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PREFACE 
 

The Population Division of the Department of Economic and Social Affairs of the United Nations Se-
cretariat is responsible for providing the international community with up-to-date and scientifically objec-
tive information on population and development. The Population Division provides guidance to the 
United Nations General Assembly, the Economic and Social Council and the Commission on Population 
and Development on population and development issues and undertakes regular studies on population 
levels and trends, population estimates and projections, population policies, and the interrelationships of 
population and development. 

 
In particular, the Population Division is concerned with the following substantive areas: patterns of 

mortality, fertility and international and internal migration, including levels and trends, their causes and 
consequences, and socio-economic, geographical and gender differentials; spatial distribution of popula-
tion between urban and rural areas and among cities; estimates and projections of population size, age and 
sex structure, spatial distribution and demographic indicators for all countries of the world; population 
and development policies at the national and international levels; and the relationship between socio-
economic development and population change. 

 
The primary objective of the present report is to examine the levels and trends of population migra-

tion to selected countries in Asia using available statistics as a guide, and focusing primarily on changes 
that have occurred since 1970. The report discusses the burgeoning of labour migration during the past 
decades, in response to the development of strong economies in Eastern, South-eastern and Western Asia. 
It also touches on permanent settlement of people and refugee flows that have characterized several coun-
tries in Asia. 

 
Levels and Trends of International Migration to Selected Countries in Asia may also be accessed on 

the Population Division’s web site at http://www.unpopulation.org. For further information, please con-
tact the office of Mr. Joseph Chamie, Director, Population Division, United Nations, New York 10017, 
USA; telephone (212) 963-3179; fax: (212) 963-2147. 
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

 
 

International migration and development have been recognized as constituting one of the primary 
population issues at the United Nations. The Programme of Action of the International Conference on 
Population and Development1 adopted at Cairo in 1994 devoted a chapter (X) to international migration. 
The key actions for the further implementation of the Programme of Action of the International Confer-
ence on Population and Development,2 which the General Assembly adopted on 2 July 1999 at its twenty-
first special session, also considered international migration to be one of the crucial population and devel-
opment concerns. More recently, the United Nations General Assembly, in its resolution 56/203 of 21 
December 2001 on international migration and development, noted in particular the need for more migra-
tion data, analysis of factors influencing international migration and of its impact, and a better 
understanding of the complex interrelationships between migration and development. 
 

Over the past decades, international migration has become a global phenomenon, with growing scale 
and complexity. Appropriate characterization of international population mobility has been needed to 
support adequate policy formulation. However, the reliable information needed to assess the volumes, 
types and directions of cross-border movements of people is still lacking in many countries and areas in 
the world. The present report guided by available statistics, aims to examine the levels and trends of in-
ternational migration to selected countries in Asia. It focuses primarily on changes that have occurred 
since 1970. 
 

International migration of people in Asia takes a variety of forms. A salient feature of migratory flows 
in the region has been the large and growing volumes of migrant workers directed towards the oil-
producing countries in Western Asia and towards relatively affluent economies in Eastern and South-
eastern Asia. Western Asia also comprises Israel, a country that has admitted a substantial number of im-
migrants. Furthermore, Asia hosts the largest refugee population in the world. This report illustrates the 
complexities of contemporary population movements which have posed unprecedented challenges to 
many countries in the region. 
 

The major findings of the report are the following: 
 

!" Although many studies on international migration in Western Asia focus on the population 
movements generated by the economic boom that followed the rise in oil prices of 1973, the con-
temporary system of labour migration in the region took shape with the discovery of oil resources 
in the 1930s and the subsequent development of the oil industry in the Persian Gulf. 

 
!" The oil price hikes in the early 1970s triggered the economic boom in the oil-producing countries 

of Western Asia. Since then, the scale of labour migration to Bahrain, Kuwait, Oman, Qatar, 
Saudi Arabia and the United Arab Emirates, has grown significantly. Foreign workers have been 
needed in these countries—first, to undertake large-scale infrastructure development projects and, 
later, to provide services. Migrant workers in the region have been also engaged in activities in 
which shortages of manpower are acute. 

                                                           
1 Report of the International Conference on Population and Development, Cairo, 5-13 September 1994 (United Nations publica-
tion, Sales No. E.95.XIII.18), chap. I, resolution 1, annex. 
2 General Assembly resolution S-21/2, annex. 
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!" In the oil-producing countries in Western Asia, the large demand for labour was originally met by 

admitting migrants from neighbouring Arab countries as well as non-Arab Asian countries. Since 
the 1980s, however, dependence on non-Arab Asian workers has increased. This was paralleled 
by the increasing diversity of source countries of migrant workers in non-Arab Asia. The Iraq-
Kuwait situation in 1990 also led to changes in nationality composition of migrant workers in the 
region. 

 
!" In Western Asia, Israel has been characterized by the admittance of a large number of immigrants 

to the country by virtue of religion. At the beginning of the 1990s, the country experienced a 
large wave of immigration, mostly attributable to influxes of Soviet Jews. The 1990s also wit-
nessed an increase in the number of non-Arab migrant workers as well as undocumented migrant 
workers arriving in Israel. 

 
!" Since the 1980s, another migration system has emerged in Asia. While labour outflows from the 

region to the oil-producing countries in Western Asia still involve a large number of migrant 
workers, the mobility of people seeking temporary employment within Eastern and South-eastern 
Asia has become increasingly important. By the early 1990s, labour migration within Eastern and 
South-eastern Asia had grown so much that the phenomenon involved nearly all countries in the 
region as either origin or destination, and some countries as both. 

 
!" In Eastern and South-eastern Asia, there are several poles attracting temporary migrant workers: 

Brunei Darussalam, Hong Kong Special Administrative Region (SAR) of China, Japan, Malaysia, 
the Republic of Korea, Singapore, Taiwan Province of China, and Thailand. The sustained 
growth of their economies, coupled with a limited additional supply of national workers resulting 
from low fertility, increasingly led these countries to seek the manpower available from 
neighbouring low-income and labour-surplus countries. 

 
!" The growing dynamics of labour migration in Eastern and South-eastern Asia have also been as-

sociated with the emergence of new supplies of contract workers in the region. In addition to the 
Philippines and Thailand, which have a history of deploying their nationals for overseas employ-
ment in large numbers, countries such as Indonesia, China and Myanmar have steadily increased 
their placement of migrant workers. The Governments of labour-sending countries often favour 
contract labour migration as an integral part of development policy. 

 
!" The financial crisis in 1997, which hit many countries in Eastern and South-eastern Asia, imme-

diately tightened the labour market of those countries and territories. While the crisis led some la-
bour-sending countries to experience a renewed interest in overseas labour migration, the impact 
of the economic downturn on labour importation in labour-receiving countries was temporary, 
given the persistent demands for migrant workers in certain sectors. 

 
!" Feminization is another important feature of international labour migration in Asia. Although fe-

males in the oil-producing countries in Western Asia still account for only a small segment of the 
total foreign workforce, women are drawn into the region in increasing numbers for service jobs, 
especially jobs as domestic workers and nurses. Similarly, Eastern and South-eastern Asia wit-
nessed a growing presence of women in labour flows crossing borders. In the region, migrant 
women are engaged in a widening range of economic activities: they work as domestic workers, 
entertainers, nurses, production workers and sales workers. 
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!" Asia hosts the largest refugee population in the world. The number of Palestinian refugees regis-
tered with the United Nations Relief and Works Agency for Palestine Refugees in the Near East 
(UNRWA) continued to increase over the last five decades, primarily owing to natural increases. 
During most of the 1980s, massive outflows of civilians from war-torn Afghanistan increased the 
refugee population in Asia. Conflicts and ethnic disputes arising at the beginning of the 1990s 
also generated forced population movements and, as a result, more countries in the region have 
given asylum to sizeable refugee populations. The number of refugees in Asia, which had peaked 
at 11.2 million in 1992, totalled 9.3 million in 2001. 
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INTRODUCTION 
 

During the last few decades, international 
migration in Asia has grown significantly in size, 
diversity and complexity. International migration 
in the Asian context has long been referred to as a 
migration for permanent settlement to the West, 
particularly to the traditional immigration 
countries such as Australia, Canada and the 
United States of America. While Asians still 
continue to be the major source of permanent 
immigrants to those countries, the cross-border 
movements of people within Asia have risen with 
startling rapidity in recent years and the direction 
and nature of the movements have undergone 
some important shifts. Stated more precisely, the 
region has experienced a burgeoning of labour 
migration in response to its strong economic 
growth, which is centred in the oil-producing 
countries of Western Asia and in the newly 
industrialized and industrializing economies of 
Eastern and South-eastern Asia. A large number of 
migrant workers employed in these countries and 
areas have been drawn from countries in South 
Asia. The permanent immigration, that has 
characterized Israel involved a substantial number 
of people originating in Eastern Europe in the 
1990s. In addition, prolonged conflicts, increased 
occurrences of civil unrest, and political 
instability in some areas of Asia also led to an 
unprecedented rise in refugee populations in the 
region during the 1980s and early 1990s. 
 

Recent changes in social, economic and political 
climates surrounding Asia provide ample reasons 
for the increase in population mobility in the 
region. There have been growing disparities of 
income levels among Asian countries. 
Development strategies in poor nations have often 
been unable to provide sufficient employment 
opportunities for the rapidly growing populations 
in those nations, thus stimulating people to find 
jobs abroad. Meanwhile, in relatively affluent 
countries, demand for labour persists in certain 
sectors because of the rapid restructuring of the 
economy and the changing life style of national 
populations. The rapid transformations in the 
global political order that characterized the early 
1990s also contributed to the growth and 
complexity of population movements in Asia. 
While the fall of communist regimes in Eastern 

Europe led to large outflows of immigrants from 
the former Union of Soviet Socialist Republics 
(USSR), heightened inter-ethnic conflicts due to 
changes in political climate have forced a large 
number of people to move within and beyond 
their borders. Overall, decreasing travel expenses 
and improvements in global communications have 
also contributed to the growth of population 
mobility. 
 

Given the importance of the developments in 
population mobility in Asia and the resulting 
social and economic implications, it is appropriate 
to assess the quantitative aspects of these 
phenomena at this time. The present report aims 
to outline the new and complex patterns of 
population migration in Asia, using available 
statistics as a guide and focusing primarily on 
changes that have occurred since 1970. Data on 
international migration in Asia, as will be stressed 
repeatedly throughout this report, still remain far 
from complete and adequate. Thus, despite the 
phenomenal growth of international migration in 
the region, data limitations often preclude precise 
estimates of changes in the volumes and 
directions of population movements between 
countries. Therefore, efforts have been made in 
this study to compile data from various available 
sources in order to illustrate generally shared 
views that lack firm statistical evidence. The 
report also hopes to provide further insight into 
the major forces shaping the volumes and 
characteristics of the migration flows in Asia. 
 

The report is divided into three chapters. Chapter 
one focuses on the flows of people towards the oil-
producing countries in the Arabian Peninsula, one 
of the major geographical magnets for international 
migration in Asia. The discovery of oil resources 
and the subsequent development of the oil industry 
in the Persian Gulf became a driving force for the 
organized import of foreign workers into the 
sparsely populated oil-producing countries. In 
particular, with the economic boom triggered by oil 
price hikes in the early 1970s, the scale of labour 
migration to the region grew significantly, with 
migrant workers being admitted not only from 
neighbouring countries in Western Asia and 
countries in Southern Asia with which the region 
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had historical ties, but also from several countries in 
South-eastern Asia. Foreign workers had been 
needed, first, to undertake large-scale infrastructure 
development projects and, later, to provide services. 
The Iraqi invasion of Kuwait in 1990 caused mass 
population dislocations of Kuwaitis as well as 
foreign workers in Iraq, Kuwait and Saudi Arabia. 
Although foreign workers returned to the area soon 
after the crisis, the composition of the foreign 
population in the region is no longer the same 
because of the political realignment of nations 
during the crisis. 

 
Chapter one also discusses another international 

migration system in Western Asia. Since the 
creation of the country in 1948, the population of 
Israel has grown largely by admitting Jews who 
wish to settle in Israel permanently. At the 
beginning of the 1990s, the country witnessed a 
large wave of immigration, mostly attributable to 
influxes of Soviet Jews. Such large inflows of 
immigrants to Israel occurred because of the 
relaxation of emigration restrictions in the former 
USSR as well as changes in immigration 
regulations adopted by the United States at that 
time. In addition, Israel began to recruit an 
increasing number of foreign workers. The labour 
market of Israel had long depended on Palestinian 
labour from the Occupied Palestinian Territory. 
As the access to the Palestinian workers was 
interrupted with the closure of the West Bank and 
Gaza, the number of non-Arab foreign workers 
arriving in Israel surged. 
 

In Eastern and South-eastern Asia, labour 
migration, particularly of a short-term nature, has 
become a salient feature of international migration 
since the 1980s. While labour outflows from the 
region to the oil-producing countries in Western 
Asia still involve a large number of migrant 
workers, the mobility of people seeking temporary 
employment within Eastern and South-eastern 
Asia has become increasingly important, as 
another migration system has emerged centring on 
relatively high-income countries of the region. 
Chapter two elucidates how the shortfalls of 
labour force in rapidly growing economies in the 
region have been increasingly eased by the 
introduction of foreign workers from 
neighbouring countries. The review of evidence 
from major receiving countries and territories 

reveals that Hong Kong Special Administrative 
Region (SAR) of China, as well as Singapore, has 
a relatively long tradition of admitting migrant 
workers. More recently, Japan, the Republic of 
Korea, Taiwan Province of China, Thailand and 
Malaysia have joined the list of major labour-
receiving countries, although the exact volumes of 
labour flows towards these destinations are largely 
underestimated owing to the large number of 
undocumented flows involved. The Asian 
economic crisis of 1997 suddenly tightened the 
labour market of several labour-sending and 
labour-receiving countries in the region. While the 
crisis led some labour-sending countries to 
experience a renewed interest in overseas labour 
migration, the impact of the economic downturn 
on labour importation in labour-receiving 
countries was temporary, given the persistent 
demands for foreign workers in these countries. 

 
Given the difference in the nature of migration 

movements, refugee issues in Asia are treated 
separately from those issues involving the other 
types of international migration and are discussed 
collectively for the whole region in chapter three 
of the report. Asia has the largest refugee 
population in the world. The number of 
Palestinian refugees registered with the United 
Nations Relief and Works Agency for Palestine 
Refugees in the Near East (UNRWA) continued 
to grow during the late twentieth century, 
primarily owing to natural increases. During most 
of the 1980s, massive outflows of civilians from 
war-torn Afghanistan increased the refugee 
population in Asia. New conflicts and ethnic 
disputes arising at the beginning of the 1990s 
generated forced population movements and, as a 
result, more countries in the region gave asylum 
to sizeable refugee populations. Chapter three also 
reviews the histories of major refugee populations 
in Asia, namely, Palestinian refugees and refugees 
from Afghanistan, Iraq and countries of Indo-
China. 

 
It has been recognized increasingly that women 

are as likely as men to be international migrants 
and a growing number of women migrate 
autonomously to seek better life opportunities in 
their own right. Women in Asia are no exception, 
hence Asian women in every form of international 
migration are of particular interest throughout the 
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present study. Therefore, whenever gender-
specific data are available, the study tries to 
elucidate the difference in migration experience 
between males and females. The study shows that, 
driven by demands for labour in the somewhat 
feminized occupations in high-income countries 
in Asia, more and more women are leaving their 

home on their own to become engaged in 
economic activities abroad. In discussing the 
gender aspect of international migration in Asia, 
the study hopes to redress the fixed image of 
migrant women as essentially passive dependants, 
and to reveal many facets of women's 
participation in international migration streams. 
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I. INTERNATIONAL MIGRATION IN WESTERN ASIA 

 
A. THE DISCOVERY OF OIL AND ITS IMPACT ON 

MIGRATION (1930-1950) 
 
Although many studies on migration in Western 

Asia focus on the population movements 
generated by the economic boom that followed 
the rise in oil prices in 1973, a modern pattern of 
international migration began to take shape in the 
region with the discovery of oil resources in the 
Persian Gulf. Oil concessions on the Arabian side 
of the Gulf began with Bahrain in 1932, followed 
by Saudi Arabia and Kuwait in 1938, and Qatar in 
1940. 

 
The early development of the oil industry, 

although limited in scale, became the driving 
force behind the first organized import of foreign 
workers to the oil-producing countries. From the 
early stages of oil exploitation in the British 
protectorates, Great Britain exercised effective use 
of migrant workers. The concession agreements 
made between Great Britain and local rulers 
permitted the oil companies to import whatever 
foreign labour was necessary, while the political 
agreements ensured that local British authorities 
retained control over the nationality of those 
imported (Seccombe and Lawless, 1986). As a 
result, in Kuwait and Qatar, where British 
authority was relatively strong, workers from 
British colonies, particularly those from the Indian 
subcontinent, dominated the foreign workforce. 
Data on the number of Indian workers employed 
by international oil companies during the 1930s 
and 1940s are shown in table 1. These data 
corroborate that both in Kuwait and in Qatar, prior 
to the Second World War, the scale of operations 
of oil companies was still small, so that there were 
few Indians employed. After the suspension of oil 
production during the war, its resumption led to 
the increased employment of Indian workers in 
the late 1940s. The number of Indians employed 
by the Kuwait Oil Company (KOC) reached 4,900 
persons by 1949; and in Qatar, 900 Indians were 
employed by Petroleum Development (PD) in 
1951. 

 
In Bahrain, the development of oil resources in 

1932 stimulated the inflow of Persians from 

neighbouring Iran. However, the United States of 
America-owned Bahrain Petroleum Company 
(BAPCO), whose presence in Bahrain was 
allowed by British authorities, began dismissing 
Persian workers and formalized the recruitment of 
Indian workers in the mid-1930s (Seccombe, 
1988; Seccombe and Lawless, 1986). Thus, the 
employment of Indian workers from the Indian 
subcontinent by BAPCO increased, especially 
after the opening of a recruitment office in 
Bombay, colonial India, in 1936. By 1945, 
BAPCO was employing about 580 Indian 
workers. 

 
In Saudi Arabia, which was not a British 

protectorate, the United States-owned Arabian 
American Oil Company (ARAMCO) held an 
exclusive oil concession. As a result, different 
patterns of migration and recruitment of workers 
emerged in that country. Table 1 shows that few 
Indian workers were recruited by ARAMCO until 
the mid-1940s. It was the Second World War that 
led the company to expand its refinery and 
increase oil production in order to supply oil for 
the allied forces in Eastern Asia (Seccombe and 
Lawless, 1986; Fukuda, 1996). After the war, 
demand for oil kept rising. The resulting increased 
demand for workers was met by recruiting them 
from colonial India. Thus, the some 200 Indian 
employees that ARAMCO had in 1945 had 
increased to 1,122 by 1950 and reached 2,430 in 
1952. The company’s need for semi-skilled 
workers in the late 1940s was met by hiring 
Italian settlers from Eritrea. Company records 
show that the number of Italians employed 
reached 1,222 by 1948 (Seccombe and Lawless, 
1986). Palestinians, many of whom were skilled 
workers, were also recruited in increasing 
numbers, especially after they became displaced 
persons during the aftermath of the establishment 
of the State of Israel in 1948. In 1949, ARAMCO 
opened in Beirut a recruitment office for 
Palestinians. 

 
Oil production also required highly skilled 

labour that could not be supplied locally. Such 
demands were met by the recruitment of 
professional, technical and managerial personnel 
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TABLE 1. INDIAN WORKERS EMPLOYED BY OIL COMPANIES IN BAHRAIN, 
KUWAIT, QATAR AND SAUDI ARABIA, 1933-1953 

 
 
 

 
Bahrain/Bahrain 

Petroleum Company 

 
Kuwait/Kuwait 
Oil Company 

 
Qatar/Petroleum 

Development 

 
Saudi Arabia/Arabian 

American Oil Company  
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
  

1933 ....................... 
 

 24 
 

 - 
 

 - 
 

.  . 
1934 ....................... 

 
 45 

 
 - 

 
 - 

 
.  . 

1935 ....................... 
 

 61 
 

 - 
 

 - 
 

.  . 
1936 ....................... 

 
 323 

 
 39 

 
 - 

 
.  . 

1937 ....................... 
 

 472 
 

 39 
 

 - 
 

.  . 
1938 ....................... 

 
 422 

 
 40 

 
 - 

 
.  . 

1939 ....................... 
 

 375 
 

 53 
 

 5 
 

.  . 
1940 ....................... 

 
 349 

 
 54 

 
 28 

 
 37a  

1941 ....................... 
 

 272 
 

 47 
 

 46 
 

 40a  
1942 ....................... 

 
 248 

 
 52 

 
 - 

 
.  . 

1943 ....................... 
 

 297 
 

 11 
 

 - 
 

 50a  
1944 ....................... 

 
 444 

 
 8 

 
 - 

 
.  . 

1945 ....................... 
 

 581 
 

 2  8
 

 - 
 

 200a  
1946 ....................... 

 
 635 

  
 177 

 
 - 

 
 475  

1947 ....................... 
 

 553 
 

 693 
 

 149 
 

 602  
1948 ....................... 

 
 658 

 
 2 514 

 
 552 

 
 1 072  

1949 ....................... 
 

 659 
 

 4 908 
 

 .. 
 

 851  
1950 ....................... 

 
 622 

 
 3 348 

 
 841 

 
 1 122  

1951 ....................... 
 

 .. 
 

 3 044 
 

 901 
 

 1 813  
1952 ....................... 

 
 .. 

 
 .. 

 
 .. 

 
 2 430  

1953 ....................... 
 
 .. 

 
 1 125 

 
 .. 

 
 2 406 

 
 Source: I.J. Seccombe, "International migration in the Middle East: historical trends, contemporary pat-
terns and consequences", in International Migration Today, vol. 1 (Paris, UNESCO, 1988), p. 187, table 4. 
 aApproximate figure. 
 

 
from Great Britain and the United States. The 
numbers of British and American staff employed 
by different oil companies are compared in table 
2. In Bahrain, Kuwait and Qatar, British citizens 
predominated over United States citizens among 
skilled staff. In Bahrain, Americans represented 
the majority of the skilled staff initially employed 
by BAPCO (1932-1934), but their presence 
declined rapidly as both the number and the 
relative share of British staff increased after 1935. 
By 1950, British citizens accounted for 91 per 
cent of the total skilled staff, whereas American 
citizens made up only 9 per cent. In both Kuwait 
and Qatar, British citizens occupied the 
overwhelming majority of the posts for skilled 
staff during 1936-1950. As table 2 shows, the 
presence of Americans in the oil-producing 

countries of the Peninsula was largely confined to 
the ARAMCO operations in Saudi Arabia where 
no British citizens were hired. 
 

Migration for employment between the 
countries of the Arabian Peninsula during the 
period 1930-1950 is poorly documented. In 
Bahrain, inflows of workers from Qatar increased 
when oil-production in Qatar was shut down 
during the Second World War and its immediate 
aftermath. However, many Qatari workers 
returned home in the late 1940s when Qatar 
resumed oil production (Seccombe, 1988). 
Similarly, Bahrain nationals were attracted by 
employment opportunities in Saudi Arabia where 
ARAMCO offered higher wages. The evidence 
available suggests that before 1950 the migration 
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TABLE 2. NUMBER OF BRITISH AND UNITED STATES CITIZENS EMPLOYED AS SKILLED STAFF BY OIL COMPANIES IN BAHRAIN,  
KUWAIT, QATAR AND SAUDI ARABIA, 1933-1950 

 
 

 
 

Bahrain/Bahrain Petroleum Company 
 
 Kuwait/Kuwait Oil Company 

 
 Qatar/Petroleum Development  

Saudi 
Arabia/Arabian 
American Oil 

Company 

Year 
United States 

citizens 
British 

citizens 

British citizens 
as a proportion 

of total 
(percentage)  

United States 
citizens 

 
British 

citizens 

British citizens 
as a proportion 

of total 
(percentage)  

United States 
citizens 

British 
citizens 

British citizens 
as a proportion 

of total 
 (percentage)  

United States 
citizens  

1933 .................. 
 

19 
 

8 
 

29.6 
 

            - 
 

            - 
 

            - 
 
 

 
            - 

 
            - 

 
-  

 
            -  

1934 .................. 
 

24 
 

15 
 

38.5 
 

            - 
 

            - 
 

            - 
 

            - 
 

            - 
 

            -  
 

            -  
1935 .................. 

 
49 

 
26 

 
34.7 

 
            - 

 
            - 

 
            - 

 
            - 

 
            - 

 
            -  

 
30a  

1936 .................. 
 

153 
 

157 
 

50.6 
 

17 
 

13 
 

43.3 
 

0 
 

1 
 

100.0  
 

60a  
1937 .................. 

 
126 

 
308 

 
71.0 

 
2 

 
13 

 
86.7 

 
           .. 

 
           .. 

 
            -  

 
50a  

1938 .................. 
 

90 
 

224 
 

71.3 
 

2 
 

17 
 

89.5 
 

           .. 
 

           .. 
 

            -  
 
 236  

1939 .................. 
 

67 
 

191 
 

74.0 
 

2 
 

16 
 

88.9 
 

           .. 
 

           .. 
 

            -  
 
 322  

1940 .................. 
 

55 
 

162 
 

74.7 
 

2 
 

14 
 

87.5 
 

5 
 

8 
 

61.5  
 
 226  

1941 .................. 
 

34 
 

158 
 

82.3 
 

2 
 

14 
 

87.5 
 

5 
 

8 
 

61.5  
 
 107  

1942 .................. 
 

32 
 

126 
 

79.7 
 

2 
 

14 
 

87.5 
 

            - 
 

            - 
 

            -  
 
 87  

1943 .................. 
 

39 
 

111 
 

74.0 
 

0 
 

3 
 

100.0 
 

            - 
 

            - 
 

            -  
 
 116  

1944 .................. 
 

56 
 

97 
 

63.4 
 

0 
 

2 
 

100.0 
 

            - 
 

            - 
 

            -  
 
 961  

1945 .................. 
 

183 
 

313 
 

63.1 
 

6 
 

9 
 

60.0 
 

            - 
 

            - 
 

            -  
 
 1 367  

1946 .................. 
 

90 
 

324 
 

78.3 
 

11 
 

50 
 

82.0 
 

2 
 

36 
 

94.7  
 
 894  

1947 .................. 
 

155 
 

497 
 

76.2 
 

56 
 

95 
 

62.9 
 

17 
 

106 
 

86.2  
 
 1 855  

1948 .................. 
 

97 
 

585 
 

85.8 
 

159 
 

505 
 

76.1 
 

             .. 
 

             .. 
 

            -  
 
 4 184  

1949 .................. 
 

179 
 

841 
 

82.5 
 

193 
 

1 293 
 

87.0 
 

20 
 

180 
 

90.0  
 
 4 811  

1950 .................. 
 

87 
 

860 
 

90.8 

 
 

 
52 

 
546 

 
91.3 

 
 

 
16 

 
153 

 
90.5  

 
 2 826 

 
Source: I.J. Seccombe and R.I. Lawless, "Foreign worker dependence in the Gulf and the international oil companies: 1910-50", International Migration Review (Staten Island, New York), 

vol. XX, No. 3 (1986), p. 556, table 1. 
aApproximate figures. 
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of Egyptian workers to the oil-producing countries 
in the Peninsula was not as large as that of Indians 
(Seccombe, 1988). 
 

