006) and all GCC countries 

are characterised by an enduring public discourse on the need to nationalise the labour force which 

weighs heavily on GCC states. Insofar, finding “ways to absorb new generations into the workforce 

while retaining the specific characteristics of the spatial fix of the past decades is likely to provoke 

future policy crises in the long run” (Hanieh, 2011: 180). 

 

                                                 
23 Within the framework of the Global Forum on Migration and Development (GFMD), Qatar and the UAE were 

members of the steering group. Especially the UAE was very active at setting the agenda e.g. through chairing 
several working groups. However, this strong involvement usually did not include issues concerning the rights of 
migrant workers. The most relevant outcome of this involvement was that the UAE developed a paper proposing the 
reduction of the recruitment costs of migrant workers from Bangladesh by giving them the opportunity to obtain 
low-cost loans to repay the costs of migration (Martin, 2012: 225-226). 
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