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Modern forms of Slavery in the Middle East

Migrant workers in some Arab Persian Gulf countries are experiencing widespread instances of human rights abuses.
Benefiting from labor abuse, modern luxurious high-rises emerge in the employer countries, adding to the tourist
attractions and the States’ huge income, while the workers have their low wages delayed. A majority of the foreign
workers in the region face violations of their right to health, right to freedom of movement, right to peaceful association
and assembly and right to a decent standard of living.

For example, in Saudi Arabia migrant workers, who constitute more than half of the workforce, are abused by the
Kafala system (sponsorship). The system requires the workers to seek their employer’s permission to change their jobs
which can easily lead to forced labor. Saudi workers are faced with abuses such as delayed wages, long working hours
and illegal passport confiscation.

It is reported that “domestic workers, predominantly women, faced a range of abuses including overwork, forced
confinement, non-payment of wages, food deprivation, and psychological, physical, and sexual abuse without the
authorities holding their employers to account. Workers who attempted to report employer abuses sometimes faced
prosecution based on counterclaims of theft, “black magic,” or “sorcery”".

In the United Arab Emirates, migrant workers face serious abuse and mistreatment despite the protective provisions of
the country’s labor law. There are reports of migrant workers complaining widespread labor abuse? including low
wages, excessively long working hours, below the standard living conditions, forced labor and in some cases passport
codification. The situation of domestic workers is even worst since they are “excluded from regulations that apply to
workers in other sectors”. There are 300,000 domestic workers in the country and half of them are women.* UAI denies
human rights activists” access to migrant workers”,

In Qatar, there are about 2 million migrant workers® suffering from modern forms of slavery. Human Rights groups
have raised serious concerns about the situation of the countries’ migrant workers especially the “systematic abuses™® of
construction workers of Qatar World Cup 2022 Stadium. The workers have been facing serious violations to their
rights including, long working hours in hot weather conditions, delayed wages, low standard living conditions in
cramped and filthy labour camps’, confiscation of passports, forced labor, deprivation of exit permit and being
threatened if complain about working conditions. The excess of abuse is to a point that according to the reports more
than a thousand® migrant workers have lost their lives in the country.

In Bahrain, almost the same situation applies to the lives of about 10 thousand migrant workers who suffer form,
excessively long working hours, delayed and low wages, passport confiscation, physical abuse, forced labor® and unsafe
living conditions. The domestic workers, overwhelmingly women, confined in the houses suffer from slavery-like
working conditions, experiencing physical abuse and sexual assaults. Bahraini'® and International NGOs have raised
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serious concerns about violation of migrant workers’ rights in the country ** and their poor living standards as a
consequence of widespread discrimination.

In Kuwait where the same Kalfala system governs the situation of migrant workers, there are reports of similar abuse of
the exploited people who consist more than 80% of the county’s work force'®. Although, there has been attempts to
amend labor laws in some of the Arab counties of the region; the workers suffer from the old norm of exploitation in the
absence of penalties for abusive employers and other enforcement mechanisms. The country’s migrant workers
experience human rights violations including passport confiscations, long working hours, delayed wages and physical
and sexual abuse.

Being concerned about the rights of the abused migrant workers, the Organization for Defending Victims of Violence
calls on the international community and other NGOs concerned with the situation of migrant workers to intervene and
urge the States to:

- Ratify the Migrant Workers Convention and ILO conventions and make sure that the national laws are in
conformity with international legislation and put an end to the Kafala System.

- Bring perpetrator employers to Justice and stop the culture of impunity.

- Safeguard the rights of victims by facilitating their equal access to courts, legal counsels and legal information
about their human rights.

- Put effective measures in place to prevent employers from illegally keeping the employee’s passports.

- Guarantee that the principles of non-discrimination are applied to domestic workers including women.
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