B. EARLY ECONOMIC DEVELOPMENT AND THE 
EMERGENCE OF A GLOBAL OIL LABOUR MARKET 

(1950-1973) 
 

After 1950, the oil-producing countries in the 
Arabian Peninsula moved rapidly towards control 
of their oil resources. Since Western oil 
companies first struck oil in the region, they had 
extracted most of the profits generated by oil 
production, while paying minimum royalties to 
the local Governments. The dominance of the 
international oil companies declined over time as 
the Governments of oil-producing countries 
secured more profit-sharing and ownership of oil 
companies. For example, in 1950, the Saudi 
Government and the United States-owned 
ARAMCO concluded a fifty-fifty profit-sharing 
agreement (Fukuda, 1996). In Kuwait, the shares 
of the Kuwaiti Government in the Kuwait Oil 
Company grew in several stages and the company 
had been fully nationalized by 1975 (United 
Nations, Economic Commission for Western 
Asia, 1980a). 
 

The oil-producing countries also increased their 
bargaining power over countries of the Western 
bloc through a collective effort. In 1960, the 
Organization of the Petroleum Exporting 
Countries (OPEC) was formed as a protective 
association of the oil-producing nations, in 
response to the practice among international oil 
companies of setting the price of crude oil. OPEC 
aimed to present a united front in negotiating 
prices, as the revenues Governments received 
through taxes and royalties were based on those 
prices. Kuwait and Saudi Arabia in the Arabian 
Peninsula, together with the Islamic Republic of 
Iran, Iraq and Venezuela, were the founding 
members of OPEC. They were joined by Qatar in 
1961 and the Trucial States (today’s United Arab 
Emirates) in 1967. Bahrain and Oman are not 
members of the Organization. 
 

Parallel with such efforts to consolidate 
sovereignty and promote solidarity among the oil-
producing countries in the Peninsula was the start 

of a wane in the presence of Great Britain in the 
region. The sheikhdom of Kuwait became an 
independent State in 1961. Following the British 
Government’s announcement in 1968 of its 
withdrawal from the Peninsula, the Trucial States 
proclaimed themselves the United Arab Emirates 
(UAE) in 1971. Bahrain, Qatar and Oman also 
obtained independence in 1971, terminating their 
status as British protectorates. 
 

Increases in profit-sharing, coupled with the 
growth of oil production, brought about a sharp 
rise in the revenues of the oil-producing countries 
and enabled them to embark on local 
development. In the 1950s, the nations in the 
Peninsula were still underdeveloped. The lack of 
water resources and the harsh environment had 
restricted the economic development of the 
region. The Governments of the oil-producing 
countries began to invest the capital acquired from 
oil production in basic infrastructure and in the 
improvement of social services and of 
administrative functions (Seccombe, 1988). In 
step with the steady expansion of oil revenues, the 
economic development of the oil-producing 
countries began to take shape, although the pace 
of development was relatively moderate before 
1970. Thus, the demand for migrant workers 
stimulated by the early discovery of oil continued 
to grow, and the oil industry continued to develop, 
after 1950. 
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Demographic data regarding the oil-producing 
countries in the Arabian Peninsula during the 
1950s are extremely scarce, and the exact volume 
of migration to those areas is unknown. Their 
estimated populations as of 1950, according to the 
Population Division of the United Nations 
Secretariat, are shown in table 3. These data 
suggest that the small populations in the oil-
producing countries led them to draw migrant 
workers from abroad. Except for Oman and Saudi 
Arabia, none of the oil-producing countries in the 
Arabian Peninsula had a population of more than 
200,000 people in 1950. Saudi Arabia had a 
sizeable national population, estimated at 3.2 
million; but the majority of that population were 
nomadic or semi-nomadic tribes living in the 
desert. Indeed, given its large territory, Saudi 
Arabia was sparsely populated, hosting only 1.5 
persons per square kilometre (see table 3). In 
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TABLE 3. POPULATION, AREA AND POPULATION DENSITY OF THE OIL-PRODUCING 
COUNTRIES IN THE ARABIAN PENINSULA, 1950 

 

 
 

Country 

 
Population in 

1950 
(thousands) 

 
Area 

(thousands of 
square kilometres) 

Population 
density 

(per square 
kilometres) 

 
B ahrain .......................................... 

 
  116 

 
  0.6 

 
 193.3 

K uwait ...........................................   152   17.8 
 

 8.5 
O man.............................................   456   310.8 

 
 1.5 

Q atar..............................................   25   11.0 
 

 2.3 
S audi Arabia..................................   3 201   2 149.7 

 
 1.5 

United Arab Emirates....................  70  83.6 
 

 0.8 

 
 Sources: World Population Prospects: The 2000 Revision, vol. I, Comprehensive Tables and corrigendum 
(United Nations publication, Sales No. E.01.XIII.8 and Corr. 1); Arthur S. Banks, ed., Political Handbook of the 
World, 1987 (Binghamton, New York, CSA Publications, 1987). 

 
 
contrast, the small island State of Bahrain had 193 
persons per square kilometre. 
 

With large inflows of capital in relation to a 
small national population, Kuwait became a 
forerunner of modern economic development in 
the Arabian Peninsula. In the 1960s, Kuwait and 
Saudi Arabia were the two main oil producers in 
the region (United Nations Conference on Trade 
and Development, 1989). In 1965, Kuwait 
adopted the National Industries Law to encourage 
the development of industry. The first five-year 
plan, setting physical infrastructural targets and an 
overall spending framework, started in 1967. The 
1957 census of Kuwait indicates that, even at that 
early date, the labour market of Kuwait was 
already dependent on foreign workers. Thus, there 
were 55,700 foreign nationals working in Kuwait, 
representing 69 per cent of the total labour force 
(State of Kuwait, Central Statistical Office, 1974, 
p. 37). The number of migrant workers in the 
country more than tripled during the 1960s, as 
foreign nationals continued to be attracted by job 
opportunities. By 1970, the number of foreign 
workers was 176,800, or 73 per cent of the total 
workforce (State of Kuwait, Central Statistical 
Office, 1974, p. 37). 

 
In Saudi Arabia, oil exploitation intensified after 

1945, but it was only in 1962 that the Government 
launched a programme to use the ever-increasing 

oil revenues to modernize the country’s 
agricultural, industrial and infrastructural base 
(Economist Intelligence Unit (EIU), 1994b). Yet, 
prior to the economic boom that began in the mid-
1970s, little change had been observed except in 
the districts of Mecca and Riyadh (Fukuda, 1996). 
Reliable data on the number of foreign workers in 
Saudi Arabia before 1970 seem to be unavailable. 
The first census, conducted in 1962-1963, was 
considered to be incomplete (United Nations, 
Economic Commission for Western Asia, 1979a) 
and the information on foreign nationals does not 
appear to have been tabulated. The number of 
foreign workers in the country in 1963 is believed 
to have been about 150,000 (United Nations, 
Economic Commission for Western Asia, 1979a). 
 

In comparison with Kuwait and Saudi Arabia, 
Qatar’s oil resources are relatively small but, 
because of its small national population, it had the 
highest level of oil production per capita among 
the oil-producing countries during the 1960s 
(Fukuda, 1996). According to Qatar’s first census, 
conducted in 1970, there were 66,000 foreign 
nationals in the country, making up three fifths of 
the total population (United Nations, Economic 
Commission for Western Asia, 1980b). Like 
Kuwait, Qatar was characterized by a high 
reliance on an expatriate workforce even before 
the oil boom. In 1970, foreigners represented 83 
per cent of its total labour force (United Nations, 
Economic Commission for Western Asia, 1980b). 
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In Bahrain, although oil had been produced 
since 1932, the amount of oil production remained 
relatively modest during the 1950s and 1960s. The 
country’s role as an exporter of refined petroleum 
products became more important than its role as a 
producer. Development efforts were concentrated 
on the diversification of the economy (United 
Nations, Economic Commission for Western 
Asia, 1979b). For this reason, demand for 
unskilled foreign workers remained moderate in 
Bahrain (Fukuda, 1996). The number of foreign 
workers in Bahrain grew gradually from 15,800 in 
1959 to 22,400 in 1971. Foreigners represented 37 
per cent of the total workforce in 1971 (State of 
Bahrain, Ministry of Finance and National 
Economy, 1991). 

 
In the United Arab Emirates, the first oil 

exploration began in 1958. However, the revenues 
derived from oil production were not significantly 
utilized as an instrument for national development 
until Sheikh Zayed became the head of 
Government in 1966 (Khalifa, 1979). Similarly, in 
Oman, oil production did not start until 1964, so 
that it began importing foreign workers at a later 
stage than other countries. No reliable data on the 
number of foreign workers are available for either 
of these two countries before 1970. It is estimated 
that in 1968 there were about 66,000 foreigners 
residing in the United Arab Emirates, accounting 
for about one third of the total population of the 
country (United Nations, Economic Commission 
for Western Asia, 1980c). 

 
The foreign workers arriving in the oil-

producing countries before 1970 originated from 
various areas. The two decades following the end 
of the Second World War witnessed an increase in 
the number of migrant workers drawn from 
neighbouring countries. The independence of 
India from Great Britain in 1947 loosened ties 
between the Persian Gulf countries and the Indian 
subcontinent. Hence, the organized recruitment of 
workers from the Indian subcontinent that had 
taken place before 1950 became a more difficult 
undertaking. Some studies suggest that the oil-
producing countries in the Arabian Peninsula, 
supported by rising Arab nationalism in the 1950s, 
began to turn to workers from other Arab 
countries to meet their manpower requirements 
(Birks and Sinclair, 1980; Seccombe and Lawless, 

1986). However, the evidence available indicates 
that the origins of migrant workers differ 
considerably among the oil-producing countries in 
the Peninsula. As shown below, data on the 
distribution of the foreign populations by country 
of nationality obtained from the censuses of 
Bahrain, Kuwait and Qatar illustrate this point. 

 
Table 4 presents the changing distribution by 

nationality of foreigners residing in Bahrain after 
1950. The total number of foreign nationals in that 
country increased, going from 18,200 in 1950 to 
24,400 in 1959 and reaching 37,900 in 1971. 
Between 1950 and 1971, the number of foreign 
Arabs in Bahrain rose from 6,000 to 17,000 and 
their share of the total foreign population 
increased from 33 to 45 per cent. Such population 
growth was mostly attributable to the influx of 
Omanis. The number of Omani citizens in Bahrain 
quadrupled, going from 2,500 in 1950 to 10,800 
in 1971. Oman’s oil industry started to develop 
only in the late 1960s, so that before 1970 Omanis 
opted for migration for employment abroad to 
supplement their incomes (Birks and Sinclair, 
1980). The number of Yemenis, Jordanians and 
Palestinians in Bahrain also increased 
considerably, especially during the 1960s, 
whereas the number of citizens of Saudi Arabia 
declined. By 1971, each of those groups had 
approximately 1,300 to 1,500 members. With 
regard to non-Arab Asians, nationals of India, the 
Islamic Republic of Iran and Pakistan were each 
more numerous than other Arab groups, except 
Omanis. Between 1950 and 1971, the number of 
Indians and Pakistanis increased from 3,000 to 
12,000; and by 1971, Indians accounted for 18 per 
cent and Pakistanis for 14 per cent of the foreign 
population in Bahrain. Nationals of the Islamic 
Republic of Iran had been the most significant 
component of the foreign population in 1950 (38 
per cent), but after that date their numbers 
declined and they accounted for only 14 per cent 
of the foreign population in 1971. The British 
population grew moderately, rising from 1,840 in 
1950 to 2,900 in 1971 when it constituted 8 per 
cent of the total foreign population in the country. 
 

Table 5 shows similar data from the 1965 and 
1970 censuses of Kuwait. In comparison with 
Bahrain, Kuwait was hosting 10 times more 
foreign citizens in the early 1970s. Arabs 
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TABLE 4. FOREIGN POPULATION BY COUNTRY OR AREA OF ORIGIN, 
BAHRAIN, 1950, 1959 AND 1971 

 
 

1950 
 
 

 
1959 

 
 

 
1971  

Country or area of origin 
 

Number 
 

Percentage 
 
 

 
Number 

 
Percentage 

 
 

 
Number 

 
Percentage  

 
 

 
 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
  

Arab countries and areas ...................  
 
 6 018 

 
33.1 

 
 
 

10 547 
 

43.2 
 

 
 

17 002 
 

 44.9  
 

 
 
 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
  

Oman............................................  
 

    2 466a 
 

13.5 
 
 

 
7 314 

 
30.0 

 
 

 
10 785  28.5  

Yemenb.........................................  
 
 105 

 
0.6 

 
 
 

492 
 

2.0 
 

 
 

1 538 
 

 4.1  
Jordan and Occupied Palestinian 
  Territory .....................................  

 
 .. 

 
          .. 

 
 

 
117 

 
0.5 

 
 

 
1 338  3.5  

Saudi Arabia.................................  
 
 2 526 

 
13.9 

 
 
 

1 605 
 

6.6 
 

 
 

1 332 
 

 3.5  
United Arab Emirates...................  

 
 .. 

 
          .. 

 
 

 
            .. 

 
 

.. 

 
 
 

770 
 

 2.0 
 
Egypt ............................................  

 
 .. 

 
          .. 

 
 
 

71 
 

0.3 
 

 
 

589 
 

 1.6  
Lebanon........................................  

 
 .. 

 
          .. 

 
 
 

144 
 

0.6 
 

 
 

280 
 

 0.7  
Qatar.............................................  

 
 .. 

 
          .. 

 
 
 

242 
 

1.0 
 

 
 

145 
 

 0.4  
Iraq ...............................................  

 
 .. 

 
          .. 

 
 
 

169 
 

0.7 
 

 
 

83 
 

 0.2  
Other Arab countries ....................  

 
 921 

 
5.1 

 
 
 

393 
 

1.6 
 

 
 

142 
 

 0.4  
 

 
 
 
  

 
 

 
 

 
  

 
 

 
 

 
   

Other Asia .........................................  
 
 9 986 

 
54.8 

 
 
 

10 977 
 

45.0 
 

 
 

17 311 
 

 45.7  
 

 
 
 
  

 
 

 
 

 
  

 
 

 
 

 
   

India .............................................  
 
 - 

 
             - 

 
 
 

4 043 
 

16.6 
 

 
 

6 657 
 

 17.6  
Pakistan ........................................  

 
 - 

 
             - 

 
 
 

2 283 
 

9.4 
 

 
 

5 377 
 

 14.2  
Iran (Islamic Republic of) ............  

 
 6 943 

 
38.1 

 
 
 

4 203 
 

17.2 
 

 
 

5 097 
 

 13.5  
India and Pakistan ........................  

 
 3 043 

 
16.7 

 
 

 
             - 

 
           - 

 
 

 
             - 

 
 -   

Other countries in Asia.................  
 
 .. 

 
.. 

 
 
 

448 
 

.. 
 

 
 

180 
 
 ..    

 
 

 
 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
  

Great Britain......................................  
 
 1 840 

 
10.1 

 
 
 

2 514 
 

10.3 
 

 
 

2 901 
 

 7.7  
United States .....................................  

 
 .. 

 
            .. 

 
 
 

151 
 

0.6 
 

 
 

272 
 

 0.7  
Other countries ..................................  

 
 363 

 
2.0 

 
 
 

212 
 

0.9 
 

 
 

400 
 

 1.1  
 

 
 
 
 

 
 

 
 

 
  

 
 

 
 

 
   

Total ..................................................  
 
 18 207 

 
100.0 

 
 
 

24 401 
 

100.0 
 

 
 

37 886 
 

 100.0 
 
 Source: State of Bahrain, Statistical Abstract, 1967 (Manama, Statistical Bureau, n.d.), p. 5, table 12; Statistical Abstract, 
1972 (Manama, Statistical Bureau, 1973), p. 10, table 6. 
 aIncluding Muscat. 
 bIncluding both the former People's Democratic Republic of Yemen and the former Yemen Arab Republic. 

 
predominated among the foreign population in 
Kuwait, making up 76 per cent of that population 
in 1965 and 80 per cent in 1970. Among Arab 
nationals, Jordanians and Palestinians represented 
the largest group and their numbers had doubled 
in just five years, going from 78,000 in 1965 to 
148,000 in 1970 when they accounted for 38 per 
cent of the foreign population. The numbers of 
Egyptians, Syrians and Yemenis also increased 
markedly during the period 1965-1970 and their 
shares among the foreign population rose. 
Increases in the number of Iraquis and Lebanese 

were more moderate and their shares of the total 
declined. Similarly, the number of persons from 
Asian countries, such as the Islamic Republic of 
Iran, Pakistan, and India, increased, but their share 
of the total declined. 
 

The composition of the foreign population in 
Qatar contrasts markedly with that of Kuwait. As 
shown in table 6, almost one third of the 
foreigners residing in Qatar in 1970 were Iranian. 
Qatar had long-standing ties with the Islamic 
Republic of Iran through commercial activities, 
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TABLE 5. FOREIGN POPULATION BY COUNTRY OR AREA OF ORIGIN, 
KUWAIT, 1965 AND 1970 

 
 

1965 
 

 
 

1970 
 
 
Country or area of origin 

 
Number 

 
Percentage 

 
 

 
Number 

 
Percentage  

 
 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
  

Arab countries and areas........................... 
 

187 923 
 

76.0 
 

 
 

312 849 
 

80.0  
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
  

Jordan and Occupied Palestinian 
  Territory ............................................. 

 
77 712 

 
31.4 

 
 

 
147 696 

 
37.8  

Iraq .......................................................  
 

25 897 
 

10.5 
 

 
 

39 066 
 

10.0  
Egypt .................................................... 

 
11 021 

 
4.5 

 
 
 

30 421 
 

7.8  
Syrian Arab Republic...........................  

 
16 849 

 
6.8 

 
 
 

27 217 
 

7.0  
Lebanon ............................................... 

 
20 877 

 
8.4 

 
 
 

25 387 
 

6.5  
Oman....................................................  

 
19 584 

 
7.9 

 
 
 

14 670 
 

3.8  
Yemena.................................................  

 
2 779 

 
1.1 

 
 
 

10 967 
 

2.8  
Saudi Arabia......................................... 

 
4 632 

 
1.9 

 
 
 

10 897 
 

2.8  
United Arab Emirates........................... 

 
1 105 

 
0.4 

 
 
 

4 436 
 

1.1  
Other Arab countries............................ 

 
7 467 

 
3.0 

 
 
 

2 092 
 

0.5  
  

 
  

 
  

 
 

 
 

 
  

Non-Arab countries .................................. 59 357 
 

24.0 
 

 
 

78 341 
 

20.0  
 

 
  

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
  

Iran (Islamic Republic of) ....................  30 790 
 

12.5 
 

 
 

39 129 
 

10.0  
India ..................................................... 

 
11 699 

 
4.7 

 
 
 

17 336 
 

4.4  
Pakistan ................................................ 

 
11 735 

 
4.7 

 
 
 

14 712 
 

3.8  
Other non-Arab countries.....................  

 
5 133 

 
2.1 

 
 
 

7 164 
 

1.8  
  

 
  

 
  

 
 

 
 

 
  

Total..........................................................  247 280 
 

100.0 
 

 
 

391 190 
 

100.0       

 
 Source: State of Kuwait, Statistical Yearbook of Kuwait, 1974 (Kuwait City, Central Statistical Office, 
1974), p. 23, table 10. 
 aIncluding both the former People's Democratic Republic of Yemen and the former Yemen Arab Re-
public. 

 
 
notably fishing and pearling in the Persian Gulf. 
Those ties probably explain the important 
presence of Iranians in Qatar. Another third of the 
foreign population in the country in 1970 was 
constituted by Indians and Pakistanis. Arab 
nationals, who accounted for 80 per cent of the 
foreign population in Kuwait in 1970, constituted 
only one third of the foreign population in Qatar. 
As in Kuwait, the largest group of Arab nationals 
consisted of Jordanians and Palestinians, who 
constituted 15 per cent of the total foreign 
population in Qatar in 1970. 
 

A common trait shared by Bahrain, Kuwait and 
Qatar before 1970 was the increasing presence of 
Jordanians and Palestinians. During the period 
1922-1948, when Palestine was under British 

administration, there was almost no emigration of 
Palestinians (Elnajjar, 1993). The establishment of 
the State of Israel in 1948 led to the displacement 
of more than three quarters of the million 
Palestinians in the region. The aftermath of the 
1967 Israeli-Arab war produced a second wave of 
displaced persons. The United Nations Relief and 
Works Agency for Palestine Refugees in the Near 
East (UNRWA) assisted these Palestinians in 
finding jobs in other Arab States through its 
placement services and provided travel grants for 
those who wished to emigrate (Elnajjar, 1993). 
Already by the early 1950s, the Kuwait Oil 
Company and Petroleum Development in Qatar 
had decided to follow Saudi Arabia’s lead and 
recruit skilled Palestinians (Seccombe and 
Lawless, 1986). Given the high population density 
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and limited job opportunities in refugee camps, 
most of the Palestinians who were highly 
qualified migrated to neighbouring Arab 
countries, especially the oil-producing countries in 
the Arabian Peninsula (Elnajjar, 1993). 
 

TABLE 6. FOREIGN POPULATION BY COUNTRY OR 
AREA OF ORIGIN, QATAR, 1970 

 

Country or area of origin Number Percentage  
 

 
 

 
  

Arab countries and areas .................
 
21 080 

 
31.8  

 
 
 

 
  

Jordan and Occupied Palestinian 
  Territory .....................................

 
9 780 

 
14.8  

Oman............................................
 

3 270 
 

4.9  
Yemena.........................................

 
2 280 

 
3.4  

United Arab Emirates .................
 

2 240 
 

3.4  
Saudi Arabia ................................

 
2 040 

 
3.1  

Egypt............................................
 

1 370 
 

2.1  
Iraq...............................................

 
100 

 
0.2  

  
 
 

 
  

Non-Arab countries .........................
 
41 570 

 
62.7  

 
 
 

 
  

Iran (Islamic Republic of) ............
 
20 840 

 
31.4  

Pakistan........................................
 
17 080 

 
25.8  

India .............................................
 

3 650 
 

5.5  
  

 
 

 
  

Not specified ...................................
 

3 630 
 

5.5     
Total ................................................

 
66 280 

 
100.0 

   
 
 Source: J.S. Birks and C.A. Sinclair, International Migration and 
Development in the Arab Region (Geneva, International Labour Of-
fice, 1980), p. 152, table 39. 
 aIncluding both the former People's Democratic Republic of 
Yemen and the former Yemen Arab Republic. 
 
 
C. EXPANDING SCALE OF LABOUR MIGRATION TO 

THE GULF COOPERATION COUNCIL (GCC) 
COUNTRIES (1973-1990) 

 
1. Evolution of labour migration to the Gulf 

Cooperation Council (GCC) countries 
 

The oil boom that started in 1974 changed 
dramatically the scale of migration into the oil-
producing countries of the Arabian Peninsula. As 
a result of the Arab-Israeli war of 1973, the 
Organization of the Petroleum Exporting 
Countries (OPEC) decided to impose an oil 

embargo on the United States and other countries 
that had supported Israel. In January 1994, OPEC 
increased the price of oil produced by its 
members: the price of oil soared from $3.1 per 
barrel in 1973 to $10.8 per barrel in 1974 (figure 
I), leading to a severe economic crisis in Western 
bloc countries that were highly dependant on oil 
from the Persian Gulf region. In 1979, owing to 
the curtailed oil production in the Islamic 
Republic of Iran following the Islamic revolution, 
the price of oil increased again from $17.3 in 1979 
to $32.5 per by 1981. Thereafter, a declining trend 
of oil price set in, with a sharp drop between 1985 
and 1986. Although the fluctuation of oil prices 
was less dramatic when they were adjusted for 
inflation and exchange rates (see figure I), the rise 
in oil prices after 1973 brought the oil-producing 
countries enormous revenues. With the rapidly 
developing oil economy, the oil-producing 
countries sought the advantages of establishing a 
formal type of cooperation to join their common 
efforts in social, economic and political areas. 
Thus, in 1982, the oil-producing countries in the 
Arabian Peninsula, namely, Bahrain, Kuwait, 
Oman, Qatar, Saudi Arabia and the United Arab 
Emirates, formed the Gulf Cooperation Council 
(GCC). Hereinafter, these six countries are 
referred as the GCC countries. 
 

The expansion of oil revenues in the oil-
producing countries provided those States with the 
necessary capital to launch large-scale 
infrastructure development projects, such as the 
construction of roads, airports and hospitals. In 
Saudi Arabia, for instance, the Government’s 
revenue more than quadrupled from one year to 
the next, rising from 22.8 billion to 98.2 billion 
Saudi Arabian riyals (SRIs) between 1973/74 and 
1974/75 (see table 7). It then reached 160 billion 
SRIs by the end of the 1970s. Parallel to the 
expansion of revenue, the national expenditure of 
Saudi Arabia increased markedly and the major 
share of that expenditure was directed to 
development projects. A similar pattern of public 
expenditure occurred in other member States of 
GCC. For the six GCC countries, the total 
expenditure in development is estimated to have 
risen from $13 billion for the period 1970-1974 to 
$123 billion in 1975-1979 (Abella, 1994). The 
ambitious development programmes undertaken 
by these countries increased labour demand 
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Figure I. Nominal and adjusteda oil prices, 1970-1995 

(United States dollars per barrel) 

 
 Source: OPEC, OPEC Annual Statistical Bulletin, 1995 (Vienna, 
1996), p. 122, table 73. 
 aAdjusted for inflation and exchange rates. 
 
 
significantly, a demand that was met by recruiting 
migrant workers in large numbers. 

 
Although relatively high prices of oil were 

maintained during the early 1980s (see figure I), a 
world glut of crude oil brought about a decline in 
sales and production of oil by OPEC member 
countries. Thus, the economies of the oil-
producing countries entered a recession. 
Furthermore, the collapse of oil prices at the end 
of 1985 forced the Governments in oil-rich 
countries to cut expenditures and to postpone or 
even cancel major infrastructure projects. 
However, such changes in economic climate did 
not immediately lead to a decline in the 
employment of foreign workers. Some studies 
explain that by this time the oil-rich countries had 
accrued enough capital to make up for the decline 
in oil revenues (Feiler, 1991; Awad, 1993). More 
importantly, these countries could not afford to 
dismiss all foreign workers, especially service 
workers, who had become essential to their 
contemporary lives. 

 
These large influxes of migrants to the GCC 

countries have received much scholarly attention. 
However, the lack of adequate statistics prevents 

an accurate description of international population 
movements. Over time, the lack of official 
statistics has been palliated by the production of 
estimates, the bases of which are not always well 
documented. As an example, table 8 presents the 
numbers of economically active foreigners 
obtained from censuses taken since 1970, together 
with estimates presented in the literature 
examining the stock of migrant workers in the 
GCC countries. While both census data and the 
estimates show that there had been a rapid 
expansion of the foreign labour force in the GCC 
countries since 1970, there are noticeable 
discrepancies in the figures available for Oman, 
Qatar and Saudi Arabia where official statistics 
are scarce. Note that none of these countries has 
carried out censuses at regular intervals. Because 
the estimates cited by various authors do not often 
document the precise methodologies and data 
sources used, it is difficult to draw a firm 
conclusion as to the accuracy of the estimates. 
Bahrain, Kuwait and the United Arab Emirates 
tabulate demographic data more regularly. Figures 
in table 8 analysing the different estimates for 
these three countries appeared to be generally 
close. 
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TABLE 7. NATIONAL BUDGET OF SAUDI ARABIA, 
1972/73-1979/80 

(Billions of Saudi Arabian riyals (SRIs)) 
 
 

 
Spending 

 
 
 
Fiscal year 

 
 
 

Revenue 

 
 

Total 

 
Direct to 

d velopment e

 
As percentage 

of total  
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
  

1972/73..............
 

13.2 
 

13.7 
 

7.0 
 

51.1  
1973/74..............

 
22.8 

 
22.8 

 
14.3 

 
62.7  

1974/75..............
 

98.2 
 

45.7 
 

26.4 
 

57.8  
1975/76..............

 
95.8 

 
110.9 

 
74.4 

 
67.1  

1976/77..............
 

110.9 
 

131.3 
 

94.8 
 

72.2  
1977/78..............

 
146.5 

 
134.3 

 
97.7 

 
72.7  

1978/79..............
 

130.0 
 

144.6 
 

97.6 
 

67.5  
1979/80..............

 
160.0 

 
180.3 

 
125.9 

 
69.8      

 
 Source: S. Fukuda, "The changing nature of economic development 
and industrialization", in Oil, Economic Development and Industriali-
zation in the Arabian Gulf States (Tokyo, Institute of Development 
Economies, 1996), p. 13, table 5. 
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TABLE 8. DIFFERENT ESTIMATES OF THE FOREIGN LABOUR FORCE IN THE GULF COOPERATION COUNCIL (GCC) COUNTRIES, 
SELECTED YEARS, 1970-1995 

 
 Source of data 

Country of 
residence year Census

ESCWA 
(1994 )a  

Birks and Sinclair 
(1980 and 1982) 

Reference  
  

Birks, Seccombe 
and Sinclair (1988)      

Bahrain 1971............................. 22 351 - - - 
 1975............................. - 38 700 29 285 - 
 1980............................. 78 200 67 720 - 
 1981............................. - - - 
 1985............................. 100 500 - 96 900 
 990............................. 132 000 - -      
Kuwait 1970............................. 176 827 - - 
 1975............................. 212 738 208 001 - 
 1980............................. 383 749 378 700 - 
 1985............................. 543 975 - 543 900 
 1990............................. 735 875 731 000 - - 
 995............................. - - -      
Oman 1975............................. - 70 700 - 
 1980............................. - 96 800 - 
 1985............................. - - 314 100 
 1990............................. - - - 
 993............................. 432 401 - -      
Qatar 1970............................. 48 390 - - 
 1975............................. - 53 716 - 
 1980............................. - 80 250 - 
 1985............................. - - 70 700 
 1986............................. 200 238 - - 
 1990............................. - - -      

- 
81 497 

- 
1 - 

- 
217 600 
392 600 
551 700 

a 

1 586 445 

103 200 
170 500 
335 700 
442 000 

1 - 

- 
57 000 

106 300 
155 600 

- 
230 000  

Saudi Arabia 1974............................. 391 213 - - - 
 1975............................. - 474 700 773 400 - 
 1980............................. - 1 734 100 1 023 250 - 
 1985............................. - 2 661 800 - 3 522 700 
 1990............................. - 2 878 000 - - 

United Arab 1975............................. - 234 100 251 500 - 
Emirates 1980............................. 505 045 470 800 411 000 - 
 1985............................. - 612 000 - 598 500 
 1990............................. - 805 000 - - 

Total 1975............................. - 1 125 300 1 386 602 - 
 1980............................. - 2 952 500 2 057 720 - 
 1985............................. - 4 417 300 - 5 146 800 
 1990............................. - 5 218 000 - - 

 
 Sources: Bahrain, Bahrain Census of Population and Housing, 1981 (Manama, Cabinet Affairs, n.d.), p. 87, table 7.1; J.S. Birks and C.A. 
Sinclair, International Migration and Development in the Arab Region (Geneva, International Labour Office, 1980), p. 134, table 13; J.S. Birks 
and C.A. Sinclair, "The socio-economic determinants of intra-regional migration", in International Migration in the Arab World: Proceedings of 
an ECWA Population Conference, vol. II (Beirut, Economic Commission for Western Asia (ECWA), 1982), p. 751, appendix table 1; J.S. Birks, 
I.J. Seccombe and C.A. Sinclair, "Labour migration in the Arab Gulf States: patterns, trends and prospects", International Migration (Geneva), 
vol. XXVI, No. 3 (1988), p. 274, table 2.1; Kuwait, Annual Statistical Abstract, 1987 (Kuwait City, Central Statistical Office, n.d.), p. 123, table 
110; 1994, p. 124, table 122; and 1995, p. 102, table 91; Oman, General Census of Population, Housing and Establishments, 1993 (Muscat, 
Ministry of Development, n.d.), p. 175, table 3.7.4; Qatar, Annual Statistical Abstract, 14th issue (Doha, Central Statistical Organization, 1994), 
p. 47, table 27; Saudi Arabia, Economic Commission for Western Asia (ECWA), The Population Situation in the ECWA Region: Saudi Arabia 
(Beirut, 1979), p. 17, table 11.9; United Arab Emirates, 1980 Census of the United Arab Emirates (Abu Dhabi, Central Department of Statistics, 
n.d.), vol. II, table 79; and Economic and Social Commission for Western Asia (ESCWA), "Arab labour migration in Western Asia: population 
distribution and migration", in Population Distribution and Migration, Proceedings of the United Nations Expert Group Meeting on Population 
Distribution and Migration, Santa Cruz, Bolivia, 18-22 January 1993 (United Nations publication, Sales No. E.98.XIII.12), p. 384, table 64. 
 aData from the Kuwait Labour Force Survey, May 1990. 
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The recent estimates on the stock of foreign 
workers, carried out by United Nations Economic 
and Social Commission for Western Asia 
(ESCWA) (1994a), are mostly based on the data 
from national censuses or labour-force surveys 
and take account of the preliminary results of the 
1992 census of Saudi Arabia and the adjustment 
of the Kuwaiti population in 1988 when Bedouins 
began to be included as part of the foreign 
population.1 The estimates by ESCWA enable to 
examine a trend of the stock of migrant workers in 
the GCC countries over time. Accordingly, the 
number of migrant workers in the six oil-
producing countries combined increased from 1.1 
million in 1975 to 5.2 million in 1990 (see table 
8). Saudi Arabia has been the main pole of 
attraction, hosting 55 per cent of the foreign 
workforce in the region in 1990. 
 

Based primarily on the ESCWA estimates, but 
supplemented with estimates from other 
sources for the periods before 1975 and after 
1990, the growth rates of the stock of foreign 
workers in the GCC countries are computed and 
shown in table 9. The rate of increase of the stock 
of foreign workers was not constant during 1970-

1995. It generally reached a peak during the 
construction phase in the late 1970s, then slowed 
down during the 1980s. Thus, the stock of migrant 
workers for the six oil-producing countries 
increased at an annual rate of 19 per cent in 1975-
1980, 8 per cent in 1980-1985 and 3 per cent in 
1985-1990. 

 
In Saudi Arabia where the largest number of 

migrant workers have been hosted, the increase of 
the foreign labour force during the late 1970s was 
particularly marked: the economically active 
foreign population is estimated to have increased 
from less than half a million to 1.7 million during 
1975-1980, implying an annual rate of increase of 
26 per cent (see table 9). As was common among 
the oil-producing countries in the region at that 
time, the labour-force participation of nationals in 
Saudi Arabia was very low. Among the 
population aged 12 years or over recorded in the 
1974 census, only 43 per cent were economically 
active, with a half of them working in agriculture 
(United Nations, Economic Commission for 
Western Asia, 1979a). In addition, more than one 
half of those aged 10 years or over were illiterate. 
Therefore, when the Saudi Arabian Government
 
 

TABLE 9. STOCK OF MIGRANT WORKERS AND ITS ANNUAL GROWTH RATE IN 
THE GCC COUNTRIES, 1970-1995 

  
 

 
 

 
  

Year/period 

 
Saudi 

Arabia 

 
United Arab 

Emirates 
 

Kuwait 
 

Oman 
 
 

 
Qatar 

 
Bahrain 

 
 

 
Total   

A. Foreign labour force  
1970 .................. 

 
            .. 

 
               .. 

 
176 800 

 
                 .. 

 
48 400 

 
22 400a 

 
 

 

             -  
1975 .................. 

 
474 700 

 
234 100 

 
217 600 

 
103 200 

 
 

 
57 000 

 
38 700 

 
 
 

1 125 300  
1980 .................. 

 
1 734 100 

 
470 800 

 
392 600 

 
170 500 

 
 

 
106 300 

 
78 200 

 
 
 

2 952 500  
1985 .................. 

 
2 661 800 

 
612 000 

 
551 700 

 
335 700 

 
 

 
155 600 

 
100 500 

 
 
 

4 417 300  
1990 .................. 

 
2 878 000 

 
805 000 

 
731 000 

 
442 000 

 
 

 
230 000 

 
132 000 

 
 
 

5 218 000  
1995 .................. 

 
            .. 

 
               .. 

 
586 400 

 
432 400b 

 
 

 

               .. 
 

               .. 
 

                -  
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 
 
  

B. Annual growth rate  
1970-1975......... 

 
               - 

 
                  - 

 
4.2 

 
                    - 

 
3.3 

 
10.9 

 
                       -  

1975-1980......... 
 

25.9 
 

14.0 
 

11.8 
 

10.0 
 
 

 
12.5 

 
14.1 

 
 
 

19.3  
1980-1985......... 

 
8.6 

 
5.2 

 
6.8 

 
13.6 

 
 

 
7.6 

 
5.0 

 
 
 

8.1  
1985-1990......... 

 
1.6 

 
5.5 

 
5.6 

 
5.5 

 
 

 
7.8 

 
5.5 

 
 
 

3.3  
1990-1995......... 

 
               - 

 
                  - 

 
-4.4 

 
-0.4 

 
 

 
                   - 

 
                  - 

 
                       -          

 
Source: Table 8. 

 a1971. 
 b1993. 
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embarked on large-scale development projects, 
with limited technical manpower resources, the 
shortfall of manpower had to be met by importing 
workers from outside the country. In Saudi 
Arabia, the number of foreign workers continued 
to increase from 1.7 million in 1980 to 2.7 million 
in 1985 and reached 2.9 million in 1990. 
However, the pace of growth dropped to 8.6 per 
cent per annum for 1980-1985 and to 1.6 per cent 
per annum for 1985-1990 (see table 9). 

 
In the United Arab Emirates, the discovery of 

oil resources in 1958 lagged behind that of other 
GCC countries. However, since the establishment 
of the country in 1971 the oil economy had 
rapidly developed and the country became a 
significant recipient of migrant workers during the 
1970s (Birks and Sinclair, 1980). As of the mid-
1970s, the total foreign workforce in the United 
Arab Emirates was almost equal to that of Kuwait 
at about 230,000 persons. By the end of the 
decade, it had reached 470,000 and the United 
Arab Emirates became the second largest host of 
migrant workers in the region, exceeding Kuwait 
(see table 9). After the stock of migrant workers 
doubled in number between 1975 and 1980, it 
grew at a rate of over 5 per cent per year 
throughout the 1980s. As a result, the total 
migrant workforce in the country stood at 805,000 
in 1990. 

 
As seen in table 9, in other GCC countries as 

well, the annual growth rate of the foreign 
workforce exceeded 10 per cent during the late 
1970s. Subsequently, the 1980s saw a moderate 
increase in the stock of migrant workers at an 
annual growth rate of 5-7 per cent. A noteworthy 
exception to such a trend was Oman, a non-OPEC 
member. During the early 1980s, the country 
could offset falling oil revenues by increasing 
production and continued admitting large 
number of foreign workers (Birks, Seccombe and 
Sinclair, 1986). Thus, the foreign workforce in 
Oman is estimated to have grown even 
faster during the early 1980s than in the late 
1970s. The data for Kuwait and Oman indicate 
that the number of migrant workers in these 
countries declined during the early 1990s, for the 
first time since the 1970s. It should be also noted 
that the number of migrant workers in Bahrain 
had grown at a high rate of 11 per cent in 1970-

1975, prior to the oil boom. At that time, 
Bahrain’s economy was possibly the most 
developed one in the Arabian Peninsula (Birks 
and Sinclair, 1980): the development of 
manufacturing and the service industry in the 
country had already attracted a large number of 
migrant workers. 

 
Dependence on the foreign labour force also 

developed rapidly in the oil-producing countries 
after 1970. Table 10 compiles the data on the 
proportion of foreign nationals in the total labour 
force. These data were obtained from national 
censuses. In the small States of Kuwait and Qatar, 
dependence on migrant workers was already great 
before the oil boom. As of 1970, the foreign 
workers had far outnumbered the national workers 
in these two countries. In fact, the Kuwaiti 
Government had been concerned about the 
dominance of foreigners in the labour market even 
at that time (Birks and Sinclair, 1980); but the 
dependence on migrant workers continued to 
grow thereafter. In Kuwait, the foreign share of 
the labour force rose from 73 per cent in 1970 to 
86 per cent in 1990. Similarly, in Qatar, the share 
increased from 83 to 90 per cent between 1970 
and 1986. High dependence on foreign workers 
was also a feature of the United Arab Emirates 
where 90 per cent of the economically active 
population were non-nationals in 1980. In 
Bahrain, the foreign nationals had constituted 56 
per cent of their labour force by 1981, up from 37 
per cent in 1971. With extremely scarce 
information on the foreign workforce in Saudi 
Arabia, the impact of labour migration on the 
local labour force is difficult to ascertain 
accurately. The 1974 Census of the Kingdom 
reported that out of 1.7 million people who were 
economically active, 391,000 or 23 per cent were 
foreign citizens. The large influx of migrant 
workers into Saudi Arabia after 1974 seems to 
have raised the foreign proportion of this labour 
force to much higher levels. The country 
conducted a national population census in 1992. 
However, the information on foreign workforce in 
the country has not been readily available. The 
Economic and Social Commission for Western 
Asia (ESCWA) (1994a) estimates that the foreign 
share in the total labour force rose to 59 per cent 
in 1980 and 65 per cent in 1985, and then slightly 
declined thereafter to 60 per cent in 1990. 
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TABLE 10. FOREIGN LABOUR FORCE IN THE GCC COUNTRIES  

ACCORDING TO SELECTED CENSUSES, 1970-1997 
 

Country 

 
Year of 
Census 

 
Total 

labour 
force 

(thousands) 
 
 

 
Percentage 
of women in 
total labour 

force 

 
Foreign labour 

force 
(thousands) 

 
 

Percentage 
foreign 

 
Percentage 
of women in 

foreign 
abour forcel   

 
 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
  

Bahrain.............................. 
 
1971 

 
60 

 
  

 

5.4 
 

22 
 
 

 

 37.1 
 

 6.3  
 

 
1981 

 
146 

 
a 

 

13.2 
 

81 
 
a 

 

 55.8 
 

 8.8  
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 

 
 
 

 
 

 

 
 

  
Kuwait............................... 

 
1970 

 
242 

 
b 

 

6.9 
 

177 
 
b 

 

 73.0 
 

 8.2  
 

 
1975 

 
305 

 
a 

 

11.6 
 

213 
 
a 

 

 69.8 
 

 13.0  
 

 
1980 

 
492 

 
a 

 

12.9 
 

384 
 
a 

 

 78.1 
 

 12.8  
 

 
1985 

 
670 

 
a 

 

19.7 
 

546 
 
a 

 

 81.4 
 

 19.7  
 

 
1990c 

 
855 

 
 

 

              .. 
 

736 
 
 

 

 86.1 
 

 ..  
 

 
1995 

 
746 

 
a 

 

26.1 
 

586 
 
a 

 

 78.6 
 

 24.5  
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 

 
 
 

 
 

 

 
 

  
Oman................................. 

 
1993 

 
705 

 
a 

 

9.7 
 

432 
 
a 

 

 61.4 
 

 10.4  
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 

 
 
 

 
 

 

 
 

  
Qatar.................................. 

 
1970 

 
48 

 
 

 

2.9 
 

40 
 
 

 

 83.1 
 

 2.8  
 

 
1986 

 
200 

 
a 

 

9.3 
 

179 
 
a 

 

 89.6 
 

 9.2  
 

 
1997 

 
280 

 
a 

 

13.5 
 

              .. 
 
 

 

 .. 
 

 ..       
        

Saudi Arabia...................... 
 
1974 

 
1 717 

 
b 

 

5.6 
 

391 
 
b 

 

 22.8 
 

 5.1  
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 

 
 
 

 
 

 

 
 

  
United Arab Emirates........ 

 
1975 

 
 294 

 
a 

 

3.3 
 

              .. 
 
 

 

 .. 
 

 ..      
 
1980 

 
 560 

 
a 

 

5.0 
 

505 
 
 

 

 0.2 
 

 5.2      
 
1985 

 
 684 

 
a 

 

9.6 
 

              .. 
 
 

 

 .. 
 

 .. 
 

 
1995 

 
 1336 

 
a 

 

11.7 ..  ..  .. 
  

 
 Sources: Bahrain, Bahrain Census of Population and Housing, 1981 (Manama, Cabinet Affairs, n.d.), p. 87, table 7.1; Kuwait, 
Annual Statistical Abstract, 1987 (Kuwait City, Ministry of Planning, Central Statistical Office, n.d.), p. 123, table 110; Annual Statisti-
cal Abstract, 1994 (Kuwait City, Ministry of Planning, Central Statistical Office, n.d.), p. 124, table 122; Annual Statistical Abstract, 
1995 (Kuwait City, Ministry of Planning, Central Statistical Office, n.d.), p. 102, table 91; Oman, General Census of Population, 
Housing and Establishments, 1993 (Muscat, Ministry of Development, 1993), p. 175, table 3.7.4; Qatar, Annual Statistical Abstract, 
14th issue (Doha, Central Statistical Organization, 1994), p. 47, table 27; Annual Statistical Abstract, 20th issue (Doha, Central Statisti-
cal Organization, 2000); United Nations Economic Commission for Western Asia (ECWA), The Population Situation in the ECWA Re-
gion: Qatar (Beirut, 1980), p. 18, table 10.10; Saudi Arabia, United Nations Economic Commission for Western Asia (ECWA), The 
Population Situation in the ECWA Region: Saudi Arabia (Beirut, 1979), p. 17, table 11.9; United Arab Emirates, 1980 Population 
Census of the United Arab Emirates, vol. II (Abu Dhabi, Central Department of Statistics, 1982), table 79; Annual Statistical Abstract, 
1982, 7th ed. (Abu Dhabi, Central Statistical Department, n.d.), p. 45, table 27; Annual Statistical Abstract, 1995-1997 (Abu Dhabi, 
n.d.), p. 50, table 24. 
 aAged 15 years or over. 
 bAged 12 years or over. 
 cData from the Kuwait Labour Force Survey, May 1990. 
 
 

The recent literature has argued that the 
participation of women in the flow of migrants 
has increased over time. Despite the commonly 
held view that women migrate accompanying 
men, women increasingly migrate abroad on their 
own. Fragmentary evidence suggests that even 
before the oil boom, women from Kerala and the 

Goa States of India migrated for employment to 
destinations in Western Asia (Abella, 1995). In 
Kuwait, some foreign Arab women worked as 
teachers, doctors, nurses and clerical workers in 
the late 1960s (Shah, Al-Qudsi and Shah, 1991). 
As seen in data in table 10, however, the foreign 
labour force in the oil-producing countries as of 
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the early 1970s was still primarily male. The 
proportion of women in the total foreign working 
population was not significant: women made up 
merely 6.3 per cent in Bahrain in 1971, 8.2 per 
cent in Kuwait and 2.8 per cent in Qatar in 1970 
and 5.1 per cent in Saudi Arabia in 1974. 

 
The quinquennial censuses of Kuwait show that 

the presence of women among migrant workers 
has increased steadily since 1970. The share of 
women in the total foreign workforce rose from 
8.2 to 13.0 per cent between 1970 and 1975 and 
rose again from 12.8 to 19.7 per cent between 
1980 and 1985. The census in 1995 showed that 
one in every four migrant workers in Kuwait was 
a female. Both in Bahrain and in Qatar, there is an 
indication of moderate increases in their presence 
in the foreign labour market since 1970, although 
the levels have remained below 10 per cent as of 
the 1980s. 

 
In view of the increasing share of women in the 

foreign workforce, coupled with the growth of 
foreign nationals in employment, one might 
expect the total labour force to be becoming 
feminized. For all countries listed in table 10, the 
percentage of females in the foreign labour force 
appeared to be generally close to that in the total 
labour force. It suggests that the participation of 
domestic women in economic activities is as 
limited as that of migrant women; and, when it 
did grow, it grew with the feminization of 
migrant labour. Note that the 1981 census of 
Bahrain reported a higher percentage of women 
in the total labour force than in the foreign labour 
force alone, indicating that labour-
force participation of women is higher among 
nationals than among migrants. It is likely that, 
although the low level of participation in 
economic activities among Arab women is well 
recognized, local women might have been drawn 
more into the growing labour market as they 
started to attain education and acquire skills. As 
these data refer to the early 1980s, the observation 
has to be re-examined closely with more recent 
information. 

 
The large influx of migrant workers has been a 

primary component of the growth of foreign 
population in the GCC countries. Table 11, 
displaying the data on foreign population from 

censuses in these six countries and the estimates 
by the Economic and Social Commission for 
Western Asia (1999), shows that the number of 
foreigners had increased since 1970 both in 
absolute terms and relative to the total population. 
For example, the migrant stock in Saudi Arabia 
recorded a sixfold increase from 791,000 in 1974 
to 4.6 million in 1992. During that period, the 
proportion of foreigners in the total population 
rose from 12 to 27 per cent. It is estimated that 
that the foreign population in the country reached 
5.7 million in 1998, representing 29 per cent of 
the total population. Similarly, in Bahrain, the 
foreign population increased from 38,000 in 1971 
to 185,000 in 1991, and the proportion of 
foreigners in the total population doubled from 18 
per cent in 1971 to 36 per cent in 1991. It is 
estimated that in 1998 approximately 253,000 or 
40 per cent of the population were foreigners in 
the country. 

 
In Kuwait, Qatar and the United Arab Emirates 

in the early 1970s, foreigners had already made up 
more than a half of the total population. Over 
time, the foreign share of the populations in these 
countries increased to higher levels. In Kuwait, as 
will be discussed later in this chapter, the Iraq-
Kuwait situation in 1990-1991 led to a mass 
exodus of resident aliens. According to estimates 
from the Kuwait Government, the foreign 
population in the country fell by one half after the 
crisis, from 1.6 million in 1990 to 0.8 million in 
1992 (State of Kuwait, Central Statistical Office, 
1995). It grew back gradually thereafter: it 
recorded 0.9 million in 1995, constituting 58 per 
cent of the total population. According to the 
estimate of the Economic and Social Commission 
for Western Asia (1999), the size of foreign 
population in the country had almost returned to 
the pre-war level by 1998 (see table 11). Both in 
Qatar and in the United Arab Emirates, the 
foreign population is estimated to have constituted 
approximately three quarters of the total 
population in 1998. 

 
The GCC countries are also characterized by a 

low representation of women among the foreign 
population. As of 1998, women constituted at 
most one third of the foreign population in those 
countries. During the 1970s and the 1980s, the 
absolute number of female foreign nationals 
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TABLE 11. FOREIGN POPULATION IN THE GCC COUNTRIES 
ACCORDING TO SELECTED CENSUSES, 1970-1998 

 

 
Country 

Year of  
census or 
estimates 

 
Total 

population 
(thousands) 

 
Foreign 

population 
(thousands) 

 
Percentage 

foreign 

 
Percentage of women 

in the foreign 
population       

 
Bahrain .............................................

 
1971

 
216

 
38

 
17.5

 
29.9  

1981
 

351
 

112
 

32.0
 

24.4  
1991

 
508

 
185

 
36.4

 
19.4  

1998a 
 

626
 

253
 

40.4
 

33.6      
 
Kuwait ..............................................

 
1970

 
738

 
391

 
53.0

 
37.5  

1975
 

995
 

687
 

69.1
 

43.1  
1980

 
1 358

 
971

 
71.5

 
40.0  

1985
 

1 697
 

1 227
 

72.3
 

40.7  
1990b 

 
2 141

 
1 561

 
72.9

 
..  

1995
 

1 576
 

920
 

58.4
 

36.1  
1998a 

 
2 266

 
1 493

 
65.9

 
32.9      

 
Oman ................................................

 
1993

 
2 018

 
535

 
26.5

 
20.9  

1998a 
 

2 397
 

646
 

26.9
 

20.8      
 
Qatar .................................................

 
1970

 
111

 
66

 
59.5

 
25.8  

1986
 

369
 

..
 
..

 
..  

1997
 

522
 

..
 
..

 
..  

1998a 
 

548
 

404
 

74.0
 

29.5      
 
Saudi Arabia .....................................

 
1974

 
6 726

 
791

 
11.8

 
33.2  

1992
 

16 929
 

4 624
 

27.3
 

29.6  
1998a 

 
20 174

 
5 703

 
28.6

 
31.1      

 
United Arab Emirates .......................

 
1975

 
558

 
356

 
63.9

 
21.1  

1980
 

1 042
 

752
 

72.1
 

24.3  
1985

 
1 277

 
995

 
77.9

 
26.9  

1995
 

2 411
 

.. ..
 

..  
1998a 

 
2 663

 
2 009

 
75.4

 
27.9      

 
 Sources: Bahrain: Bahrain, Cabinet Affairs, Bahrain Census of Population and Housing, 1981: Trends and Prospects (Manama); and United 
Nations Statistics Division, Demographic Yearbook, replies to the questionnaire (various years); Kuwait: Ministry of Planning, Central Statistical 
Office, Annual Statistical Abstract, 1976, 1994 and 1995; Oman: Ministry of Development, official communication; Qatar: United Nations Eco-
nomic Commission for Western Asia (ECWA), The Population Situation in the ECWA Region: Qatar (Beirut, 1980), p. 9, table 10.2 and p. 10, 
table 10.3; Central Statistical Organization, Annual Statistical Abstract, 14th issue (Doha, 1994); Annual Statistical Abstract, 20th issue (Doha, 
2000); Saudi Arabia: United Nations Economic Commission for Western Asia (ECWA), The Population Situation in the ECWA Region: Saudi 
Arabia (Beirut, 1979), p. 12, table 11.5, and other data obtained from ESCWA; United Arab Emirates: Central Department of Statistics, 1970 and 
1980 Population Census of the United Arab Emirates (Abu Dhabi, n.d.), vol. II; Annual Statistical Abstract, 1995-1997 (Abu Dhabi, n.d.); United 
Nations Economic and Social Commission for Western Asia (ESCWA), Demographic and Related Socio-economic Data Sheets (Beirut, 1999). 
 aData estimated by ESCWA (1999). 
 bData estimated by Kuwait Central Statistical Office. 
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increased in all GCC countries. However, in 
Bahrain, Kuwait and Saudi Arabia, the pace of 
growth of the male foreign population usually 
exceeded that of its female counterpart. As a 
result, the proportion of women in the total 
foreign population has declined over time. The 
United Arab Emirates was the only exception to 
this trend. The country registered an increase in 
the share of women in the foreign population, 
from 21 per cent in 1975 to 24 per cent in 1980 
and to 27 per cent in 1985. 
 

2. Changing nationality composition of migrant 
workers 

 
As the foreign labour market expanded in the 

oil-producing countries in the Arabian Peninsula, 
the nationality composition of migrant workers 
changed significantly over time. As the following 
analyses reveal, in Saudi Arabia and Kuwait, 
during the late 1970s, the large demand for labour 
attracted migrants from neighbouring Arab 
countries as well as non-Arab Asian countries. 
However, the two countries witnessed increased 
dependence on non-Arab Asian workers 
throughout the 1980s. In the United Arab 
Emirates, Bahrain and Oman, the dependence on 
non-Arab Asian workers, already high in the late 
1970s, increased further in the 1980s. Qatar also 
attracted mostly non-Arab Asian workers, by most 
estimates (Birks, Seccombe and Sinclair, 1988; 
United Nations Economic and Social Commission 
for Western Asia, 1994a). However, the 
information that would empirically reveal the 
nationality composition of workers in both flows 
and stocks remains extremely limited in Qatar. 

 
In Saudi Arabia, the largest host of migrants in 

the region, there were an estimated 400,000 
migrant workers at the time of the 1974 census 
(United Nations Economic Commission for 
Western Asia, 1979a). Because no information on 
their nationality composition is available, that of 
the foreign population is presented instead in table 
12. By 1974, the foreign stock in the Kingdom 
amounted to 791,000, of whom about two thirds 
were males. Yemenites constituted about 60 per 
cent of the total and Egyptians, Jordanians and 
Palestinians made up another 5-6 per cent each. 

Thus, Arabs made up three quarter of the foreign 
population at that time. 

 
TABLE 12. DISTRIBUTION OF FOREIGN POPULATION 

BY COUNTRY OF CITIZENSHIP AND SEX, SAUDI ARABIA, 1974 
(Percentage) 

  
Country of citizenship 

 
Total 

 
Male 

 
Female 

    
Yemen .............................

 
59.4 

 
66.4 

 
45.5  

   Former Yemen 
    Arab Republic..............

 
50.1 

 
57.5 

 
35.3  

   Former People's 
    Democratic 
    Republic of Yemen......

 
9.3 

 
8.9 

 
10.2  

Egypt ...............................
 

5.6 
 

4.6 
 

7.6  
Jordan ..............................

 
5.0 

 
4.2 

 
6.7  

Palestine...........................
 

5.5 
 

4.4 
 

7.8  
Pakistan............................

 
5.2 

 
4.5 

 
6.7  

Others ..............................
 

19.3 
 

15.9 
 

25.7 
 
Total number ...................

 
791 105 

 
528 671 

 
262 434     

 
 Source: United Nations Economic Commission for Western 
Asia, The Population Situation in the ECWA Rregion: Saudi 
Arabia (Beirut, 1979), p. 12, table 11.5. 
 
Yemenites in Saudi Arabia mostly originated in 

the former Yemen Arab Republic (see table 12). 
During the 1970s, the country became a major 
supplier of low-paid, unskilled workers to other 
countries in the Peninsula, especially Saudi 
Arabia, where the countries had open borders 
(United Nations Economic and Social 
Commission for Western Asia, 1994b). Nationals 
of the former Yemen Arab Republic could cross 
easily into Saudi Arabia without the need for 
official permission and they could operate shops 
and businesses without having a Saudi Arabian 
sponsor. In contrast, emigration from the former 
People’s Democratic Republic of Yemen became 
increasingly difficult, after the Government 
imposed costly exit visas following the 
independence of the country in 1967 (United 
Nations Economic and Social Commission for 
Western Asia, 1994b). 
 

As mentioned earlier, the information on 
migrants in Saudi Arabia has been very scarce. In 
order to analyse the changing nationality 
composition of migrant workers in the country, 
the present study uses border statistics derived 
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from the collection of information at points of 
entry into the country and at points of departure. 
An estimate of net migration over a year is 
possible by subtracting the total number of 
departures from the total number of arrivals, if 
complete coverage of inflows and outflows of 
people could be ensured (Bilsborrow and others, 
1997, p. 136). Table 13 presents the net balance of 
arrivals and departures of foreigners as an 
indicator of changing flows of international 
migration in Saudi Arabia between 1975 and 
1994. The overall positive net flows indicate that 
the number of foreigners remaining in the 
Kingdom kept growing during this period. 
 

In the late 1970s, the foreign population in 
Saudi Arabia increased significantly. People were 
admitted from various regions of the world, but 
notably from Arab and non-Arab Asian countries. 
Arab nationals increased annually by an average 
of 61,000 in the late 1970s, with Egyptians alone 
adding 37,000 per annum. Khoury (1982) argued 
that the reduced political tension among Arab 
nations in the 1970s paved the way for large-scale 
migration from capital-poor countries to capital-
rich countries in the region. For example, Saudi 
Arabia succeeded in mediating a number of inter-
Arab conflicts, including that between Iraq and 
Syria in 1975 and that between Syria and Egypt in 
1976. Although the entry of people from Egypt to 
Saudi Arabia was limited during the 1950s and 
1960s, it was the political rapprochement of the 
two countries in the 1970s that allowed migration 
of Egyptians to Saudi Arabia in large numbers. 
The economic liberalization of Egypt (the so-
called open door policy or Infitah) in 1973 and the 
abolishment of the requirement for exit visas in 
1974 also facilitated such flows (Russell, 1992). 

 
In the late 1970s, the balance of arrivals and 

departures was even larger for non-Arab Asians in 
Saudi Arabia. The net increase of Pakistanis in the 
country, as large as that of Egyptians, numbered 
about 37,000 per year. Nationals of India and the 
Republic of Korea constituted other major foreign 
groups whose members remained in Saudi Arabia 
during this period.  The temporary migration of 
workers from the Republic of Korea to the oil- 
producing countries in the Peninsula began in 
1974 and accelerated in the following few years, 

as the Government of the Republic of Korea 
developed contract-labour migration. The 
Government sold the oil-producing countries a 
total construction project package, from designing 
through execution, in which supply of manpower 
to a project site was one necessary element 
(Keely, 1980). 

 
 

TABLE 13. ANNUAL AVERAGE OF ARRIVALS MINUS 
DEPARTURES OF FOREIGNERS, BY CITIZENSHIP, 

SAUDI ARABIA, 1975-1994 
 

Region and country 
of citizenship 1975-1979 1980-1984 1985-1989 1990-1994 
     
Arab countries 
   and areas........... 60 716 -19 694 -5 389 283 699 

  Bahrain .............. 2 208 329 19 829 58 933 
  Egypt ................. 37 285 -35 756 -45 132 125 593 
  Jordan and 
   Occupied 
   Palestinian 
   Territory ...........

 
4 160 

 
5 522 

 
-7 903 

 
8 935 

  Kuwait ............... 3 575 -154 3 036 150 880 
  Lebanon............. 5 400 -9 082 8 262 -315 
  Sudan................. 4 080 -7 808 -20 810 8 724 
  Syrian Arab 
   Republic ........... 7 550 6 981 -32 459 28 808 
  Yemen ............... -7 116 21 873 30 134 -78 599 
  Other Arab 
   countries ........... 3 574 -1 599 39 653 -19 260 

Other Asia ........... 98 707 141 393 100 910 207 734 

  Bangladesh ........ 1 992 12 133 20 207 39 195 
  India .................. 16 680 56 814 38 236 98 396 
  Indonesia ........... 2 711 4 023 19 249 20 212 
  Pakistan ............. 37 635 21 920 3 756 39 977 
  Philippines......... 9 482 27 849 24 311 16 397 
  Republic of 
    Korea............... 17 032 -13 947 -17 690 -1 425 
  Sri Lanka ........... 1 659 13 080 7 781 8 412 
  Thailand ............ 7 922 20 969 -2 722 -17 662 
  Turkey ............... 1 066 34 725 6 229 5 705 
  Other countries 
    in Asia ............. 2 528 -36 173 1 554 -1 474 

Other Africa ........ 5 891 4 154 18 724 2 050 

Americas and  
   Oceania............. 4 169 -22 765 -1 262 -3 118 
     
Europe ................. 7 947 -49 790 9 778 -5 642 
     
Total .................... 177 430 53 298 122 760 484 723 
     
 
 Source: Saudi Arabia, Central Government of Statistics, Statis-
tical Yearbook, 1978, 1981, 1984, 1989, 1993 and 1994 (Riyadh, 
Central Government of Statistics, various years). 
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Supported by new economic opportunities, the 
1980s began with the endeavour of Arab countries 
to integrate their regional economy. For instance, 
the Arab Economic Summit held in Amman in 
1980 ratified the Pan-Arab Economic Covenant, 
promoting the intra-Arab movement of Arab 
workers and securing the rights of migrant 
workers (United Nations Economic and Social 
Commission for Western Asia, 1994b). However, 
the data in table 13 indicates that during the 1980s 
Saudi Arabia sought migrant workers outside the 
Arab world, with Arab nationals as a whole 
experiencing a reduction in their numbers. In 
particular, the balance of arrivals and departures 
of Egyptians in Saudi Arabia turned negative, as 
the Egyptian President’s trip to Jerusalem in 1977 
led to the disruption of political relations between 
Egypt and other Arab countries and eventually to 
the boycott of Egyptians by Arab countries 
(United Nations Economic Commission for 
Western Asia, 1982). The overall negative balance 
of Arabs during the 1980s was also partly due to a 
net loss of Sudanese and Syrian populations. The 
only foreign group that recorded large gains 
during this period was that composed of 
Yemenites. 

 
In contrast with the Arab nationals, the non-

Arab Asian population in Saudi Arabia 
experienced large gains during the 1980s. The 
data show that Saudi Arabia increased its 
dependence on Asian workers who originated 
from diverse countries. Indians were the largest 
single group that contributed to that net gain of 
Asian population, adding 57,000 persons per 
annum in the early 1980s and 38,000 persons per 
annum in the late 1980s. The net balance of 
Pakistanis in Saudi Arabia also continued to be 
positive, but there was a decreasing trend in the 
net gains of Pakistanis during the 1980s. Nationals 
from Bangladesh, Indonesia and the Philippines 
had recorded an increasingly positive balance 
since the early 1980s when these countries 
emerged as major sources of migrant workers. 
The figures show a negative balance for the 
Republic of Korea starting in the early 1980s 
and for Thailand starting in the late 1980s. It 
should be noted that the Turkish population 
registered a large positive gain of 35,000 persons 
per year in the early 1980s, after the halt of labour 

migration imposed by European countries, 
especially, by the former Federal Republic of 
Germany. Saudi Arabia experienced a significant 
downtrend of both American and European 
populations in the early 1980s. 

 
The shifts of sources of migrant workers from 

Arab to non-Arab Asian countries can be more 
accurately captured by good census data available 
in Kuwait. Table 14 presents the composition of 
foreign workers in Kuwait by region of country of 
citizenship since 1970.2 During the first half of the 
1970s, the foreign Arab workers had constituted 
nearly 70 per cent of expatriate workers in 
Kuwait. As of 1975, the largest proportion, or one 
third, of Arab workers3 in Kuwait, were estimated 
to be Jordanians and Palestinians and a further 26 
per cent were nationals of Egypt (Birks and 
Sinclair, 1980, p. 134). The overall size of the 
migrant workforce continued to increase after the 
mid-1970s, but the Arab countries gradually lost 
ground as a major source of labourers, as Asian 
migration to Kuwait increased at a much faster 
pace during the late 1970s and the early 1980s. As 
seen in table 14, the share of Arab nationals had 
declined to 60 per cent by 1980 and 47 per cent by 
1985, while the proportion of Asians rose to 38 
per cent in 1980 and to 52 per cent in 1985. Thus, 
by the mid-1980s, the Asian labour force had 
become the majority in expatriate workforces of 
Kuwait. 
 
 

TABLE 14. NUMBER OF FOREIGN WORKERS 
AGED 15 YEARS OR OVER AND DISTRIBUTION BY REGION 

OF COUNTRY OF CITIZENSHIP, KUWAIT, 1970-1985 
 
Region of country of 
citizenship 1970 1975 1980 1985 
Percentage 
  distribution  

    

   Arab countries....   68.3   69.0   60.0   46.5  
   Asia....................   28.8   29.4   38.3   52.0  
   Africa .................   0.2   0.1   0.2   0.2  
   Americas 
    and Europe ........   1.4   1.0   1.5   1.3 
   Unknown ...........   1.3   0.6   ..  ..  
     
Total number.........  176 827a 212 738a 380 570 543 975 
 
 Source: State of Kuwait, Central Statistical Office, Annual Statis-
tical Abstract, 1986 (Kuwait City, Central Statistical Office, n.d.), 
tables 105 and 106. 
 aAged 12 years or over. 
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Figure II. Number of resident permits issued by applicant’s 

country or region of citizenship, Kuwait, 1970-1993a 

0

50,000

100,000

150,000

200,000

250,000

300,000

350,000

1970 1972 1974 1976 1978 1980 1982 1984 1986 1988 1990 1992

Y ear

A rab countries N on-A rab A sia O thers

 
 Sources: Kuwait, Central Statistical Office, Annual Statistical Abstract, 1977, 1985 and 1995 (Kuwait 
City, Central Statistical Office, various years). 
 aFigures for 1990 and 1991 are not available. 

 
This picture can be confirmed by reference to 

data concerning resident permits issued by the 
Kuwait Government. The trend in the number of 
resident permits issued, as depicted in figure II, 
suggests that the Government might have 
been increasingly turning to non-Arab Asians for 
recruitment purposes. During most of the 1970s, a 
larger number of resident permits were issued 
to persons originating from Arab countries than to 
those from other Asian countries. However, since 
1979, except in 1987, the number of resident 
permits issued to other Asians had always 
surpassed the number issued to Arabs. Although 
there may be a discrepancy between the num-
ber of resident permits issued and that of persons 
who actually moved to reside in the country, such 
administrative data amply suggest the increasing 
presence of non-Arab Asians in Kuwait after 
1980. The total number of resident permits issued 
by the Kuwaiti Authority declined from 
165,000 in 1994 to 37,000 in 1997 (State of 
Kuwait, Central Statistical Office, 1999, p. 49). 
During this period, only 30 per cent of permits 
were issued to Arab nationals and 70 per cent 
were issued to non-Arab nationals. Regrettably, 
the proportion of resident permits issued to non-
Arab Asians could not be ascertained from the 
existing data. 

Unlike Saudi Arabia and Kuwait, other oil-
producing countries in the Arabian Peninsula 
primarily depended on the supply of workers 
from non-Arab Asian countries in order to meet a 
rapid increase in demand for labour during the 
economic boom brought about by high oil 
prices. Table 15 presents the stock of foreign 
workers recorded in the United Arab Emirates and 
Bahrain at the beginning of the 1980s. In the 
United Arab Emirates, the migrants from non-
Arab Asian countries had already made up 77 per 
cent of the total foreign workforce by 1980, 
with the majority of them coming from India 
and Pakistan. Nationals of Arab countries 
accounted for only one fifth of the total stock of 
migrant workers. The picture for Bahrain is 
similar. As of 1981, 85 per cent of the migrant 
workers in Bahrain had originated in non-Arab 
Asian countries, whereas Arab nationals 
represented only 8 per cent of the total. 

 
The predominance of non-Arab Asian workers, 

notably Indians and Pakistanis, in the foreign 
labour market is also evident from the information 
on the work permits issued to non-nationals by the 
Governments receiving migrants. Although these 
data usually omit employment in the public sector 
and exclude unofficial recruitment, examination
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TABLE 15. FOREIGN POPULATION WHO STAYED TO WORK, BY REGION OR COUNTRY OF CITIZENSHIP, 
UNITED ARAB EMIRATES, 1980, AND BAHRAIN, 1981 

 
 United Arab Emirates, 1980  Bahrain, 1981 
Region and country 
of citizenship 

 
Number 

 
Distribution 
(percentage)  

 
Number 

 
Distribution 
(percentage) 

 
Non-Arab Asia.............................................. 

 
385 697 

 
76.6 

 
 
 
 
 

68 875 
 

85.2 
   India ........................................................... 204 755 40.6   .. .. 
   Pakistan...................................................... 132 423 26.3   .. .. 
   Iran (Islamic Republic of) .......................... 12 837 2.5   .. .. 
   Bangladesh................................................. 15 209 3.0   .. .. 
   Other Asian countries ................................ 20 473 4.1   .. .. 
 
Arab countries and areas............................... 

 
102 863 

 
20.4 

 
 
 
 
 

6 578 
 

8.1 
   Egypt.......................................................... 24 649 4.9   .. .. 
   Oman.......................................................... 20 409 4.1   .. .. 
   Jordan......................................................... 11 110 2.2   .. .. 
   Occupied Palestinian Territory .................. 9 839 2.0   .. .. 
   Other Arab countries.................................. 36 856 7.3   .. .. 
       
Europe........................................................... 12 172 2.4   4 221 5.2 
       
Americas ....................................................... 1 389 0.3   533 0.7 
       
Africa ............................................................ 1 382 0.3   128 0.2 
       
Other countries.............................................. 228 0.0   467 0.6 
       
Total.............................................................. 503 731 100.0   80 802 100.0        

 
 Sources: United Arab Emirates, Central Department of Statistics, 1980 Population Census of the United Arab Emirates, vol. II (Abu Dhabi, 
Central Department of Statistics, n.d.), table 78; State of Bahrain, Central Statistics Organization, Statistical Abstract, 1985 (Manama, Central 
Statistics Organisation, 1986), p. 38, table 2.17. 
 aIncluding those looking for work. 
 
 

Figure III. Number of work permits granted by applicant's country or 
Region of citizenship, United Arab Emirates, 1977-1991 
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 Source: United Arab Emirates, Central Department of Statistics, Annual Statistical Abstract, 1982, 1985, 1988 and 1992 (Abu Dhabi, 
Central Statistical Department, various years). 
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of the trend is valuable. Figure III shows the 
number of work permits issued to non-nationals in 
the United Arab Emirates for the period 1977-
1991. The total work permits issued peaked in the 
late 1970s, when the country embarked on large-
scale infrastructure development. The data show 
that the shortage of workers was met by importing 
migrants mostly from India and Pakistan. There 
was a declining trend of labour inflows to the 
country during the economic recession of the 
early 1980s, followed by a moderate surge of 
labour imports in the late 1980s. Throughout this 
decade, India and Pakistan continued to be the 
dominant sources of migrant workers for the 
United Arab Emirates. 
 

In the case of Oman, labour cards issued to non-
Omanis working in the private sector had risen 
steadily since 1976 and peaked at 284,000 in 1985 
(see figure IV). This reflected increased oil 
production with continued high levels of public 

investment for development. Between 1976 and 
1985, 63 per cent of the labour cards were issued 
to nationals of India and another 21 per cent to 
those of Pakistan. The Arab nationals constituted 
only an insignificant share of the total non-Omani 
population to whom work permits were issued. It 
should be noted that since 1980, an increasing 
number of labour cards had been issued to non-
Arab Asians other than Indians and Pakistanis. 
These included nationals of Bangladesh, Sri 
Lanka and the Philippines. The influxes of 
workers from these countries continued to grow 
until the mid-1990s, showing a diversification of 
sources of Asian migrant workers. 
 
3. Factors behind changes in sources of migrant 

workers 
 

The slowing down of the influx of Arab workers 
into the oil-producing countries and the growing 
preponderance of migrant workers from non-Arab

  
 

Figure IV. Number of labour cards issued to non-Omanis working in the private 
sector, by applicant’s region or country of citizenship, Oman, 1976-1994 
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 Source: Sultanate of Oman, Statistical Year Book, 1985 (Muscat, Directorate General of National Statistics, 1986), 
p. 114, table 68; Statistical Year Book, 1989 (Muscat, Directorate General of National Statistics, 1990), table 73; Statisti-
cal Year Book, 1990 (Muscat, Directorate General of National Statistics, 1991), p. 129, table 6-5; Statistical Year Book, 
1992 (Muscat, Directorate General of National Statistics, 1993); p. 139, table 6-5; Statistical Year Book, 1994 (Muscat, 
Directorate General of National Statistics, 1995), p. 125, table 6-5. 
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Asian region in the 1980s, observed notably in 
Saudi Arabia and Kuwait, reflect the variety of 
factors that played intricate and significant roles 
in determining labour mobility in the region. The 
following are among the major reasons that 
contributed to the changes in sources of migrant 
workers for the oil-producing countries in the 
Arabian Peninsula. 

 
During the 1980s, the recipient countries of 

migrant workers in the Peninsula became 
increasingly concerned about political 
disturbances (Seccombe, 1988). For example, in 
Saudi Arabia, Muslim fundamentalists seized the 
Grand Mosque in Mecca in 1979. Given their 
concern about security, some of the Governments 
of the oil-producing countries limited the 
admittance of some migrants, whom they 
perceived as potentially subversive. In some 
instances, migrant workers from non-Arab Asian 
countries were recruited. 

 
Such anxiety was enhanced by the fact that 

foreign Arabs often migrated with family 
members and were likely to remain in residence 
for a long time. In Kuwait, for example, the 1980 
census found that about 38 per cent of non-
national Arabs and 19 per cent of non-Arab 
Asians had been residents for more than 10 years 
(State of Kuwait, 1988). The Government of 
Kuwait quickly responded to these results by 
modifying the Nationality Law in 1980 and 
extending the length of residency requirements for 
naturalization from 10 to 15 years for Arabs, and 
from 15 to 20 years for non-Arabs (Russell, 
1989). The same census data of Kuwait show that 
non-national Arabs were more likely to have 
family members accompany them than non-Arab 
Asians. As presented in table 16, as of 1980, 40 
per cent of the total foreign Arab population 
resided in Kuwait to work, while a much larger 
proportion, 60 per cent, was there only to 

accompany someone. This can be interpreted as 
meaning that 10 Arab workers in Kuwait had on 
average 15 dependants. In marked contrast, 71 per 
cent of non-Arab Asians in the country declared 
engaging in work as their reason to stay, whereas 
another 28 per cent declared themselves 
dependants. Thus, 10 Asian workers in Kuwait 
had only 4 dependents. 

 
In the United Arab Emirates, the classification 

of the same information by country of citizenship 
was possible (see table 17). Among Arab 
nationals, every 10 Egyptian workers as well as 
every 10 Omani workers were accompanied by 8 
dependants, on average; every 10 Jordanian 
workers as well as every 10 Palestinian workers 
were accompanied by nearly 18 dependants, on 
average. Figures for the Asian population show a 
marked contrast with those for Arabs, except 
those for Iranians who, like Arabs, tended to be 
accompanied by their relatives. In the case of 
Indians, the largest foreign population in the 
United Arab Emirates, the proportion of 
dependants constituted only 17 per cent of the 
total, implying that 10 Indian workers had 2 
dependants. The ratio was slightly higher for 
Pakistani workers: 4 dependents per 10 workers. 

 
Hence, by the early 1980s, there was enough 

evidence to show that it was not true that migrant 
workers in the oil-producing countries resided 
there only temporarily. The concern about the 
increasing social cost of labour migration, coupled 
with security issues, led the host Governments to 
tighten their policy on the admission of guest 
workers, thus reflecting their idea that foreign 
workers should come to a country of employment 
without bringing their relatives and go home when 
their work was over. In this respect, non-Arab 
Asian workers were more desirable, since their 
mobility was better organized under formal 
contracts. 
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TABLE 16. FOREIGN POPULATION BY REGION OF CITIZENSHIP AND 
PURPOSE OF STAY, KUWAIT, 1980 

 

 Purpose of stay (percentage) 
Region of country 
of citizenship 

Total 
population Worka 

To accompany 
others 

Tourism or 
visit Otherb       

Arab countries ............................................ 574 495  39.6 59.7 0.4  0.2 
Non-Arab Asia ........................................... 204 104  71.3 28.3 0.3  0.1 
Africa.......................................................... 1 601  50.7 20.5 1.7  27.0 
Americas .................................................... 1 997  42.2 51.9 5.8  0.1 
Europe ........................................................ 9 984  45.8 48.2 5.8  0.2 
Other countries ........................................... 158  47.5 44.3 8.2  0.0 
Total ........................................................... 792 339  47.9 51.4 0.5  0.2 
 
 Source: Kuwait, Annual Statistical Abstract, 1987 (Kuwait City, Central Statistical Office, 1988), p. 60, table 64. 
 aIncluding those looking for work. 
 bIncluding those staying to study, for hospitalization, on temporary assignment or for unknown reasons. 
 
 

TABLE 17. FOREIGN POPULATION  BY REGION AND COUNTRY OF CITIZENSHIP 
AND PURPOSE OF STAY, UNITED ARAB EMIRATES, 1980 

 
 Distribution by purpose of stay (percentage) 

Region and country 
of citizenship 

Total foreign 
population 

 
Worka 

 
To 

accompany 
others 

 
Visiting 
relatives 

 
Otherb 

Asia ..............................................................  502 092 76.8  22.7   0.1  0.4 
      
   India ..........................................................  246 994 82.9  16.8  0.1  0.2 
   Pakistan.....................................................  187 284 70.7  28.7  0.1  0.5 
   Iran (Islamic Republic of) .........................  25 289 50.8  48.1  0.1  1.0 
   Bangladesh................................................  20 261 75.1  24.3  0.0  0.6 
   Other countries..........................................  22 264 92.0  7.2  0.1  0.8 
      
Arab countries and areas ..............................  219 743 46.8  51.9  0.5  0.8 
      
   Egypt.........................................................  44 058 55.9  43.5  0.4  0.2 
   Oman.........................................................  38 377 53.2  44.6  0.6  1.6 
   Jordan........................................................  31 342 35.4  63.8  0.3  0.5 
   Occupied Palestinian Territory .................  28 097 35.0  64.3   0.3  0.4 
   Other countries..........................................  77 869 44.0  55.0   0.5  0.4 
      
Europe..........................................................  23 341 52.1  43.9   1.3  2.6 
      
Americas ......................................................  2 996 46.4  51.1   0.8  1.7 
      
Africa ...........................................................  2 962 46.7  50.0   1.5  1.9 
      
Other countries.............................................  421 54.2  43.7   0.2  1.9 
      
Total .............................................................  751 555 67.0  32.1   0.3  0.6       

 
 Source: United Arab Emirates, Central Department of Statistics, 1980 Population Census of the United Arab Emirates, vol. II (Abu Dhabi, 
n.d.), table 78. 
 aIncluding diplomatic corps. 

 bIncluding those staying for education or for medical treatment. 
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The limitations of additional supplies of 
manpower by major Arab labour-sending 
countries might have also explained the limited 
growth of Arab workers in the oil-producing 
countries during the 1980s. A large proportion of 
the working population in these source countries 
were already working abroad and the continuing 
supply of workforce had become increasingly 
difficult. For example, by 1975, over 40 per cent 
of the Jordanian and 24 per cent of the Yemeni 
manpower stocks were already employed abroad 
(Seccombe, 1988). In the late 1970s, the 
proportion of Egyptians, Sudanese and Syrians 
already working abroad approached the potential 
number of workers who would migrate (Birks and 
Sinclair, 1980). Furthermore, Iraq withdrew from 
the foreign labour market in the Arabian 
Peninsula by recalling its nationals for the war 
with the Islamic Republic of Iran that started in 
1980 (Abella, 1994; Seccombe, 1988). In fact, 
Iraq switched from being an exporter of labour to 
being an importer, as it had become a major oil 
producer by the mid-1970s (Organization of the 
Petroleum Exporting Countries, 1996). 

 
On the economic front, Arab workers were 

more costly to hire, as compared with their non-
Arab Asian counterparts. Therefore, it is not 
surprising that preference for recruitment was 
given to non-Arab Asian workers over Arab 
workers during the economic recession of the 
1980s. Data collected by Beaugé and Sadar (1981) 
indicate that among foreign nationals working in 
the construction sector in Saudi Arabia in 1980, 
non-Arab Asians, mostly comprising nationals of 
India, Pakistan, the Philippines and Thailand at 
that time, were the lowest paid, even at an equal 
level of qualification. The Asian engineers earned 
an average monthly salary of SRIs 2,300, where-
as Egyptian engineers received SRIs 3,500 and 
comparable Lebanese, Jordanians and Palesti-
nians earned SRIs 7,000. The same study revealed 
that an Asian technical assistant could be hired at 
SRIs 800 per month, approximately one third the 
cost of hiring a Lebanese technical assistant (SRIs 
2,500). The only exception to this pattern was the 
Yemenites who could be recruited from a 
community network, without having to go through 

the circuit of a Saudi Arabian sponsor, and 
therefore were paid salaries even lower than those 
of the Asians. 

 
4. Diversification of sources of migrant workers: 

evidence from non-Arab Asian countries 
 

The changes in nationality composition of 
migrant workers in the oil-producing countries in 
the Peninsula during in the 1980s were 
attributable not only to the declines in Arab labour 
supply, but also to an ever-increasing supply of 
labour from non-Arab Asian countries. The 
present section examines the rapid growth of 
temporary workers stemming from non-
Arab Asian countries and the diversification 
of source countries. Records maintained by 
labour administration offices in countries of 
origin are indirect evidence of flows of 
migrant workers. Since the late 1970s, the 
Governments of labour-sending countries in 
Eastern and South-eastern Asia had started 
to organize labour-export projects and established 
the mechanisms for monitoring outflows of 
citizens based on approval and clearance 
under their own regulatory systems. There is a 
common view that the data collected by 
these systems do not capture a substan-
tial proportion of migrant workers who have 
actually moved, as a large fraction of these 
people bypass official registration procedures 
(Athukorala, 1993; Hugo, 1994; Shah, 1994a). 
Nonetheless, these statis-tics can suggest the 
directions of labour flows and their changes in 
volume, there-by compensating for the paucity of 
information in recipient countries of migrant 
workers. 
 

Figure V depicts graphically the trends since the 
mid-1970s with respect to the annual number of 
migrant workers leaving countries in Southern, 
South-eastern and Eastern Asia for destinations in 
the six oil-producing countries in the Arabian 
Peninsula, namely, Bahrain, Kuwait, Oman, 
Qatar, Saudi Arabia and the United Arab 
Emirates. An important upsurge in the outflows of 
non-Arab Asians leaving for employment in the 
area is evident from the graph. 
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Figure V. Number of migrant workers leaving for destinations in the oil-producing countries in the Arabian Peninsula, 
registered by labour-sending countries in Southern, Eastern and South-eastern Asia, 1975-1996 
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Pakistanis were one of the groups that quickly 
responded to the expansion of labour demand in 
the oil-producing countries. The number of 
Pakistanis leaving home to work in the six oil-
producing countries rose sharply between 1975 
and 1977, from 19,000 to 119,000 (see figure V). 
The outflows of Indian workers to the region 
during this time can be considered equally large; 
but the exact volumes of outflows to the oil-
producing countries are unknown, because the 
data prior to 1982 were not classified by countries 
of destination. The total number of Indian workers 
going abroad, presumably to the oil-producing 
countries in Western Asia, grew markedly from 
only 4,200 in 1976 to 69,000 in 1978, and then to 
236,000 by 1980. The majority of Indian workers 
originated from southern States, particularly the 
small State of Kerala (Seccombe, 1988; Shah, 
1994a). Like Pakistanis, they had informal 
connections with the Peninsula established 
through trading which had existed for several 
centuries and, more recently, through the 
migration of workers during British rule in India. 

 
It is also evident from figure V that as the 1970s 

approached an end, workers from the Republic of 
Korea and from the Philippines started to arrive in 
the region in large numbers. Workers from the 
Republic of Korea were originally recruited by 
American or multinational construction firms that 
had won contracts and undertook construction 
projects in the oil-producing nations. Outflows of 
workers from the country increased as their home 
nation began to develop its own projects and 
directly deploy native manpower. Since their 
labour supply was often under formal contracts 
made with contracting firms for specified projects, 
those flows of people were often characterized as 
"project-tied" migration. Filipinos also had 
experience of participating in overseas 
construction works in Viet Nam, Guam and 
Thailand during the Viet Nam War. The upsurge 
in the volume of outflows from the Philippines to 
the oil-producing countries was triggered by the 
adoption of the Labour Code in 1974 which 
signalled the earnest involvement of the 
Government with overseas employment (Asis, 
1992). The number of Malaysian workers leaving 
for employment in the oil-producing countries is 
also believed to have been substantial at this time, 

but no data can demonstrate the exact volume of 
outflows (Lim and Hoong, 1983). 

 
The 1980s witnessed an increasing diversity of 

expatriate workers originating in non-Arab Asian 
countries. The pace of arrival in the oil-producing 
countries in the Peninsula and the volume of the 
flows varied across source nations. Since the 
labour supply from India and Pakistan constituted 
a large share of unskilled workers, the end of 
infrastructure development in the oil-producing 
countries affected the outflows from these two 
lands significantly. The annual outflow of workers 
from India indeed slowed down rapidly from 
199,000 in 1983 to 102,000 in 1986. The 
corresponding figures for Pakistan also declined 
from 123,000 in 1981 to 57,000 in 1986. 
Interestingly, the number of migrant workers 
leaving Bangladesh to work in the oil-producing 
countries showed an upward trend throughout the 
1980s. Kazi (1989) reasons that Indian and 
Pakistani workers were also finding it increasingly 
difficult to compete with other workers, such as 
Bangladeshis, who were willing to accept much 
lower wages. Towards the end of the 1980s, 
Bangladesh and Pakistan started increasing the 
placement of migrant workers again and Sri 
Lanka joined the group of labour exporters for the 
region. 

 
Among countries in South-eastern Asia, the 

Philippines became a primary supplier of 
manpower for the oil-producing countries of the 
Peninsula, with notable growth of outflows. The 
number of Filipinos leaving the country to work in 
the region grew at an average annual rate of 8 per 
cent during the 1980s. At the same time, the 
outflows of workers from Indonesia and Thailand 
also became prominent. This had followed the 
trend since the late 1970s, but the pattern was 
reinforced further during the 1980s (figure V). In 
Thailand, the annual placement of migrant 
workers jumped from 12,000 to 92,000 between 
1981 and 1982, when the country deployed some 
88,000 nationals to Saudi Arabia in 1982. The 
level fluctuated thereafter at about 60,000 per year 
during the rest of the 1980s. The number of 
Indonesians leaving for the oil-producing 
countries rose from 11,000 to 50,000 between 
1980 and 1989. Saudi Arabia was their most 
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popular destination. During the period 1980-1984, 
the proportion of workers who found employment 
in Saudi Arabia accounted for 62 per cent of the 
total outflows from Indonesia, 64 per cent from 
the Philippines and 70 per cent from Thailand 
(International Labour Office, n.d.). 
 

It is important to note that those Asian countries 
gradually regarded labour migration as an 
instrumental policy in their development strategy. 
The remittances sent by migrant workers were 
found to have profound impacts on national 
economies both at micro- and at macro-levels. In 
fact, Executive Order No. 857 of the Philippines, 
signed in December 1982, ensured the mandatory 
requirement for overseas workers to remit part of 
their earnings to their families in the Philippines 
(Asis, 1992, p. 72). The Governments of labour-
sending countries also started to monitor the 
outflows of manpower under their own 
administrative systems. 
 

On the practical side, such large-scale 
placement of workers was possible only through 
private recruitment agencies, which became 
prevalent in those labour-sending countries. These 
agencies have played an important role as 
intermediaries between foreign employers and 
workers in such processes as finding employment 
abroad, preparing necessary documents and 
securing visas and exit permits. Table 18 presents 
the distribution of migrant workers leaving the 
Philippines and Thailand according to the mode of 
recruitment. In the Philippines, as of the mid-
1970s, nearly half of migrant workers were 
recruited directly by the Government, whereas the 
remaining half found jobs through private 
agencies. The proportion of migrants who sought 
employment by the latter means increased 
thereafter, and reached 90 per cent by 1980. The 
heavy reliance on such services was already a 
characteristic of Thai labour migration even in the 
late 1970s. During the 1980s, about 95 per cent of 
Filipino workers and 97 per cent of Thai workers 
leaving for overseas employment were hired in 
this way. 
 

The exception to this emerging trend was the 
Republic of Korea. The number of workers from 
the Republic of Korea arriving in the oil-

producing countries displayed a sharp decline 
after it had peaked in 1982, owing mainly to the 
rapid expansion of their own economy, as will be 
discussed elsewhere in the following chapter of 
this report. China had entered the labour market in 
Western Asia in the late 1970s (Marukawa, 1991). 
Because of the lack of diplomatic relations with 
most of the oil-producing countries in the 
Peninsula, however, their participation in the 
market remained modest. The principal 
destinations in the 1980s were confined to Iraq, 
Kuwait and the former Yemen Arab Republic. 
 
D. THE IRAQ-KUWAIT SITUATION AND ITS IMPACT 

ON LABOUR MIGRATION 
 

The Iraqi invasion of Kuwait on 2 August 1990 
and the conflict that followed had profound 
effects on the composition of expatriate 
populations in the oil-producing countries of the 
Arabian Peninsula. 
 

The Iraq-Kuwait situation caused mass 
population dislocations and immediate departures 
both of nationals and non-nationals from Kuwait 
and of foreign nationals from Iraq. During the 
Iraqi occupation, the population of native 
Kuwaitis was reduced to some 200,000 (Addleton, 
1991), from 581,000 estimated on the eve of 
invasion (State of Kuwait, 1995). It is estimated 
that within the first four months after the invasion, 
a total of 2 million foreigners left Iraq and Kuwait 
(Russell, 1992). Jordan became the focal transit 
point for these evacuees. By the end of 1990, at 
least 700,000 people had entered Jordan at sites 
where the Government opened its borders to those 
influxes (United Nations, 1996b, p. 18). 
 

Prior to the Iraqi invasion of Kuwait in 1990, 
non-nationals had made up 86 per cent of its total 
workforce (see table10).  However, there is no 
breakdown of the data by nationality of migrant 
workers. In Iraq, much fewer data on labour 
migration are available. It is estimated that at the 
outbreak of the conflict, Iraq had employed 
approximately 850,000 Egyptians (United Nations 
Economic and Social Commission for Western 
Asia, 1993), along with a significant number of 
workers from Jordan, Morocco, Palestine and the 
Sudan. 

 

4
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TABLE 18. MIGRANT WORKERS BY MODE OF RECRUITMENT, 
PHILIPPINES AND THAILAND 

 
 Mode of recruitment (percentage) 

Year Number of migrant workers 
 

Private agencies 
 

Government 
 

Others 
     

a

      
1975......................................................  

 
12 501 

 
51.6 

 
48.4 

 
..  

1976......................................................  
 

19 221 
 

72.6 
 

27.4 
 

..  
1977......................................................  

 
36 676 

 
72.4 

 
27.6 

 
..  

1978......................................................  
 

50 961 
 

73.3 
 

26.7 
 

..  
1979......................................................  

 
92 519 

 
80.8 

 
19.2 

 
..  

1980......................................................  
 

157 394 
 

90.9 
 

9.1 
 

..  
1981......................................................  

 
210 936 

 
95.0 

 
5.0 

 
..  

1982......................................................  
 

250 115 
 

98.0 
 

2.0 
 

..  
1983......................................................  

 
237 253 

 
97.5 

 
2.5 

 
..  

1984......................................................  
 

206 145 
 

96.3 
 

3.7 
 

..  
1985......................................................  

 
180 945 

 
93.6 

 
6.4 

 
..  

1986......................................................  
 

198 567 
 

95.4 
 

4.6 
 

..  
1987......................................................  

 
243 277 

 
94.6 

 
5.4 

 
..  

1988......................................................  
 

197 125 
 

93.2 
 

1.3 
 

5.5  
1989......................................................  

 
186 919 

 
90.8 

 
2.2 

 
7.0  

1990......................................................  
 

253 753 
 

93.4 
 

1.2 
 

5.4 
     

B. Thailand 
       
1976 ...................................................... 1 287 

 
100.0 

 
.. 

 
..  

1977 ...................................................... 
 

3 870 
 

100.0 
 

.. 
 

..  
1978 ...................................................... 

 
14 715 

 
98.3 

 
1.7 

 
..  

1979 ...................................................... 
 

10 567 
 

86.4 
 

13.6 
 

..  
1980 ...................................................... 

 
21 484 

 
97.2 

 
2.8 

 
..  

1981 ...................................................... 
 

26 740 
 

92.5 
 

6.8 
 

0.7  
1982 ...................................................... 

 
108 519 

 
99.6 

 
0.2 

 
0.2  

1983 ...................................................... 
 

68 482 
 

97.8 
 

0.9 
 

1.2  
1984 ...................................................... 

 
75 021 

 
96.7 

 
0.9 

 
2.4  

1985 ...................................................... 
 

69 685 
 

96.9 
 

0.9 
 

2.2  
1986 ...................................................... 

 
85 662 

 
94.4 

 
2.3 

 
3.3  

1987 ...................................................... 
 

85 512 
 

95.3 
 

0.9 
 

3.8      

A. Philippines  

 
 Sources: International Labour Organization (ILO), Regional Office for Asia and the Pacific, Statistical Report, 1990, Asian Regional 
Programme on International Labour Migration, United Nations Development Programme (UNDP)-ILO Project RAS/88/029 (Bangkok, 
n.d.); data supplied by the Philippine Overseas Employment Agency through communication. 

aFigures refer to the number of land-based processed contract workers. New hires only. 
 
 

The conflict between Iraq and Kuwait showed 
the precarious condition of migrant workers 
whose lives could be changed overnight by local 
political developments. The cooperation of 
Jordanians and Palestinians with Iraq led to their 
immediate departure from Kuwait, despite their 
long residence in the country. About a quarter of a 

million Jordanians, mostly of Palestinian origin, 
were forced to leave Kuwait during 1990-1991 
(United Nations Economic and Social 
Commission for Western Asia, 1994a, p. 489). In 
addition, almost the entire Egyptian population in 
Kuwait, about 160,000, also fled as a result of the 
Iraq-Kuwait situation (United Nations Economic 
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and Social Commission for Western Asia, 1993). 
Shortly after the invasion, foreign workers living 
in Iraq also joined the exodus of expatriates. In 
particular, Egyptians were expelled from Iraq 
because of the decision of their country to join the 
allied forces led by the United States. The number 
of Egyptians repatriated from Iraq during the 
conflict is estimated to have been approximately 
390,000 according to one source (United Nations 
Economic and Social Commission for Western 
Asia, 1994a, p. 483), while another source gives 
the much higher figure of 670,000 (United 
Nations Economic and Social Commission for 
Western Asia, 1993). 
 

Driven by the fear of war, a large number of 
non-Arab Asians working in the two countries 
also left immediately and went back home. The 
exact number of Asian nationals affected by the 
crisis is unknown. One source reports that the 
total number of Asian returnees from the Islamic 
Republic of Iran and Kuwait amounted to some 
600,000, including 200,000 Indians, 140,000 
Pakistanis, 100,000 Bangladeshis, 100,000 Sri 
Lankans and 60,000 Filipinos (United Nations, 
1996, p. 18). 

 
Mass departures of migrants from Iraq and 

Kuwait were not the only exodus caused by the 
Iraq-Kuwait situation. The new political 
alignments facilitated by the crisis generated 
further involuntary movements of migrant 
workers in oil-rich countries other than Iraq and 
Kuwait. The case of Yemen is particularly 
noteworthy. Given the geographical proximity and 
close sociocultural ties, Yemen was a key 
provider of unskilled labour for Saudi Arabia. 
Yemenites had been favoured over other Arab 
workers, especially in the service sector, as they 
could be hired at low wages and were more 
accessible. However, as Yemen’s support for Iraq 
became clear during the war, Saudi Arabia 
revoked the privileges of Yemenites. In 
September 1990, the Saudi Government 
announced a new policy that required legal 
residence permits (iqamas) and work permits for 
all Yemeni workers (Addleton, 1991; United 
Nations Economic and Social Commission for 
Western Asia, 1994b). Subsequently, the 
enforcement of this provision led to the departure 
of a large number of Yemeni workers and their 

families from the Kingdom. According to the 
Survey on Return Migrants, conducted in Yemen 
in 1991, as many as 732,000 Yemenites had 
returned back home, mostly from Saudi Arabia, 
after August 1990 (Republic of Yemen, Central 
Statistical Organization, 1993). A significant 
number of Jordanians and Palestinians living in 
other oil-producing countries were also reportedly 
forced home (Addleton, 1991; Van Hear, 1995). 
 

Sudden and unexpected influxes of returnees 
from Iraq, Kuwait, Saudi Arabia and other oil-rich 
countries presented new challenges to migrants’ 
home countries. In Yemen, the unification of the 
two countries, formerly the Yemen Arab Republic 
and the People’s Democratic Republic of Yemen, 
into a new republic in 1990 forced the 
Government to reconcile the two economies and 
rebuild administrative capacity. The return of 
Yemenites from Saudi Arabia en masse put 
additional pressure on the country. After the 
crisis, Yemen experienced a decline in financial 
resources, including remittances, foreign aid and 
soft loans from other oil-rich countries in the 
region (United Nations Economic and Social 
Commission for Western Asia, 1993). Most 
returnees were unable to receive direct assistance 
from the Government. One report suggests that, 
because of a lack of job opportunities in the 
country, the majority of these expatriates 
depended on their own initiative to develop 
informal businesses in order to find employment 
(United Nations Economic and Social 
Commission for Western Asia, 1994b). 

 
In Jordan as well, the impact of a large returnee 

population was significant. Following the sudden 
return of some 300,000 Jordanians during 1990-
1991, mostly of Palestinian origin, unemployment 
increased immediately and the demand for 
education, health care and other social services 
soared in Jordan (Van Hear, 1995). Unlike 
Yemeni repatriates, many Jordanian and 
Palestinian returnees had been wealthy business, 
professional and managerial persons. In fact, 
capital inflows accompanying their return 
migration might have contributed to an economic 
recovery of Jordan in 1992 (Van Hear, 1995). 
However, even with their relatively high skills and 
education, the living standard of those people had 
declined, compared with what they had enjoyed 
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abroad. In the cases of Yemenites and Jordanians, 
long-term effects of such mass return migration 
and the resulting eventual integration into the 
home society are open to discussion and need to 
be observed closely in the future. 
 

After the conclusion of the Iraq-Kuwait 
situation in February 1991, many of those who 
had repatriated returned quickly to their countries 
of employment, except certain foreign nationals 
who had to depart the country of residence as a 
result of political polarization. In Kuwait, 
especially, there was an immediate need for 
workers to engage in reconstruction in the wake of 
the devastation caused by the war. Most of the 
needs of reconstruction were met by hiring 
foreign workers. According to the 1995 Kuwait 
census, the first one carried out after the conflict, 
the size of the foreign workforce in the country 
registered 586,000 persons, well below the 
736,000 persons recorded prior to the Iraqi 
invasion in 1990, yet surpassing the 546,000 
persons recorded in 1985 (see table 10). In 1995, 
more than three quarters of the working 
population were reported as being non-Kuwaiti. 
More recently, the data of the Public Authority for 
Civil Information in Kuwait showed that non-
Kuwaitis accounted for 83 per cent of the total 
workforce in 1998 (State of Kuwait, Central 
Statistical Office, 1999, p. 73). Thus, despite the 
Government’s intention to nationalize its 
workforce during the post-liberation period, 
foreign nationals still heavily dominated the 
labour force in the country. 

 
The Kuwaiti Government continued to 

implement policies restricting the employment of 
nationals of countries that had collaborated with 
Iraq during the conflict (Shah, 1995). Thus, 
nations such as Jordan, the Sudan, Yemen and, of 
course, Iraq, were no longer considered sources of 
an expatriate workforce. Workers had to be 
recruited elsewhere. Egyptians, benefiting from 
the Egyptian Government's support of the allied 
forces during the conflict, filled the void in public 
service jobs created by the departure of 
Palestinians and Jordanians from Kuwait 
(Addleton, 1991). Because there had been more 
restrictive migration measures taken with respect 
to Arab workers since the conclusion of the 
conflict, Asian workers also increasingly filled the 

employment gap created by the reduced presence 
of Arab workers. The residence permits issued in 
Kuwait reached a high of 500,000 in 1992 and 
184,000 in 1993, because of the return of migrants 
to the country. In both years, non-Arab Asians 
received twice as many permits as Arab nationals 
did, indicating further Asianization of expatriate 
workers in Kuwait (see figure II). 
 

The evidence from Saudi Arabia also indicates 
the possible changes in the nationality 
composition of migrants in the country after the 
crisis. As shown in table 13, the overall net 
balance of arrivals and departures of people in 
Saudi Arabia recorded a large gain of 485,000 
persons per year during the period 1990-1994, a 
majority of them being Arab nationals. Egyptians, 
especially, registered a significant net gain of 
126,000 per year. However, the political 
alignments caused by the conflict resulted in a net 
loss of about 79,000 Yemenites per year. Also in 
this period, a large number of Kuwaiti nationals 
entered and remained in Saudi Arabia. Kuwaiti 
exiles did not return home immediately because of 
the lack of service and environmental damages; 
but this exceptionally high figure may also be 
attributable to the under-registration of departures 
in the aftermath of the conflict. 
 

The net intake of non-Arab nationals was also 
large in Saudi Arabia in the early 1990s (see table 
13). Overall, the Asian population in the country 
grew by 208,000 persons per year. Indians were 
the largest single group that contributed to the net 
gain of the Asian population, with an annual 
average of 98,000 persons. Other major source 
countries of migrant workers in Asia, notably 
Bangladesh, Indonesia, Pakistan and the 
Philippines, recorded a large positive balance in 
respect of their nationals in Saudi Arabia during 
the period 1990-1994. However, the Thai 
population in Saudi Arabia registered a noticeable 
loss, because the Saudi Government had stopped 
issuing visas for Thai nationals in 1990 
(Vasuprasat, 1994). 
 

The data gathered from the major source 
countries in Southern and South-eastern Asia also 
confirm the immediate return of migrant workers 
after the conclusion of the Iraq-Kuwait conflict 
and the continuing high demand for foreign 
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workforces in the oil-producing countries in the 
Peninsula. As depicted in figure V, the outflows 
of workers from Southern Asia and South-eastern 
Asia toward the area registered significant 
increases during the early 1990s, as the economic 
activities in the region regained their pre-war 
levels. The outflows of migrant workers from 
Bangladesh, India, Pakistan, the Philippines and 
Sri Lanka, especially, reached an all-time high at 
some points in the early 1990s. Given such 
sizeable placements of foreign workers, the 
objectives of host Governments to reduce their 
reliance on expatriate workers seemed to be 
unlikely to be met in the near future. 
 
E. ECONOMIC ACTIVITIES OF MIGRANT WORKERS 

 
In the oil-producing countries of the Arabian 

Peninsula, natives and migrants have performed 
different economic activities. While nationals are 
typically attracted to clerical and managerial jobs, 
migrant workers are likely to engage in economic 
activities such as production and in service jobs 
where shortages of manpower are acute. The oil-
producing countries have also witnessed an 
increasing number of Asian women arriving on 
their own, finding employment as domestic 
helpers. The section below investigates the above-
mentioned points by analysing primarily the 
census data of host nations and evidence from 
some source countries of migrant workers. 

 
The data on economic activities of nationals and 

non-nationals are available from Kuwait in a time 
series. Table 19 presents the distribution of 
occupations for both Kuwaiti nationals and non-
nationals from 1975 to 1993. As of 1975, the 
largest proportion, or 38 per cent, of economically 
active Kuwaitis had been employed as service 
workers, followed by 21 per cent engaged in 
clerical and related jobs. Since then, the 
proportion of service workers among the Kuwaiti 
population had showed a rapid decline, down to 
26 per cent in 1980 and to 21 per cent in 1985. 
During this period, the number of Kuwaiti clerical 
workers continued to grow, raising its proportion 
to 31 per cent in 1980 and, further, to 35 per cent 
by the mid-1980s. Thus, since 1980, clerical jobs 
had become the most popular occupation among 
Kuwaitis, replacing service jobs. It should be 
noted that both the number and the proportion of 

Kuwaitis in professional and technical 
occupations had increased markedly since the 
mid-1970s, possibly owing to an overall increase 
in educational levels of Kuwait nationals. By the 
end of the l980s, nearly 30 per cent of the national 
workforce were professional and technical 
workers, as compared with only 11 per cent in 
1975. Although the total number of Kuwaiti 
administrators and managers constituted a small 
percentage, this was the occupational category in 
which the ratio of nationals to non-nationals was 
the highest. 
 

The data in the table show important changes in 
the occupational structure of Kuwaiti nationals 
after the Iraq-Kuwait conflict in 1990-1991. 
While the participation of nationals in service 
work declined significantly from 22 to 13 per cent 
between 1988 and 1993, the proportion of those in 
clerical and related work rose from 31 to 45 per 
cent during the same period. Shah (1995) views 
this remarkable increase in the proportion of the 
clerical sector as reflecting the attempt of 
Kuwaitis to fill jobs left vacant after the exodus of 
the non-Kuwaiti clerical workers. As the data for 
1993 were drawn from the Public Authority for 
Civil Information (PACI) registration, such recent 
changes in occupational distribution need to be 
confirmed when comparable data become 
available. 
 

Regarding the labour structure of non-Kuwaitis, 
the largest number of them have been employed 
as production workers or labourers in Kuwait 
since the mid-1970s (see table 19). In 1975, at the 
onset of the economic boom caused by high oil 
prices, 43 per cent of non-national workers fell 
into this category; but the proportion gradually 
declined thereafter to 36 per cent by 1988. To the 
contrary, there had been an increase in the number 
of non-nationals working in service sectors in 
Kuwait since 1975. As a result, its proportionate 
share expanded from 22 per cent in 1975 to 25 per 
cent in 1980 and 30 per cent in 1985. In 1988, 
about one in three non-Kuwaitis was employed as 
a service worker. Such changes in occupational 
distribution among non-Kuwaiti workers reflected 
shifts in sectors where demand for labour had 
risen. By the early 1980s, the need to use foreign 
labour for constructing new infrastructures had 
abated. At the same time, however, demand grew 



TABLE 19. DISTRIBUTION OF ECONOMICALLY ACTIVE POPULATION AGED 15 YEARS OR OVER, BY OCCUPATION AND NATIONALITY, KUWAIT, 1975-1993 
 

 
National 

 
 

 
Non-national 

 
 

Occupation 
 

1975 
 

1980 
 

1985 
 

1988a 
 

1993b 
 
 

 
1975 

 
1980 

 
1985 

 
1988a 

 
1993b 

 Percentage 
 
Administrative and managerial workers ...........................

 
 1.2 

 
 2.8 

 
 4.4 

 
 4.4 

 
 2.9 

 
 
 
 0.9  1.1

 
  1.2

 
  1.1

 
  1.0 

 
 
Agriculture, animal husbandry, fishing and 
   hunting workers .............................................................

 
 4.5 

 
 0.6 

 
 0.3 

 
 0.1 

 
 0.1 

 
 
 
 1.8  2.4

 
  2.2

 
  1.4

 
  0.9 

 
 
Clerical and related workers .............................................

 
 20.5 

 
 30.6 

 
 34.9 

 
 30.8 

 
 45.2 

 
 
 
 9.5  9.9

 
  9.4

 
  8.8

 
  7.6 

 
 
Production workers and labourers.....................................

 
 17.6 

 
 14.0 

 
 7.8 

 
 7.9 

 
 7.1 

 
 
 
 42.7 

 
 38.3  36.8

 
  35.7

 
  46.7 

 
 
Professional and technical workers ...................................

 
 11.2 

 
 20.9 

 
 28.0 

 
 29.8 

 
 29.5 

 
 
 
 15.2 

 
 16.4  14.9

 
  14.7

 
  11.5 

 
 
Sales workers ....................................................................

 
 7.1 

 
 5.4 

 
 4.2 

 
 5.1 

 
 2.3 

 
 
 
 8.5  7.0

 
  5.9

 
  5.5

 
  6.3 

 
 
Service workers.................................................................

 
 37.8 

 
 25.6 

 
 20.5 

 
 21.9 

 
 12.9 

 
 
 
 21.5 

 
 24.9  29.6

 
  32.8

 
  26.0 

 
 
Number .............................................................................

 
 86 971c 

 
 71 942 

 
 94 565 

 
 112 959 

 
 140 812c 

 
 

 
 211 444c 

 
 385 102 

 
 568 023 

 
 605 862 

 
 534 536c 

 
Sources: State of Kuwait, Central Statistical Office, Annual Statistical Abstract, 1987 (Kuwait City Ministry of Planning, Central Statistical Office, 1987), p. 132, table 122; State of Kuwait, Annual 

Statistical Abstract, 1996 (Kuwait City Ministry of Planning, Central Statistical Office, 1997), p. 94, table 84, and p. 98, table 86; N.M. Shah, "Structural changes in the receiving country and future labor 
migration: the case of Kuwait", in International Migration Review (Center for Migration Studies, Staten Island, New York), vol. XXIX, No. 4 (1995), p. 1013, 
table 7, and p. 1014, table 8. 

aData drawn from the Labour Force Survey, March 1988. 
bData drawn from the Public Authority for Civil Information (PACI) registration. 

 

 

cExcluding those whose occupation was not specified. 

40 



  United Nations Population Division 

for foreign workers to operate and main-
tain facilities built earlier, and thus 
migrant workers continued to arrive to provide 
such services. Furthermore, the growth of the 
share of migrant workers in the service 
sector during the late 1970s and the early 
1980s paralleled the declines of the propor-
tion of Kuwaitis engaged in that sector. This 
seems to indicate that expatriate workers were 
taking up service jobs that nationals had used to 
perform. 
 

As was seen among Kuwaiti nationals, the 
occupational distribution among non-
Kuwaitis also changed after the conflicts in the 
Persian Gulf. The proportion of non-Kuwaitis 
engaged in jobs as production workers and 
labourers increased from 36 per cent in 1988 to 
47 per cent in 1993, possibly owing to the 
sudden rise in demand for manpower to re-
build the war-torn infrastructure of Kuwait. After 
the conflict, the employment of non-nationals 
in service sectors had registered a signifi-
cant reduction for the first time since 
1975. However, still one in every four 

migrant workers in Kuwait was employed as a 
service worker in 1993. 

 
In Qatar, the information on occupational 

distribution of its economically active population 
is available not from the most recent 1997 census, 
but from the 1986 census (see table 20). As in 
Kuwait, the largest proportion, or 30 per cent, of 
nationals were employed in clerical positions. 
Production and related workers constituted the 
second largest occupational group among Qataris, 
accounting for about a quarter of the total national 
workforce. Their other major occupations in 1986 
included professional and technical activities (19 
per cent) and service jobs (15 per cent). 
Occupations of expatriate workers in the country 
were found to be concentrated in two sectors: 
production and service. Nearly one half of the 
foreign workforce in Qatar was employed in 
production and related fields, whereas another 23 
per cent were working in service sectors. The 
Government passed legislation in 1985 to limit the 
activities of non-Qatari nationals in non-
government sectors (Economist Intelligence Unit 
(EIU), 1994a). 
 

 
TABLE 20. DISTRIBUTION OF ECONOMICALLY ACTIVE POPULATION AGED 15 YEARS OR OVER, 

BY OCCUPATION AND SEX, QATAR, 1986 
 

 
Total 

 
 

 
Male 

 
 

 
Female  

Sector of economic activity 
 

National 
 

Non-national 
 
 

 
National 

 
Non-national 

 
 

 
National 

 
Non-national  

 
 

Percentage 

Administrative and managerial ......... 4.3 0.9  4.9 1.0  0.2 0.1 
Agriculture, animal husbandry .........  0.7 4.2  0.8 4.6  0.0 0.0 
Clerical ............................................. 29.9 9.7  32.9 9.6  12.3 10.0 
Production and related ...................... 25.4 47.9  29.4 52.7  1.0 0.2 
Professionals and related ..................  18.8 9.3  9.7 8.2  73.5 20.1 
Sales.................................................. 5.1 5.1  5.9 5.5  0.3 0.6 
Service .............................................. 15.0 22.8  15.4 18.2  12.5 68.9 
Not classifiable ................................. 0.8 0.1  0.9 0.1  0.2 0.1 
 
Number ............................................. 

 
20 807 

 
179 431 

 
 
 
17 833 

 
162 923 

 
 
 
2 974 

 
16 508 

 
Percentage by sex .............................  

 
100.0 

 
100.0 

 
 
 

85.7 
 

90.8 
 

 
 

14.3 
 

9.2          
 
 Source: Qatar, Annual Statistical Abstract, 1995 (Doha, Central Statistical Organization, 1995), p. 47, table 27. 
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In Oman, a drive for nationalization of the 
labour market has also been under way and, to 
achieve this, the Government began extensive 
training programmes (Economist Intelligence Unit 
(EIU), 1993a). According to the 1993 Omani 
census, one in every four economically active 
nationals was engaged in professional and 
technical work (see table 21). Service workers 
made up 21 per cent of nationals, and those 
having secondary occupations 14 per cent. In 
contrast with nationals of Kuwait and Qatar, only 
12 per cent of Omani nationals took clerical jobs, 
but they were much more numerous than non-
nationals in that occupational category. As for 
expatriate workers in Oman, craft and related 
trade works were the largest sector of 
employment. One in three migrant workers in the 
country was employed in that field. The service 
sector provided employment for another 21 per 
cent of the expatriate workforce. 
 

In the oil-producing countries, there have also 
been marked differences in economic activities 
performed by male and female migrants. 
Although females still account for only a small 
segment of the total foreign workforce, they are 
drawn to the region in increasing numbers to 

obtain service jobs and especially to become 
domestic workers. The increase in the living 
standard of people in the region has generated the 
demand for workers in this particular type of 
occupation, as the use of domestic helpers has 
been regarded as a sign of rising affluence and 
changing lifestyles. Indeed, there has been a 
strong positive association between income and 
the number of maids employed in the household 
(Shah, Al-Qudsi and Shah, 1991). 
 

Table 22 contrasts the occupational distribution 
of male and female foreign populations working 
in Kuwait since 1975. The female expatriate 
workforce in Kuwait grew rapidly between 1975 
and 1985, doubling its size between each 
quinquenninal census to reach 142,000 persons in 
1988. Accordingly, the proportionate share of 
women in the total migrant workforce increased 
from 13 to 23 per cent between 1975 and 1988. 
After the Gulf crisis, the number decreased to 
113,000 in 1993, but still 21 per cent of the 
expatriate workers in Kuwait were women. The 
most recent estimate published by the 
Government also indicates that one in every five 
employed non-Kuwaiti nationals was a woman in 
1998 (State of Kuwait, Central Statistical Office,

 
TABLE 21. DISTRIBUTION OF ECONOMICALLY ACTIVE POPULATION 

AGED 15 YEARS OR OVER, BY OCCUPATION, OMAN, 1993 
 

 
Total  

 
Male  

 
Female 

 
 

Occupation 
 

National 
 

Non-national  
 

National 
 

Non-national  
 

National 
 

Non-national 
   Percentage     

Clerks..................................................... 11.9 3.0 10.9 3.0 23.7 3.0 
Craft and related trades workers ...........  4.9 33.3 5.1 36.7 2.3 4.0 
Legislators, senior officials and 
  managers .............................................  4.6 2.1 4.8 2.2 3.1 1.1 
Plant, machine and vehicles operators 
  and assemblers ....................................  9.7 9.9 10.3 0.3 2.4 6.4 
Professional and technical workers.......  24.4 13.9 22.8 11.5 43.9 34.4  
Secondary occupations .........................  

 
14.1 

 
15.2 

 
14.4 

 
16.9 

 
10.4 

 
0.3  

Service workers and shop and market 
  sales workers.......................................  

 
20.6 

 
20.9 

 
21.6 

 
17.5 

 
8.0 

 
49.9  

Skilled agricultural, animal breeding 
  and fishery workers.............................  

 
8.6 

 
1.3 

 
8.9 

 
1.5 

 
4.8 

 
0.0  

Not stated ..............................................  
 

1.3 
 

0.4 
 

1.2 
 

0.4 
 

1.4 
 

0.8 
 
Number .................................................  

 
251 355 

 
431 290 

 
232 450 

 
386 658 

 
18 905 

 
44 605   

Percentage by sex .................................  
 

100.0 
 

100.0  
 

92.5 
 

89.7  
 

7.5 
 

10.3 
 
 Source: Oman, General Census of Population, Housing and Establishments, 1993 (Muscat, Ministry of Development, 1993), p. 178, table 
3.7.6, and p. 180, table 3.7.7. 



TABLE 22. DISTRIBUTION OF NON-NATIONAL WORKERS AGED 15 YEARS OR OVER, BY OCCUPATION AND SEX, KUWAIT, 1975-1993 
 

 
Males 

 
 

 
Females  

Occupation 
 

1975 
 

1980 
 

1985 
 

1988a 
 

1993b 
 
 

 
1975 

 
1980 

 
1985 

 
1988a 

 
1993b  

 
 

Percentage  
 

 
 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

  
Administrative and managerial workers ........... 

 
 1.0 

 
 1.1 

 
 1.5 

 
 1.4 

 
 1.3 

 
 
 
 0.1 

 
 0.1 

 
 0.2  0.0 

  
 0.0  

Agriculture, animal husbandry workers ........... 
 
 2.1 

 
 2.6 

 
 2.7 

 
 1.8 

 
 1.1 

 
 
 
 0.0 

 
 0.1 

 
 0.0  0.0 

  
 0.0  

Clerical and related workers ............................. 
 
 9.8 

 
 8.8 

 
 9.3 

 
 8.9 

 
 7.5 

 
 
 
 8.0 

 
 12.4 

 
 9.7  8.4 

  
 8.1  

Production workers........................................... 
 
 49.0 

 
 48.0 

 
 45.1 

 
 46.5 

 
 58.4 

 
 
 
 0.8 

 
 0.5 

 
 0.3  0.0 

  
 0.0  

Professional and technical workers .................. 
 
 12.0 

 
 12.5 

 
 13.2 

 
 13.3 

 
 11.0 

 
 
 
 36.7 

 
 36.3 

 
 22.2 

 
 19.2 

 
 13.2  

Sales workers.................................................... 
 
 9.6 

 
 7.3 

 
 7.0 

 
 7.0 

 
 7.6 

 
 
 
 1.1 

 
 1.0 

 
 0.9  0.0 

  
 0.0  

Service workers ................................................ 
  

 16.7 
 
 19.7 

 
 21.2 

 
 21.1 

 
 13.1  

 
 53.3 

 
 49.6 

 
 66.7 

 
 71.0 

 
 74.3  

Others ...............................................................  ..  ..  ..  0.0  0.0 
     

 
 
 .. 

 
 .. 

 
 ..  1.4 

  
 4.4    

Number.............................................................  183 919 462 608 464 370 21 244 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
      

362 905 
   

4
 

 27 525 
 
 49 197  105 415 

 
141 519 

 
113 223     

Percentage by sex ............................................. 
   

 
      

 
  

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
  

 87.0  88.1  81.4  76.6  78.8 
 

 
 
 13.0  23.4  21.2

 
 11.9 

 
 18.6 

  

 
  

 
 

Data drawn from the Public Authority for Civil Information (PACI) registration. 
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Sources: State of Kuwait, Annual Statistical Abstract, 1987 (Kuwait City, Central Statistical Office, 1987), p. 132, table 122; State of Kuwait, Annual Statistical Abstract, 1996 (Kuwait City, 
Ministry of Planning, Central Statistical Office, 1997), p. 94, table 84; and N.M. Shah, "Structural changes in the receiving country and future labor migration: the case of Kuwait", in International 
Migration Review (Center for Migration Studies, Staten Island, New York), vol. XXIX, No. 4 (1995), p. 1012, table 6. 

Data drawn from the Labour Force Survey, March 1988. a

b
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1999). While the high concentration of non-
Kuwaiti males engaged in production works, close 
to 50 per cent before the crisis and 58 per cent 
after the crisis, has been a salient feature of 
Kuwait’s labour structure, the occupational 
distribution of female migrant workers underwent 
more conspicuous changes. Among non-Kuwaiti 
female workers, the proportion engaged in service 
sector jobs continued to expand, from 53 per cent 
in 1975 to 67 per cent in 1985 and to 74 per cent 
in 1993, owing to large influxes of expatriate 
females, mostly as housemaids. Shah, Al-Qudsi 
and Shah (1991) estimated that domestic workers 
in Kuwait numbered at least 66,000-73,000 in 
1989. The last two decades have also 
witnessed increases in the absolute number 
of foreign females working in Kuwait 
in professional and technical fields. The pace of 
growth in those fields, however, was not as 
rapid as that of the service sector, so that 
the proportionate share of female migrants in 
the professional and technical sector declined 
from 37 to 13 per cent between 1975 and 1993. 
 

 

 

 

The occupational distribution of foreign 
females also contrasts with that of national 
females. Census data of Qatar and Oman pro-
vide such evidence. In Qatar, as in Kuwait, non-
national women are mostly bound to the 
service sector. As of 1986, the overwhelm-
ing majority of them, or 69 per cent, were 
engaged in service jobs (see table 20). 
Professionals and related workers, comprising 
teachers, nurses or medical professionals, made 
up another 20 per cent of female migrant 
workers in Qatar. In marked contrast, 74 per cent 
of women nationals were professionals and 13 per 
cent were service workers. In Oman, as seen 
in table 21, women employed in the service 
sectors constituted half of the female migrant 
workers in the country as of 1993, and those 
in professional and technical positions consti-
tuted another 34 per cent. In contrast, Omani 
women were largely concentrated in professional 
and technical occupations (44 per cent) and 
clerk positions (24 per cent). 

Prior to the oil boom in the early 1970s, foreign 
Arab women were an important part of the 
expatriate female labour force in Kuwait (Shah, 
Al-Qudsi and Shah, 1991). They came to the oil-

producing countries as teachers, doctors, nurses 
and clerical workers. Streams of female workers 
also included those going from Bangladesh to 
Kuwait and those going from Pakistan to Saudi 
Arabia (Wickramasekara, 1995). However, it was 
influxes of women originating in other 
source countries in Southern and South-eastern 
Asia that brought about the recent rapid 
increase in the number of female expatriate 
workers in the oil-rich countries. Furthermore, 
these women came to the region on their own 
to perform specified works designated prior to 
departure from their home. 

Table 23 shows the outflows of female migrant 
workers registered in the labour sending countries, 
according to the declared region of destination. 
Large waves of female labour migration to 
Western Asia have stemmed from a few source 
countries, namely, Indonesia, the Philippines and 
Sri Lanka. Indeed, migration of women seeking 
temporary overseas employment has become a 
prominent feature in these three countries. In the 
Philippines, women made up over half of the 
overseas contract workers by the 1990s. The 
female component in the total labour outflows 
was even higher for Sri Lanka and Indonesia, 
registering over 70 per cent in the former and 66 
per cent in the latter in the early 1990s. 

The data from Sri Lanka show that the number 
of women seeking employment in Western Asia 
grew notably from only 9,000 in 1988 to 42,000 
in 1994 and to 115,000 in 1996. Kuwait, Saudi 
Arabia and the United Arab Emirates are among 
the major receivers of those female workers (see 
table 24). In 1996, those leaving home to work in 
these three countries amounted to 78 per cent of 
the total outflows. The majority of Sri Lankan 
females who went abroad for employment were 
young, married and had one or two children 
(Resource Development Consultants, Ltd., 1996). 
In Indonesia, the annual number of female 
workers leaving to work in Western Asia 
increased more than fourfold between 1983 and 
1988, from 11,000 to 47,000. Unfortunately, more 
recent flow statistics classified by sex are not 
available from that country. As of 1997, an 
estimated 108,000 Indonesian women were 
working in Saudi Arabia and another 9,000 in the 
United Arab Emirates.5 
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TABLE 23. NUMBER OF FEMALE MIGRANT WORKERS BY RECEIVING REGION AND 

PROPORTION OF FEMALES IN TOTAL OUTFLOWS, 1979-1996 

 Region of receiving country 
 

  

Region, country 
and year 

Western 
Asia 

Other 
Asia 

Other 
than 
Asia 

Total 
number 

Proportion 
of females 

in total 
outflows 

(percentage) 
      
Southern Asia 

1993 ................................

     
Bangladesh      

................. .. .. .. 3 412  1.8 
      

Pakistan      
1980 ................................................. 82 1 0 83  0.1 
1981 ................................................. 161 3 0 164  0.1 
1982 ................................................. 252 0 0 252  0.2 
1983 ................................................. 152 0 0 152  0.1 
1984 ................................................. 96 0 0 96  0.1 
1985 ................................................. 203 0 1 204  0.2 
1986 ................................................. 249 0 0 249  0.4 
1987 ................................................. 240 1 2 243  0.4 
1988 ................................................. 189 0 1 190  0.2 
1989 ................................................. 161 0 0 161  0.2 

      
Sri Lanka      

1979 ................................................. .. .. .. 12 251  47.3 
1980 ................................................. .. .. .. 14 529  50.8 
1981 ................................................. .. .. .. 30 135  52.5 
1982 ................................................. .. .. .. 5 400  24.0 
1983 ................................................. .. .. .. 7 819  43.2 
1984 ................................................. .. .. .. 5 762  36.7 
1985 ................................................. .. .. .. 11 792  95.1 
1986 ................................................. .. .. .. 5 150  31.4 
1987 ................................................. .. .. .. 5 474  34.0 
1988 ................................................. 9 134 917 68 10 119  54.9 
1989 ................................................. 15 061 940 43 16 044  58.4 
1990 ................................................. 25 456 1 371 421 27 248  63.9 
1991 ................................................. 41 962 1 357 293 43 612  67.0 
1992 ................................................. 28 155 891 113 29 159  65.3 
1993 ................................................. 30 484 1 049 67 31 600  64.8 
1994 ................................................. 42 204 1 475 117 43 796  72.8 
1995 ................................................. 119 455 5 079 1 454 125 988  73.3 
1996 ................................................. 115 393 3 316 747 119 456  73.5 

      
South-eastern Asia      

Indonesia      
1983 ................................................. 11 203 815 0 12 018  48.4 
1984 ................................................. 18 705 1 720 0 20 425  48.0 
1985 ................................................. 39 058 897 5 39 960  49.4 
1986 ................................................. 35 223 3 852 3 39 078  47.7 
1987 ................................................. 42 506 1 770 15 44 291  49.0 
1988 ................................................. 46 671 2 912 3 49 586  48.6 
1993 ................................................. .. .. .. 85 696  66.0 

      
Myanmar      

1989 ................................................. .. .. .. 2 149  26.4 
1990 ................................................. .. .. .. 2 121  24.3 
1991 ................................................. .. .. .. 2 437  17.5 
1992 ................................................. 24 805 290 1 119  25.0 
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TABLE 23 (continued) 

 
 Region of receiving country   

and year 
Western Other 

Asia 

Other 
than 
Asia 

Total 
number 

of females 
in total 

outflows 
(percentage) 

  
1980 ................................................ .. .. ..  38 628  18.0 

85 814 83 562 11 065  180  47.2 
1993 ................................................ .. ..  296 490  55.0 
1993 ................................................ .. ..  138 242a  54.0 
1994 ................................................ .. ..  153 504a  59.2 
1995 ................................................   124 822a  58.3 

..  111 487a  54.2 

Thailand     
.. .. ..  7 

1987 ................................................ .. ..  9 752  9.2 
..  15 062  12.7 

.. .. ..   19.4 
1 054  31 586  15.6 

1996 ................................................ 1 447 884  28 642  13.3 

Region, country 

Proportion 

Asia 

Philippines    

1987 ................................................ 441 
.. 
.. 

.. 
.. .. 

1996 ................................................ .. .. 

 
1986 ................................................ 194  6.4 

.. 
1988 ................................................ .. .. 
1993 ................................................ 41 830 
1995 ................................................ 1 261 29 271 

26 311 

 
 Sources: Manolo I. Abella, "Sex selectivity of migration regulations governing international migration in Southern and South-eastern Asia", in 
International Migration Policies and the Status of Female Migrants: Proceedings of the United Nations Expert Group Meeting on International 
Migration Policies and the Status of Female Migrants, San Miniato, Italy, 28-31 March 1990 (United Nations publication, Sales No. 
E.95.XIII.10), chap. XIV, pp. 241-252; International Labour Organization, Regional Office for Asia and the Pacific, Statistical Report, 1990, 
Asian Regional Programme on International Labour Migration, UNDP-ILO Project RAS/88/029 (Bangkok, n.d.); Scalabrini Migration Centre, 
"Trends in Asian labour migration, 1992", Asian Migrant (Metro Manila, Philippines), vol. VI, No. 1 (1993); Piyasiri Wickramasekara, "Recent 
trends in temporary labour migration in Asia", paper presented at the Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD) Seminar 
on the Migration and the Labour Market in Asia in the Year 2000, Tokyo, 19 and 20 January 1995, organized jointly with the Government of 
Japan and the Japan Institute of Labour; and data obtained through communication from the Sri Lanka Bureau of Foreign Employment (1995), 
the Philippine Overseas Employment Agency (1997) and the Thailand Overseas Employment Administration Office (1997). 
 aNumber of newly hired workers only. 
 
 

To countries such as Sri Lanka and Indonesia, 
which joined the international labour mig-
ration streams relatively late, sectors such as 
domestic services that favour female labour 
were niches in the labour market that other 
Asian countries had not yet occupied (Eelens, 
Mook and Schampers, 1992). Cost considerations 
among migrants have also fostered the 
preponderance of females among outmigrants. 
Because of lower agent's fees for posts to be 
occupied by women, it was cheaper for a 
woman to migrate than a man. In Sri Lanka, for 
example, the recruitment fees charged for 
domestic workers was low enough so that 
even poor families could afford the expenses 
(Eelens, 1995). In addition, because of cultural 
affinities, Muslim Indonesians as well as 
Muslim Sri Lankans, at least in the early 
history of female migration, were also favoured in 

the oil-producing countries (Jacobs and Papma, 
1992; Shah, 1994a). 

 
Table 23 also confirms that the labour mig-

ration of women from other major source 
countries, such as Pakistan and Bangladesh, to 
Western Asia has been very limited, 
owing possibly to legal and cultural constraints 
that discouraged women from seeking work 
abroad. For instance, on average only a few 
hundreds of Pakistani women found employ-
ment in Western Asia each year during the 
1980s. The gender-specific data on migrant 
workers were not readily available from India. 
The study by Abella (1995) suggests that 
women constituted an estimated 10 per cent of 
the total labour outflow from the country. 
Thailand emerged as a major supplier of 
female foreign workers by the end of the 1980s, 
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As mentioned earlier, a large number of 

foreign females have been admitted into the oil-
rich countries as domestic workers, increasing 
the presence of women in the foreign labour 
force in Western Asia. The data from Sri Lanka 
reveals that the number of women joining the 
migrant workforce intending to work as 
domestic workers had shown an upward trend 
since 1988 and constituted more than 90 per 
cent of the total female outflows from the country 
in 1996 (table 24). Similarly, in 1987 about 56 per 
cent of Filipino female contract workers were 
deployed to Western Asia to perform domestic 
work (Philippine Overseas Employment Agency 
(POEA), n.d.). 

F. INTERNATIONAL MIGRATION TO ISRAEL 

Located in Western Asia, Israel has been 
another important pole of attraction for 
international migrants. Israel, along with other 
traditional countries of immigration such as 
Australia, Canada, the United States and New 
Zealand, has been admitting a large number of 
immigrants. Since its establishment in 1948, 
admittance of migrants by virtue of religion or 
descent has particularly characterized the
 

  

but only a small proportion of the outflows were 
directed towards Western Asia. 

 
As the number of female workers migrating as 

domestic workers increased, reports and 
complaints about exploitation and abuses of 
female domestic workers at destinations have also 
increased. In order to protect the rights and 
conditions of those workers, Governments of 
labour-sending countries have taken various 
measures to regulate the departures of their 
nationals, such as setting a minimum age for 
women intending to work as domestic workers in 

foreign countries. For example, women intending 
to work as domestic workers must be at least 30 
years of age in India, 22 years of age in Indonesia, 
and 35 years of age in Pakistan (Shah, Al-Qudsi 
and Shah, 1991; Abella, 1994). The 
Filipino Government has also made several 
changes and revisions to regulations for 
women migrant workers since 1974 and the 
country currently allows Filipino women to 
engage in domestic work depending on the 
country of employment. Most recently, the 
Government announced a halt to the deployment 
of domestic workers to the GCC countries, 
although it is expected that enforcing these 
bans will be rather difficult (Migration News, 
1995). The Government of Thailand has also 
implemented similar restrictions. 

 

 

 
TABLE 24. NUMBER OF FEMALE MIGRANT WORKERS DEPLOYED ACCORDING TO 

COUNTRY OF DESTINATION, SRI LANKA, 1988-1996 

Country of destination 
 

1988 
 

1990 
    

1996        

Saudi Arabia ....................................  4 265 10 037 9 548 13 978 41 508 39 293 
Kuwait..............................................  2 968 4 701 3 863 4 946 14 456 36 238 
United Arab Emirates ......................  3 204 4 409 7 630 8 316 8 138 18 123 
Lebanon ...........................................  20 .. .. 67 17 7 795 9 050 9 011 
Jordan...............................................  158 33 1 023 673 3 773 
Oman................................................  330 1 000 2 609 2 999 2 821 1 657 2 213 4 927 3 607 
Bahrain.............................................  361 634 1 518 1 572 1 887 1 429 3 252 2 861 
Singapore .........................................  791 688 687 806 421 357 3 633 2 315 
Qatar ................................................  0 47 263 104 228 517 1 464 1 377 
Other countries.................................  203 312 1 168 948 748 1 240 4 073 2 858 

Total .................................................  10 27 248 29 159 31 600 43 796 125 988 119 456 

Number of migrants deployed        
   as domestic workers ......................  7 373 11 640 20 823 34 890 22 093 24 240 110 593 

Percentage of domestic workers in total 72.9 76.4 80.0 75.8 76.7 85.5 90.6 92.6 

1989 
 

1991 1992 
 

1993 
 

1994 1995    

2 084 9 499 12 091 
14 579 7 927 33 513 

7 332 9 856 19 954 

429 485 908 4 614 

1 614 
374 

2 
588 

119 16 044 43 612 

  
37 464 114 208 

72.6 

 
 Source: Data obtained from the Sri Lanka Bureau of Foreign Employment through communication (1997). 
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international migration to the country. In 
addition, Israel has emerged as a destination of a 
growing number of temporary migrant 
workers. Since the late 1960s, the country 
had increased its reliance on labour from 
the Occupied Palestinian Territory. The surge 
in labour migration from non-Arab foreign 
countries occurred when its access to Palestinian 
workers was hindered in the early 1990s. 

 
 Source: Israel, Central Bureau of Statistics, Immigration to Israel, 1980 (Jerusalem, 1981), p. 16, table 1; Immigration to 
Israel, 1995 (Jerusalem, 1996), p. 33, table 2; Immigration to Israel, 1997 (Jerusalem, 1997), table 5.2; Immigration to Israel, 
1998 (Jerusalem, 2000), p. 30, table 1. 

 
1. Immigration to Israel 

 
Since its establishment, one mission of Israel 

has been to open its doors to any Jews under the 
Law of Return (Hok hashvut). It grants Israeli 
citizenship to Jews, children and grandchildren of 
Jews, and their nuclear families, immediately 
upon immigration (DellaPergola, 1997). Thus, 
the admission of Jews from various countries 
has been an important component of Israel’s 
population growth as its number rose from just 

0.8 million in 1948 to 6.0 million in 1998 
(Israel Central Bureau of Statistics, 2001). The net 
migration balance constituted about 42 per cent of 
total population growth and 49 per cent of growth 
of the Jewish population in the country between 
1948 and 1998 (Israel, Central Bureau of 
Statistics, 2001). As of 1998, Jews represented 80 
per cent of the total population in Israel. 
 

Figure VI shows the number of immigrants and 
potential immigrants admitted into Israel 
from1948 to 1999. "Potential immigrant" is a 
category created by the Israeli Government in 
1969, referring to a person who was entitled to an 
immigrant visa and intended to stay in Israel for 
more than three months. In 1991, the definition 
was changed to one who desires to settle in Israel 
for up to three years, in order to explore the 
possibilities and conditions of settling in Israel 
permanently (Israel, Central Bureau of Statistics, 
1995a). 

 
 

 
 

Figure VI. Number of immigrants and potential immigrants admitted, Israel, 1948-1999 
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As the figure depicts, the levels of immigration 
to Israel have fluctuated over time, with two 
distinct peaks: one during the period from 1948 to 
1951 and another during the early 1990s. The first 
mass immigration to Israel, recorded during the 
years following the establishment of the country 
in 1948, generated a large impact on the growth of 
the population. In 1949 alone, some 240,000 
people, or almost 20 per cent of the recipient 
population, entered Israel. Thus, the population of 
Israel nearly doubled within three years of its 
establishment, growing from 873,000 in 1948 to 
1,578,000 in 1951. After 1951, however, the 
arrivals of immigrants dropped sharply. 
 

The beginning of the 1990s witnessed another 
wave of immigration as large as that during the 
post-independence era. This dramatic increase in 
immigration was mostly attributable to the large 
influx of Jews from the former Union of Soviet 
Socialist Republics (USSR), with the changing 
political order of the world at that time. During its 
peak years, the total number of immigrants 
admitted registered 200,000 in 1990 and 176,000 
in 1991, and it maintained a high level of about 
70,000 per year throughout the remaining years of 
the 1990s. However, the relative impacts of such 
influxes on the existing population were less 
prominent this time, as compared with the impacts 
in the post-independence years, given the already 
grown recipient population. 
 

Between these two major peak periods of 
immigration mentioned above, there were several 
small waves of immigration in Israel with peaks in 
1957, 1963 and 1972 (see figure VI). However, 
during most of the 1980s, the level of immigration 
had largely subsided. 

 

 
Figure VI also shows that the number of 

immigrants arriving with a potential immigrant 
visa had declined over time, suggesting that 
immigrants to Israel are more likely to take up 
permanent residence upon entry. In 1969, when 
the category was established, the number of 
immigrants who entered the country under the 
category of potential immigrants totalled 13,000, 
constituting 35 per cent of the total number of 
immigrants. The figure averaged 11,000 per year 
in the 1970s and 6,700 per year in the 1980s, 
respectively. After 1992, however, the number of 

potential immigrants dropped and became almost 
insignificant, possibly because rights that had 
been granted to potential immigrants in the past 
were cancelled at the time of change in the 
definition in 1991 (Israel, Central Bureau of 
Statistics, 2000). 
 

Of the total 2.7 million immigrants admitted 
into Israel between 1948 and 1998, 35 per cent 
had originated from the former USSR, 13 per cent 
from the Maghreb countries (namely, Algeria, 
Morocco and Tunisia), 11 per cent from Romania, 
and 6 per cent from Poland (Israel Central Bureau 
of Statistics, 2000). Over time, the geographical 
origin of migrants changed, with each wave of 
immigration characterized by arrivals of people 
from different countries of origin. 
 

During the first peak years of immigration 
between 1948 and 1951, the largest number of 
immigrants came from neighbouring countries in 
Western Asia and from Eastern Europe, including 
Iraq (124,000 persons), Romania (117,000) and 
Poland (103,000) (Israel, Central Bureau of 
Statistics, 1995a). Influx of Jews from Morocco 
characterized the next small waves of 
immigration, with their two peak years of 1957 
and 1963 (see figure VI). The number of 
immigrants admitted into Israel totalled 166,000 
between 1955 and 1957 and 229,000 between 
1961 and 1964. Of these immigrants, people of 
Moroccan origin constituted 43 and 44 per cent of 
the total, respectively. The inflows of Jews from 
Poland and Romania were also relatively sizeable 
in the late 1950s and the early 1960s. It should be 
noted, however, that immigration from the former 
Eastern bloc countries, especially the former 
USSR, generally remained rather low until the 
1970s, because of tight emigration controls posed 
by the communist authorities during the cold war 
era. For instance, there had been no legal right of 
voluntary emigration in the former USSR 
(Heitman, 1991). The departure of emigrants was 
officially justified only on the grounds of 
repatriation and family reunification. 

The recent immigration to Israel has been 
mostly shaped by the inflows of Europeans, 
especially people from the former USSR. Table 
25 presents the distribution of immigrants since 
1971, by the last region or country of residence. 
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When the diplomatic relations between the East 
and the West temporally improved (détente) 
beginning in the late 1960s, the overall levels of 
immigration to Israel began to increase, because 
of arrivals of Soviet Jews. Between 1971 and 
1974, Israel received approximately 46,000 
immigrants annually, with about half of them 
having originated in the former USSR. The 
number of immigrants from the former USSR 
showed a declining trend towards the late 1970s, 
and the total admittance of immigrants in Israel 
also slowed accordingly. Although the 
immigration of Soviet Jews bounced up 
temporarily at the end of the 1970s, it dropped 
rapidly with the revival of the cold war in the 
1980s (Heitman, 1991). Consequently, the annual 
number of migrants from the former USSR 
remained as low as 2,200 in the early 1980s and 
3,600 in the late 1980s. 

Immigration of Jews from the former USSR 
took a new turn at the end of the 1980s. In early 
1987, the former USSR began to relax its 
emigration policies and gave Soviet Jews as well 
as other ethnic minorities in the country 
permission to depart (Zucker and Zucker, 1996, p. 
37), thus making a large-scale emigration of 
Soviet Jews to Israel possible. The deepening 
economic crisis, political turmoil and ethnic 
unrest in the former USSR at that time also gave 
them a sense of urgency hence the impetus to 
migrate overseas (Heitman, 1991). As the former 
USSR started to dissolve, the number of Soviet 
Jews entering Israel increased sharply, passing 
from 2,300 in 1988 to 12,900 in 1989 and then 
reaching 185,000 in 1990 and 148,000 in 1991. 
Although the inflows subsided thereafter, they 
remained at a relatively high level, resulting in the 
admittance of some 50,000 to 60,000 persons per 

 
 

TABLE 25. AVERAGE ANNUAL NUMBER OF IMMIGRANTS ADMITTED INTO ISRAEL AND 
PERCENTAGE DISTRIBUTION BY LAST REGION OR COUNTRY OF RESIDENCE, 1971-1999 

 
Last region or country of residence  

  

Year Total 
Former 
USSR Europea 

Americas 
and Oceania Africa Asiab 

       
 

  
1971-1974 ..................................... 153

 
 7 217 

 
 9 915 

 
 2 294 

 
 3 031  

1975-1979 ..................................... 
 

 24 857 
 
 10 793 

 
 4 641 

 
 5 859 

 

 16 672
 1 206 

 
 2 358  

1980-1984 ..................................... 
 

 2 178  
 

4 924 
 
 5 046  

 
 

 14 
3 143 

 
 1 382  

1985-1989 ..................................... 005 
 

 
 
 

 
1 540 1 313  

 
  

1990-1994 ..................................... 
 

 121 780  
 

 106 477 
 
 4 248 

 
 3 444 

 
 6 431 

 
 1 180  

1995-1999 ..................................... 
 

 69 343 
 
 55 165 

 
 6 576 

 
 4 012 

 

 

 2 450 
 
 1 141 

  
 B. Percentage 
   
1971-1974 .....................................  100.0 

   
 51 3 .  15 6 .  21 5 .

 
 5 0 .

 
 6.6  

1975-1979 ..................................... 
 

 100.0 
 

 43 4 .
 

 18 7  .
 

23.6 
1980-1984 ..................................... 

 
 4 9 

 
 9.5   

 100.0 
 

 13.1  29.5 
  

 30   .3  18.8  8.3 
 

1985-1989 ..................................... 
 

 100.0 
 

 25 5 .
 

 26 5 .
 

 27 6 .
 

 11.0 
 

 9.4  
1990-1994 ..................................... 

 
 100.0 

 
 87.4 

 
 3.5 

 
 2 8  .

 
5  .3

 
 1.0  

1995-1999 ..................................... 
 

 100.0 
 

  79.6 
 

  9.5 
 

  5.8 
 

  3.5 
 

  1.6   

 
A. Average number per yearc 

 
 46  

 
 23 696 

 
 

 3 575 
 

3 717 3 860 

. 

 
 Sources: Israel, Central Bureau of Statistics, Immigration to Israel, 1980 (Jerusalem, 1981), p. 16, table 1; Immigration to Israel, 
1995 (Jerusalem, 1996), p. 33, table 2; Immigration to Israel, 1997 (Jerusalem, 1997), table 5.3; Immigration to Israel, 1998 (Jerusalem, 
2000), p. 34, table 2; data obtained from the web site of Israel Central Bureau of Statistics, Statistical Abstract of Israel, 2000, 
(http://www.cbs.gov.il/mapeng.htm). Accessed on 19 November 2001. 

immigrants whose last region of  residence was unknown. 

 a Not including the European republics of the former USSR. 
 b Not including the Asian republics of the former USSR. 
 c Including the potential immigrants. The figures exclude the 
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year during most of the 1990s. Immigration from 
the former USSR accounted for 87 per cent of the 
total immigrants to Israel in the early 1990s and 
80 per cent in the late 1990s (see table 25). During 
this period, migrants arrived in Israel from various 
republics of the former USSR. Out of 757,000 
migrants who had originated in the former USSR 
between 1990 and 1998, 32 per cent came from 
Ukraine and another 31 per cent from the Russian 
Federation (Israel, Central Bureau of Statistics, 
2000, p. 85). Immigrants from Uzbekistan, an 
Asian republic, made up the third largest group, 
constituting nearly 10 per cent of the total 
immigrants from the former USSR. 

 
Such a large influx of migrants from the former 

USSR into Israel in the early 1990s cannot be 
isolated from changes made in immigration 
policies by the United States Government at that 
time. Like Israel, the United States had been a 
major recipient country of Soviet Jews. However, 
in 1989, the United States adopted new immig-
ration regulations and stopped granting automatic 
refugee status to Soviet citizens. Before this 
decision, virtually any citizens wanting to leave 
the former USSR could be granted refugee status 
in the United States without having proved "well-
founded fear of persecution". Furthermore, the 
United States put an annual ceiling, of 40,000 
migrants, on emigration from the former USSR 
(Kumarasamy, 1990). With these changes in 
American immigration policy, Soviet Jews turned 
to Israel which encouraged their immigration and 
sought to further it by expanding transportation 
facilities from Europe (Heitman, 1991). For 
instance, in 1989, of the over 51,000 Russian 
migrants who went either to Israel or to the United 
States, only one in every four migrated to Israel 
(DellaPergola, 1997). However, the proportion of 
those who migrated to Israel had increased to 85 
per cent by 1990 and remained approximately at 
60-70 per cent during the period from 1991 and 
1996. Thus, these recent movements of Soviet 
Jews attest to the fact that the flows of migrants 
can be shaped by the availability of alternative 
destinations. 
 

Table 25 also shows that Israel continued to 
receive migrants from the European region 
excluding the former USSR. During the 1970s and 
the 1980s, the largest number of migrants arrived 

from France, Romania and the United Kingdom of 
Great Britain and Northern Ireland. The increase 
in immigration intakes from the region in the 
1990s was attributable to growths of inflows from 
some Eastern European countries, notably 
Bulgaria, Hungary and the former Yugoslavia 
(Israel, Central Bureau of Statistics, 1996a). The 
number of immigrants originating in the regions 
of the Americas and Oceania taken together 
declined steadily, averaging 9,900 per year in the 
early 1970s, 5,000 in the early 1980s and 3,400 in 
the early 1990s. The United States and Argentina 
have been major source countries of immigrants 
to Israel. 
 

The level of immigration from both Africa and 
Asia to Israel was relatively low during most of 
the period observed here. However, episodic large 
inflows of Ethiopian Jews known as Falash 
Moras characterized the immigration from Africa. 
In 1984, the Israeli Government had brought by 
airlift some 8,300 Ethiopian Jews who had been 
suffering severe famine caused by draught (Israel, 
Central Bureau of Statistics, 2000). More recently, 
a similar population transfer was conducted in 
1991 to rescue Ethiopian Jews fleeing the civil 
war. At the high point of this transfer, about 
15,000 Ethiopian Jews were airlifted within two 
days in May 1991. Between 1990 and 1998, a 
total of 37,000 Ethiopians migrated to Israel 
(Israel, Central Bureau of Statistics, 2000). 

 
Hence, an examination of the geographical 

distribution of immigrants admitted into Israel 
reveals that the population of Israel has grown by 
admitting people from various countries in the 
world. Although they gather there by virtue of a 
common religion, they have rather distinct 
sociocultural and demographic characteristics. For 
example, on the one hand, the Soviet Jews who 
arrived in large numbers were older, more 
educated and skilled than other immigrant 
populations who arrived in Israel (Sabatello, 
1994); and there were more females than males 
among migrants originating in the former USSR 
(Israel, Central Bureau of Statistics, 1995b). On 
the other hand, many of the Ethiopian Jews 
admitted into Israel at the same time were 
artisans. They were notably younger than any 
other immigrant populations in Israel (Israel, 
Central Bureau of Statistics, 1996a). Thus, the 
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Past studies suggest that the countries receiving 
a large number of immigrants typically experience 
significant amounts of re-migration. The empirical 
examination of migration retention in a country 
requires not only data on immigration, but also 
data on emigration. The Israeli Government has 
collected extensive statistics on immigrants since 
the time of its establishment. However, less 
emphasis has been given to the collection of 
statistics on emigrants. In fact, Israeli emigration 
data are estimates based on a cohort follow-up of 
residents who did not return at the end of a 
designated number of years of stay abroad 
(DellaPergola, 1997). Thus, figure VII introduces, 
as a proxy of emigration statistics, data on the 
numbers of residents of Israel who did not return 
within one year after their departure, together with 
their proportionate share in the total population. 
The information was available for the period 
1959-1987. 

 

 

 

Figure VII. Numbers of residents who stayed abroad over one year and did not 

Government of Israel must continually meet the 
challenge not only of providing immigrants with 
immediate housing and employment assistance, 
but also of planning for their long-term integration 
into the host society in a manner that will meet the 
particular needs of different migrant groups and 
respect their values. 
 

Overall, the number of Israelis who did not 
return home within one year after their 
departure was found to be considerably lower than 
the number of immigrants, suggesting that 
migrants to Israel settle in for a long time at least, 
if not permanently. Figure VII depicts an 
increasing trend of the number of Israeli 
residents who have stayed abroad over one year. 
However, they represented a very small segment 
of the Israeli population during the period of 
observation, accounting for less than 1 per cent 
of the total. Thus, the data indicate that emig-
ration or re-migration of residents is relatively low 
in Israel. The high retention of migrants in Israel 
may be explained by the fact that the mig-
ration to the country often involves relocation of 
the entire family (DellaPergola, 1997). 
Furthermore, migration of Jews has often been 
triggered by push factors such as religious 
persecution so that returning to the country of 
origin is often not an option. 

2. Labour migration to Israel 

The labour market of Israel has long depended 
on Palestinian workers of the Occupied 
Palestinian Territory. The Israeli Government 
opened its labour market to Palestinian people for
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 Source: Israel, Central Bureau of Statistics, Statistical Abstract of Israel, 1980 (Jerusalem, 1980), p. 120, table 
4.5; Israel, Central Bureau of Statistics, Statistical Abstract of Israel, 1989 (Jerusalem, 1990). p. 158, table 4.4. 
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the first time after the 1967 Israeli-Arab War. 
While Palestinians in the occupied territories who 
had then lost connections with Jordan and Egypt 
needed to secure a living, demand for unskilled 
labour was growing in Israel because of a rapid 
expansion of the domestic economy. In 1969, the 
Government started issuing work permits to 
Palestinians coming from the occupied territories 
of the West Bank and Gaza (Bartram, 1998). 
Since then, Palestinians had quickly became a 
significant part of the workforce in Israel. The 
number of Palestinians, including those without 
work permits, employed in the country increased 
from 19,800 in 1970 to 70,400 in 1980 and 
reached 109,400 by 1988. Many of them 
commuted from the territories to Israel on a daily 
or weekly basis. They found jobs mainly in 
agriculture, and the construction and service 
sectors. In Israel, the number of foreign workers 
other than Palestinians was rather small until the 
end of the 1980s and their employment was 
largely limited to specific sectors such as tourism 
and nursing (Bartram, 1998). 

As Soviet Jews began to arrive in Israel in large 
numbers starting in 1990, the Government 
encouraged recruiting these newly arrived 
immigrants for jobs that Palestinians would have 
otherwise filled. However, this happened only to a 
limited extent. Many immigrants from the former 
USSR were overqualified in terms of skill and 
experience, and were thus unwilling to accept the 
type of jobs that Palestinians had taken (Bartram, 
1998). Meanwhile, the continuing influx of 
Russian Jews to Israel further fuelled demands for 
unskilled construction workers to build housing to 
accommodate them. In 1991, the Israeli 
Government decided to admit non-Palestinian 
foreign workers to solve the problem of the labour 
shortage in construction. 
 

The arrival of non-Palestinian foreign workers 
surged after 1993 when the employment of 
Palestinian workers from the occupied territories 
was interrupted. In 1993, the Israeli Government 
announced the general closure of borders with the 
occupied territories. During closure, lasting from a 
period of days to as long as several weeks, 
Palestinians were prohibited from entering and 
working in Israel (United States Committee for 

Refugees, 1995). Thus, for the first time since 
1967, Palestinian workers became unavailable for 
an extended period, creating a severe disruption 
in the labour market in Israel. In order to fill voids 
resulting from the decline in such a tradi-
tional supply of workers, the employers turned to 
non-Palestinian foreign workers. At the same 
time, the Israeli Government also came to see the 
admittance of foreign workers as a temporary 
transitional measure to reduce the dependence on 
Palestinian labour, in view of the transfer of a 
certain governing authority to Palestinians as set 
forth in the Declaration of Principles on Interim 
Self-Government Arrangements signed in 
Washington on 13 September 1993 by the 
Palestine Liberation Organization (PLO) and the 
Government of Israel
States Committee for Refugees, 1995). Table 26 
shows the growing number of work permits issued 
to non-Palestinian foreign workers in a short 
period, passing from 9,600 in 1993 to 30,200 in 
1994, 68,900 in 1995 and 103,000 in 1996. As 
seen in the table, the majority of those workers 
were employed in the construction sector. In 
1996, nearly three in four migrant workers were 
engaged in construction jobs in Israel. 

As of the late 1990s, the major groups of 
legal migrant workers in Israel were 
Romanians, Thais and Filipinos. An estimated 
60,000 Romanians worked primarily in 
construction. Most of them had come to Israel 
through the auspices of the Contractors’ 
Association and received two-year contracts 
(Migration News, 1997). Thai workers were 
mostly found in the agricultural sector. Some 
19,000 Thais worked for individual farmers, but 
under the aegis of the moshav (a farmers’ 
cooperative). While Romanians and Thais 
comprised primarily young men, Filipinos 
working in Israel were mostly women who were 
employed as housemaids or caregivers. Their 
number is estimated to have been about 15,000 as 
of 1997. The recruitment of foreign workers in 
Israel would soon go beyond sectors that required 
limited skills. In view of growing demand for 
manpower in high-tech sectors, there were plans 
by the Government to selectively admit foreign 
high-tech workers on temporary bases (Migration 
News, 2001). 

 

 

6 (Bartram, 1998; United 
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TABLE 26. LABOUR PERMITS ISSUED TO NON-PALESTINIAN FOREIGN WORKERS, 
BY SECTOR OF EMPLOYMENT, ISRAEL, 1987-1996 

 
 

  
Sector of employment (percentage) 

Year 

 
Total number 
(thousands) 

 
Construction 

 
Agriculture 

 
Other  

 
 

   
   

  
1987 .......................................... 

 
2.5 

 
.. 

 
.. 

 
..  

1988 .......................................... 
 

3.3 
 

.. 
 

.. 
 

..  
1989 .......................................... 

 
3.4 

 
.. 

 
.. 

 
..  

1990 .......................................... 4.2
 

 
 

.. 
  

..  
1991 .......................................... 

 
8.1 

 
.. 

  
..  

1992 .......................................... 
 

7.7 
 

.. 
 

.. 
 

..  
1993 .......................................... 

 
9.6 

 
34.4 

 
17.7 

 
47.9  

1994 .......................................... 
 

30.2 
 

64.6 
 

16.6 
 

18.9  
1995 .......................................... 

 
68.9 

 
70.4 

 
17.7 

 
11.9  

1996 .......................................... 
 

103.0 
 

73.1 
 

16.4 
 

10.5      

.. 

.. 

 
 Source: D.V. Bartram, "Foreign workers in Israel: history and theory", International Migration Review (Staten Island, New York, 
Center for Migration Studies, 1998), p. 303, table 3. 

 

 

As elsewhere, the increase in the number of 
legal migrant workers has run parallel with the 
increase in the number of undocumented foreign 
workers. Undocumented migrant workers in Israel 
come from a wide range of countries, including 
Ghana and Nigeria in Western Africa, Bulgaria 
and Poland in Eastern Europe, China, Sri Lanka 

and Turkey in Asia, and as far as Chile and 
Bolivia in Latin America (Bartram, 1998; 
Migration News, 1997). The number of foreign 
nationals working illegally in Israel is estimated to 
be about 200,000 or approximately double the 
number of those working legally (Migration 
News, 1997). 
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II. INTERNATIONAL MIGRATION IN EASTERN AND SOUTH-EASTERN ASIA 
 

A. POPULATION MOVEMENTS BEFORE THE 
SECOND WORLD WAR 

 
Population movements have always been part of 

the history of Eastern and South-eastern Asia. The 
emergence of China was accompanied by various 
movements of people associated with the rise and 
decline of empires. Movements of people 
expanded with the development of travel skills 
and the establishment of overland trade routes, 
joining the cultures of China, Central Asia, 
Western Asia and as far as Europe. Furthermore, 
maritime developments expanded the contacts 
between people beyond neighbouring countries 
and regions. 

 
With the arrival of the European powers in the 

sixteenth century, population mobility in Eastern 
and South-eastern Asia gained further momentum. 
By 1511, the Portuguese had captured Malacca 
and established colonial outposts in today’s 
Indonesia and Macao. The Spanish settled in the 
southern Philippines in 1565. At the start of the 
seventeenth century, Great Britain and the 
Netherlands began their search for Asian empires 
which would last for the next two hundred years. 
The East India Company of the United Kingdom 
acquired Singapore island in 1819 and took the 
whole Malay Peninsula as its preserve in 1824. 
Exploring eastward, the British colonized Hong 
Kong Island and adjacent territories on the 
Chinese mainland. The colonial expansion of the 
Netherlands centred on the Indonesian 
archipelago. In the middle of the nineteenth 
century, France began to establish colonies in a 
large part of Indo-China. 

 
While European countries expanded their 

presence in the region, Japan kept its self-imposed 
isolation for almost two centuries starting from 
the mid-seventeenth century. Its contacts with the 
outside world was limited to small-scale trading 
with Dutch and Chinese merchants. Once Japan 
had opened its doors to the outside world in 1854, 
it rapidly developed an imperialist policy, 
colonizing Manchuria, what is today, Taiwan 
Province of China, and the Korean Peninsula. By 

 
1905, there were already more than 40,000 
Japanese residing in the Korea Peninsula and 
another 60,000 in colonial Taiwan (Tanaka, 
1992). 

 
It was during the colonial period of the late 

nineteenth and early twentieth centuries that 
foreign indentured workers were recruited in large 
numbers in South-eastern Asia. For instance, in 
Malaya under British colonialism, wide 
transportation networks were developed to assist 
the rapid growth of plantations for coffee, coconut 
and rubber, and thin industries. In order to meet 
the demand for labour, the colonial authorities 
encouraged the entry of foreign labourers, 
especially from southern China, southern India 
and, to lesser degree, from neighbouring Java 
(Nayagam, 1992; Kassim, 1998). The census in 
1931 revealed that Malays no longer formed the 
majority in the total population of the Malay 
States and Straits Settlements (Asean Focus 
Group, 1998). Similarly, in the Netherlands East 
Indies, Chinese workers were recruited for 
construction jobs in Java and on plantations 
(Castle and Miller, 1993). Many of such migrant 
workers brought by Western colonial powers 
eventually settled in the area, constituting multi-
ethnic societies in today’s South-eastern Asia. 

 
Asian workers also made their ways to the 

Americas. In the nineteenth century, Chinese 
migrated to the United States as indentured 
workers to build railroads or work in the 
California mines. Chinese migration to South 
America probably began during the colonial 
period through active commerce, but the influx of 
Chinese coolies to South America reached a peak 
towards the third quarter of the nineteenth century 
(Zlotnik, 1992). In the late nineteenth century, 
Japanese also emigrated to work in sugar 
plantations in Hawaii and shortly thereafter to 
work as labourers on the West coast of North 
America (Tanaka, 1992). South America became 
an important destination for Japanese emigrants 
who sought the acquisition of agricultural land 
during the first half of the twentieth century. As 
will be discussed later in the present chapter, the 
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early 1990s witnessed an increasing number of the 
descendants of such Japanese emigrants (Nikkei) 
returning to their country of ancestry. 

 
B. POST-WAR POPULATION MOVEMENTS 

(1945-1970) 
 
After the Second World War, most of the 

former European colonies in South-eastern Asia 
moved towards gaining independence. Thus, 
during the years immediately following the war, 
interregional migration flows—both to and from 
the countries in the region—virtually ceased. 
Many Governments of newly independent States 
instituted restrictive immigration policies, 
especially with regard to the admission of persons 
belonging to the ethnic minorities that already 
existed in these States (Appleyard, 1988). 
Therefore, there was also little migration within 
the region during the post-war years, except for 
such notable movements of people as the 
repatriation of Japanese and Koreans, the 
migration of people from mainland China to what 
today are Hong Kong Special Administrative 
Region (SAR) of China and Macao, China, and 
the migration of people from Malaysia to 
Singapore. 

 
The collapse of imperial Japan led to the 

immediate departure of Japanese from Manchuria, 
Taiwan Province of China and the Korean 
Peninsula. By 1950, over 6 million Japanese, 
including both military and civilian personnel, had 
returned to their home islands where the 
population was suffering from post-war economic 
hardship (United Nations, 1979). In a counter-
flow, Koreans also returned quickly to their 
homeland. When the Second World War ended in 
August 1945, there were approximately 2.3 
million Koreans living in Japan (including some 
1.3 million in former colonial Manchuria) (Seok, 
1986; Tanaka, 1992). Those included a large 
number of Korean labourers mobilized by the 
Japanese colonial Government’s Labour Draft 
Plan of 1939 (Seok, 1986). Within only seven 
months after the conclusion of the war, some 1.7 
million Koreans had left Japan and the Korean 
population in the country had declined to only 
647,000 (Tanaka, 1992). 

 

Also, in the late 1940s, fleeing the civil war 
between the communist armies and the 
nationalists (Kuomingtang) in mainland China, an 
estimated one and a quarter million people entered 
the Hong Kong islands, then a British colony. 
This mass exodus raised the population of Hong 
Kong SAR from 600,000 in 1945 to 2.2 million 
by 1950 (Stalker, 1994). Similarly, a large number 
of Chinese fled to the then overseas Portuguese 
territory of Macao, a small enclave geographically 
attached to China. Outflows of people from 
mainland China declined significantly once the 
communist regime took over the country in 1949 
and started controlling the mobility of people 
through a household registration system. 

 
After the Second World War, Great Britain gave 

up Malaya and envisaged a merger of Malaya 
with Singapore, Sarawak and Sabah to establish a 
new State of Malaysia. During this period of 
political endeavour, which generated tensions 
among different ethnic groups, there was 
substantial net outward migration registered in 
Peninsular Malaysia. Between the 1947 and 1957 
censuses, the Peninsula experienced an estimated 
net migration loss of 270,000 persons, and it is 
believed that about half of them migrated to 
Singapore (United Nations, 1979, p. 52). Actually, 
Singapore adopted legislation in 1953 to restrict 
immigration exclusively to those who wished to 
be reunited with their families, but the restriction 
did not apply to people coming from Peninsular 
Malaysia (United Nations, 1979; Pang, 1992). 
Hence, the migration of people from Peninsular 
Malaysia to Singapore continued until 1965, when 
Singapore became an independent State. 

 
In Eastern and South-eastern Asia, evidence 

pertaining to international labour migration was 
fragmentary before 1970 and is often not 
supported by statistics sufficient for indicating the 
volume thereof with accuracy. There were some 
cross-national movements of workers associated 
with the emergence of communist regimes. In the 
1950s, the first groups of expatriate workers of the 
People’s Republic of China went to the former 
USSR to ease their labour shortages (Hayase, 
1993). In the 1960s, the Chinese Govern-
ment started sending their workers to several 
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developing countries in Africa and Asia, in order 
to provide support to their revolutionary 
movements in the form of economic and military 
aid (Marukawa, 1991; Wang, 1995). Thus, the 
destinations of Chinese workers prior to 1970 
were limited to some of the socialist countries. 

 
Export of labour backed up by the Government 

had already characterized the Republic of Korea 
in the early 1960s. Under the agreement signed 
between the Republic of Korea and the former 
Federal Republic of Germany, 247 persons from 
the former were first employed in Germany in 
1963 as miners (Park, 1994). Two years later, 
nurses from the Republic of Korea were also 
admitted to work in Germany by virtue of their 
reputations for high-quality labour (Hyun, 1989). 
Outflows of workers from the Republic of Korea 
increased thereafter because of the Viet Nam War 
(1964-1974). During the war, more than 10,000 
workers from the Republic of Korea found 
employment in the former South Viet Nam 
through companies of the Republic of Korea that 
provided services for the Republic of Korea and 
American armies based in the former South Viet 
Nam (Hyun, 1989). Those labourers were engaged 
in the former South Viet Nam primarily as 
stevedores and construction workers. While all 
this was taking place, the American construction 
firms that were building military installations in 
the former South Viet Nam, Guam and Thailand 
hired several thousand Filipinos as construction 
and service workers (Asis, 1992). This 
involvement of the Republic of Korea and 
Filipino workforces during the Viet Nam War can 
be seen as a prelude to the migration of those 
workforces to the oil-producing countries in 
Western Asia that expanded rapidly in the 
following years. 

 
Starting in the 1960s, the long-distance 

migration from Eastern and South-eastern Asia to 
the traditional countries of immigration, namely, 
Australia, Canada, New Zealand and the United 
States of America, began to take shape, as those 
countries lifted the long-standing exclusionary 
policies that had restricted the entry of Asians. For 
example, in 1962 and 1967, Canada broadened its 

admissions policies to promote diversity and 
eliminate discrimination against people of 
particular ethnic or national origins (Stalker, 
1994; United Nations, 1998a, p. 74). In the United 
States, the 1965 Immigration and Nationality Act 
abolished national origin quotas and allocated 
immigrant visas on a first-come, first-serve basis, 
subject to a preference system. Following shortly, 
the Australian Government announced in 1966 
that non-Europeans could be settled in Australia 
and gave priority for admission to persons seeking 
family reunification and skilled migrants (Stalker, 
1994). Similarly, New Zealand reviewed its 
immigration policy in 1974 and formally 
abolished origin-based selection systems (Ongley 
and Pearson, 1995; United Nations, 1998a, p. 76). 

 
Since then, Eastern Asia and South-eastern Asia 

have became important regions of origin of 
migrants who wish to settle permanently in the 
above-mentioned traditional countries of 
immigration. Table 27 presents a compilation of 
the numbers of Asian immigrants admitted by 
Australia, Canada and the United States during the 
period 1960-1994. The levels of permanent 
immigration to these countries, from all 
subregions in Asia, had been on the rise since the 
1960s. Yet, as the table shows, outflows of 
migrants from both Eastern and South-eastern 
Asia always outnumbered those from Western and 
South-central Asia. The outflows of migrants 
from Eastern Asia to these three countries totalled 
67,000 persons in the early 1960s, before these 
countries lifted discriminatory immigration 
restrictions. The number had risen to 286,000 
persons by the early 1970s and then to 845,000 
persons by the early 1990s. The corresponding 
number for South-eastern Asia grew even faster, 
passing from 35,000 persons in the early 1960s to 
241,000 in the early 1970s and reaching 940,000 
by the early 1990s. Between 1960 and 1994, the 
total intake of immigrants by Australia, Canada 
and the United States amounted to 2.8 million 
from Eastern Asia and 3.4 million from South-
eastern Asia. Among these three countries, the 
United States was by far the primary recipient of 
migrants originating from Eastern and South-
eastern Asia. 
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TABLE 27. TOTAL NUMBERS OF ADMISSIONS OF PERMANENT IMMIGRANTS FROM ASIA TO AUSTRALIA, 
CANADA AND THE UNITED STATES OF AMERICA, 1960-1994 

(Thousands) 
  

Countries of destination 
 

1960-1964 
 

1965-1969 
 

1970-1974 
 

1975-1979 
 

1980-1984 
 

1985-1989 
 

1990-1994 
 

1960-1994  
 

 
 

 
 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

  
A. Eastern Asia 

 
Australiaa ..................................... 

 
3.7 

 
 

 

3.7 
 

5.2 
 

10.9 
 

22.1 
 

61.4 
 

73.2 
 

180.2  
Canada......................................... 

 
6.4 

 
b 

 

36.3 
 

57.9 
 

68.8 
 

78.7 
 

113.4 
 

283.7 
 

645.1  
United States................................ 

 
56.5 

 
 

 

123.9 
 

222.5 
 

313.7 
 

377.6 
 

432.4 
 

488.2 
 

2 014.7  
     Total ....................................... 

 
66.6 

 
 

 

163.9 
 

285.6 
 

393.4 
 

478.3 
 

607.1 
 

845.1 
 

2 840.1  
 

 
 

 
 

 

 
 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
   

B. South-eastern Asia   
Australiaa ..................................... 

 
4.0 

 
 

 

8.6 
 

14.4 
 

22.7 
 

100.9 
 

128.3 
 

93.5 
 

372.2  
Canada......................................... 

 
0.0 

 
b 

 

9.0 
 

31.1 
 

64.3 
 

99.5 
 

95.6 
 

137.7 
 

437.2  
United States................................ 

 
31.2 

 
 

 

67.0 
 

195.0 
 

328.4 
 

664.8 
 

564.1 
 

708.5 
 

2 558.9  
     Total ....................................... 

 
35.2 

 
 

 

84.6 
 

240.5 
 

415.3 
 

865.1 
 

788.0 
 

939.7 
 

3 368.3  
 

 
 

 
 

 

 
 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
   

C. South-central Asia   
Australiaa ..................................... 

 
5.5 

 
 

 

16.2 
 

21.1 
 

7.6 
 

16.5 
 

35.1 
 

41.5 
 

143.5  
Canada......................................... 

 
5.5 

 
b 

 

29.1 
 

58.6 
 

52.2 
 

56.8 
 

85.0 
 

174.8 
 

461.9  
United States................................ 

 
6.9 

 
 

 

27.0 
 

93.6 
 

145.4 
 

213.9 
 

278.2 
 

387.0 
 

1 151.9  
     Total ....................................... 

 
17.9 

 
 

 

72.3 
 

173.3 
 

205.2 
 

287.1 
 

398.3 
 

603.3 
 

1 757.4  
 

 
 

 
 

 

 
 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
   

D. Western Asia   
Australiaa ..................................... 

 
6.7 

 
 

 

23.9 
 

36.0 
 

31.9 
 

14.3 
 

28.8 
 

24.1 
 

165.7  
Canada......................................... 

 
4.4 

 
b 

 

14.7 
 

13.5 
 

25.6 
 

16.7 
 

37.7 
 

79.5 
 

192.1  
United States................................ 

 
20.5 

 
 

 

36.0 
 

61.4 
 

90.0 
 

91.5 
 

92.6 
 

157.8 
 

549.8  
     Total ....................................... 

 
31.6 

 
 

 

74.6 
 

110.9 
 

147.5 
 

122.5 
 

159.0 
 

261.5 
 

907.5           
 
 Source: United Nations database on South-to-North international migration (POP/1B/DB/95/4). 
 aData referring to fiscal years which run from 1 July through 30 June. 
 bData referring to the period 1961-1964. 
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C. EMERGENCE OF LABOUR MIGRATION 
 

1. Participation in labour migration to the oil-
producing countries in Western Asia 
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During the 1970s, outflows of people seeking 
temporary employment in countries other than 
their own once again became prominent in 
Eastern and South-eastern Asia. It was the 
construction boom in the oil-producing nations of 
Western Asia following the oil price hike in 1973 
that provided the impetus for outflows of migrant 
workers from the region. Thus, the acute demand 
for labour in the oil-producing countries in 
Western Asia generated the upsurge of labour 
migration, involving not only neighbouring Arab 
countries and historically tied nations of the 
Indian subcontinent, but also those in Eastern and 
South-eastern Asia. 

 
The participation of workers from the 

Philippines and Thailand in the rapidly growing 
labour market in the oil-producing countries in 
Western Asia was facilitated by their previous 
links with international construction firms. As 
mentioned earlier, during the Viet Nam War 
(1964-1974) American firms built military 
installations in the former South Viet Nam, Guam 
and Thailand, employing Filipinos as construction 
and service workers. Similarly, Thais were 
employed as skilled workers by United States 
construction firms based in Thailand (Chiengkul, 
1986). Following the end of the Viet Nam War, 
those construction firms wound up their activities, 
yet they soon found new opportunities in the oil-
producing countries in Western Asia where large-
scale construction projects were about to begin. 
When these firms obtained contracts with the oil-
producing countries and shifted their activities 
geographically, they continued to employ workers 
from the Philippines and Thailand. 
 

The Republic of Korea was another among the 
first countries in Eastern and South-eastern Asia 
to start sending their national workers for 
temporary employment in the oil-producing 
countries of Western Asia. As construction firms 

of the Republic of Korea had already gained 
experience in participating in foreign markets as 
entrepreneurs and labourers during the Viet Nam 
War, they could respond quickly to the sudden 
demand from the oil-producing countries 
consequential to their expanding their 
infrastructure in the early 1970s. In 1974, a firm 
of the Republic of Korea first won a contract for 
highway construction in Saudi Arabia, and took 
along 218 workers from the Republic of Korea 
(Seok, 1991). Ever since, the number of persons 
from the Republic of Korea working in 
construction sites in the oil-producing countries in 
Western Asia had increased significantly, because 
the provision of workers was a mandatory part of 
the project package (Keely, 1980). 
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Table 28 presents data on the number of migrant 
workers leaving for temporary overseas 
employment according to the region of destination 
since the late 1970s. Those statistics show that, by 
the late 1970s, the outflows of workers from the 
Republic of Korea and the Philippines to Western 
Asia had become major cross-national population 
movements in Asia. Between 1977 and 1979, 
nearly 80,000 workers left the Republic of Korea 
each year and 97 per cent of them were engaged 
in work in Western Asia. Saudi Arabia was the 
main recipient of workers from the Republic of 
Korea (Seok, 1986). This volume of labour 
migration to Western Asia was almost as sizeable 
as that of workers from Pakistan, a major source 
country of labour in Southern Asia (see figure V). 
During the late 1970s, the annual placement of 
temporary workers from the Philippines averaged 
42,000 persons, with about two thirds of them 
(29,000 persons) finding jobs in Western Asia. 
Again, Saudi Arabia was their primary desti-
nation (International Labour Office, n.d.). The 
same table shows that a large majority of 
migrant workers who left Thailand and Indonesia 
were also destined for Western Asia. During the 
late 1970s, Thailand deployed an annual average 
of 6,300 workers, of which about three quarters 
went to the region. Likewise, out of 10,400 
Indonesian workers who left the home country in 
1979, 74 per cent found jobs in Western Asia.
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TABLE 28. PERCENTAGE DISTRIBUTION AND AVERAGE ANNUAL NUMBER OF MIGRANT WORKERS 
ORIGINATING IN THE  MAJOR LABOUR-SENDING COUNTRIES OF EASTERN AND 

SOUTH-EASTERN ASIA, BY REGION OF DESTINATION, 1975-1999 
  

Sending country/receiving region 
 

1975-1979 
 

1980-1984 
 

1985-1989 
 

1990-1994 
 

1995-1999 

Eastern Asia      

 Chinaa      
   Number of clearances.................................   ..  37 600b  61 100  135 000  320 000c 
      
 Republic of Korea      
   Western Asiad .............................................  97.3e  90.0  81.7f  50.4g  .. 
   Other Asia ..................................................  1.7e  8.5  12.2f  37.7g  .. 
   Outside Asia ...............................................  1.0e  1.5  6.0f  11.9g  .. 
   Number of clearances (land-based) ............  79 900e  142 600  52 100f  20 200g  .. 
      
South-eastern Asia      
 Indonesiah      
   Western Asia ..............................................  73.7i  64.9  78.0  57.7  38.5 
   Other Asia ..................................................  8.5i  20.5  13.1  33.4j   48.4j 

   Outside Asia ...............................................  17.8i  14.6  8.9  8.9k  13.1k 
   Number of clearances.................................  10 400i  24 400  63 500  148 900  321 300 
      
 Myanmar      
   Number of clearances .................................  ..   ..  8 100l  9 000m  .. 
      
 Philippinesn      
   Western Asiao .............................................  67.4  84.8  71.8  61.6  42.2 
   Other Asia ..................................................  17.7  11.2  22.5  30.6  39.4 
   Outside Asia ...............................................  14.9  4.0  5.7  7.9  18.4 
   Number of clearances (land-based) ............  42 400  274 000  353 900  471 000  562 000 
      
 Thailand      
   Western Asiad .............................................  75.5  81.7  72.4  24.4  8.9 
   Other Asia ..................................................  7.7  5.3  14.6  71.9  87.1 
   Outside Asia ...............................................  16.9  13.1  13.0  3.7  4.0 
   Number of clearances .................................  6 300  60 100  89 600  86 800  193 100 

 
 Sources: International Labour Office, Regional Office for Asia and the Pacific, Statistical Report, 1990, Asian Regional Programme 
on International Labour Migration, United Nations Development Programme-International Labour Organization project RAS/88/029 
(Bangkok, 1990), various tables; Scalabrini Migration Center, "Trends in labour migration, 1992", Asian Migrant (Manila), vol. 4, No. 1 
(1993), various tables; Scalabrini Migration Center, Asian Migration Atlas 2000 (http://www.scalabrini.asn.au/atlas/amatlas.htm), ac-
cessed on 16 November 2001; China: State Statistical Bureau, China Statistical Yearbook, 1996, China Statistical Publishing House; 
China’s Foreign Economic Relations and Trade, Almanac of China’s Foreign Economic Relations and Trade, 1993, 1994 and 1995; In-
donesia: Graeme Hugo, "The crisis and international population movement in Indonesia", Asian and Pacific Migration Journal (Quezon 
City), vol. 9, No. 1 (2000); Philippines: Philippine Overseas Employment Administration, Statistical Compendium, 1975-1987 (Manila, 
n.d.); Philippine Overseas Employment Administration, Comparative Overseas Employment Statistics, 1992 vs. 1993, in Overseas Em-
ployment Info Series, vol. 7. No. 1 (Manila, 1994); Graziano Battistella, "Data on migration from the Philippines", Asia and Pacific Mi-
gration Journal, vol. 4., No. 4 (Manila, 1995); Thailand: National Statistical Office, Quarterly Bulletin of Statistics, various years 
(Bangkok). 
 aExcluding Taiwan Province of China. 
 bAn average for 1982-1984. 
 cAn average for 1995-1999. 
 dIncluding the Libyan Arab Jamahiriya. 
 eAn average for 1977-1979. 
 fAn average for 1985-1988. 
 gAn average for 1990-1991. 
 hData refer to the period from April in the year indicated to March of the following year. 
 iFigure for 1979. 
 jMalaysia and Singapore only. 
 kOutside Western Asia, Malaysia and Singapore. 
 lFigure for 1989. 
 mFigure for 1990-1992. 
 nFigures for 1975-1979 and 1980-1984 referring to those of processed, not deployed. 
 oIncluding the Libyan Arab Jamahiriya and Algeria. 
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2. Growing volume of labour migration 
 

It did not take a long time for many developing 
countries in Eastern and South-eastern Asia to 
realize that overseas employment could be an 
important strategy for using effectively their own 
excessive manpower and earning foreign 
currency. Often supported by Governments 
favouring contract labour migration as an integral 
part of development policy, migratory flows of 
workers in the region increased dramatically. 
Table 28 shows that during the 1980s and the 
early 1990s, a growing number of people in 
Eastern and South-eastern Asia looked for jobs in 
countries other than their own. It should be 
reiterated that those statistics, generated by 
administrative offices of labour-sending countries, 
refer only to legal outflows recorded by the 
Governments and understate the magnitude of the 
migratory flows of workers. 
 

The increases in outflows of temporary workers 
from the Philippines were particularly notable 
during the 1980s. The average annual number of 
workers stemming from the country had grown 
nearly eightfold since the late 1970s, registering 
274,000 persons in the early 1980s and reaching 
354,000 persons in the late 1980s. Such large-
scale placement of workers was facilitated by the 
institutionalization of the Filipino Government’s 
participation in overseas employment. The 
Government established the Overseas 
Employment Development Board (OEDB)7 in 
1974, and since then, the Government had been 
actively involved in market development and 
responsible for recruitment and placement, 
securing the best possible terms for Filipino 
workers (Asis, 1992). For example, there have 
been 15 bilateral agreements reached between the 
Philippines and labour recipient countries, 
concerning the protection of the rights of migrant 
workers (Piper and Ball, 2001). Of these, 13 
agreements were with countries in Western Asia. 
The increase in the outflows of workers continued 
steadily and led to a rate of departure of Filipino 
workers averaging 471,000 per year in the early 
1990s. 
 

Large growth of labour outflows also 
characterized Thailand during the early 1980s. 
The country placed an annual average of 60,100 

workers in the early 1980s, as compared with 
6,300 in the late 1970s. Thus, migration of Thai 
workers gathered momentum when the country’s 
economy was suffering from significant declines 
in employment opportunities, following the 
withdrawal of American troops (Chiengkul, 1986; 
Pongsapich, 1991). By the end of the 1970s, the 
impact of labour migration on the Thai economy 
became well recognized, so that the Fifth National 
Development Plan (1981-1985) stated that the 
export of labour to labour-deficient countries 
would be the policy of the Government 
(Pongsapich, 1991). Unlike that of the 
Philippines, however, the Thai Government did 
not become directly involved in the placement of 
workers, but rather facilitated the activities of 
private recruitment agencies, while retaining the 
role of policing, monitoring, and providing 
information to potential migrants (Pongsapich, 
1991). After the Thai economy gained strength in 
the late half of the 1980s, the pace of outflows of 
workers from the country slowed down 
somewhat. However, in the early 1990s, it still 
averaged 86,000 persons per year. 
 

Indonesia had emerged as a major source 
country of migrant workers since the mid-1980s. 
The average annual number of Indonesian 
workers legally deployed rose from 24,000 
persons in the early 1980s, to 64,000 in the late 
1980s, and further to 149,000 in the early 1990s. 
Hugo (1995) views such growth in the number as 
reflecting both the Government’s increasing 
interest in promoting this type of movement and, 
perhaps, the more accurate recording of 
movements in official statistics than was 
previously the case. In Indonesia, deployment of 
workers had been made a priority in the Five-year 
Plan. The Government targeted deploying about 
1.5 million workers and attracting remittances of 
about 3 billion dollars under the Sixth Five-year 
Plan (1994-1999) (Hugo, 1995). 
 

The growing dynamics of labour migration in 
Eastern and South-eastern Asia are also associated 
with the emergence of new suppliers of contract 
workers in the region, including some socialist 
countries. As can be seen in table 28, China and 
Myanmar had steadily increased their placement 
of migrant workers since the 1980s. Viet Nam has 
also had a labour-export programme since 1980 
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and the country placed a total of some 300,000 
workers between 1980 and 1991 within a 
framework of a labour cooperation agreement 
between the country and labour-receiving 
economies (Anh, 2000). 

 
Given the huge surplus of its national 

workforce, China has a large potential for 
becoming a major source of unskilled migrant 
labour for any country in need. Shortly after 
China had introduced the economic reforms of 
1978, which moved away from a centrally 
planned economy to a so-called socialist market 
economy, the Ministry of Foreign Trade and 
Economic Cooperation started commercializing 
the labour-export system, referring it as "foreign 
labour cooperatives" (Wang, 1995). Since then, 
the labour export of China has developed 
markedly. Table 29 shows the annual number of 
Chinese workers who had left the country to 
become engaged in overseas employment since 
the early 1980s. There were only 4,500 Chinese 
workers deployed in 1980. The figure had risen to 

131,000 persons in 1992 and reached 382,000 
persons by 1999. There were two major types of 
labour exports in China: first, the deployment of 
workers through foreign construction contracting; 
second, the provision of labour services through 
mutual labour agreements. Since the mid-1980s, 
the deployment of workers for labour services had 
grown more rapidly than that for contracted 
projects. By the mid-1990s, the outflows of 
workers engaged in labour services represented 
more than 85 per cent of all Chinese labour 
exports. 

 
Among the countries listed in table 28, the 

Republic of Korea is the only one with sharp 
declines in the deployment of migrant workers 
over time. As mentioned earlier, the Republic of 
Korea was one of the first countries in the Eastern 
and South-eastern region that had actively 
promoted an overseas employment programme. 
Since the early 1980s, however, the outflows of 
Koreans for overseas employment had subsided 
rapidly, as the country transformed itself into an

 
TABLE 29. NUMBER OF CONTRACTS AND NUMBER OF WORKERS DEPLOYED FOR OVERSEAS COOPERATION, AND PROPORTION OF 

WORKERS DEPLOYED FOR CONTRACTED PROJECTS AND FOR LABOUR SERVICES, CHINA, 1976-1999 
 

 
Of which 

(percentage) 

Year  
Totalnumber 
 of contracts 

Total number of 
workers deployed 

Contracted 
projects 

Labour 
services Other 

      
1976-1979 ......................  43 .. .. .. .. 
1980................................  172 4 517 .. .. .. 
1981................................  363 15 507 .. .. .. 
1982................................  314 31 771 26.7 72.9 0.5 
1983................................  460 30 971 42.2 57.0 0.8 
1984................................  740 49 975 43.8 55.1 1.0 
1985................................  923 56 264 54.5 44.2 1.3 
1986................................  944 47 062 58.2 40.4 1.4 
1987................................  1 449 64 145 48.8 49.8 1.4 
1988................................  2 126 70 884 42.4 56.2 1.5 
1989................................  3 100 67 066 35.7 62.4 1.9 
1990................................  5 175 57 939 37.7 62.3 .. 
1991................................  8 438 89 837 24.0 76.0 .. 
1992................................  9 405 130 984 19.4 80.6 .. 
1993................................  11 605 173 654 19.7 80.3 .. 
1994................................  17 491 222 578 17.2 82.8 .. 
1995................................  19 321 264 535 14.5 85.4 0.1 
1996................................  24 819 285 763 13.6 86.3 0.1 
1997................................  28 442 313 763 8.9 91.0 0.1 
1998................................  25 955 352 125 17.3 82.6 0.1 
1999................................  21 126 382 275 14.5 85.4 0.1 
 
 Sources: State Statistical Bureau, People's Republic of China, China Statistical Yearbook 1996, China Statistical Publishing House; 
China's Foreign Economic Relation and Trade, People's Republic of China, Almanac of China's Foreign Economic Relations and Trade, 
1993, 1994, 1995, 1996/1997 and 1997/1998; National Bureau of Statistics, China Foreign Economic Statistical Yearbook 2000; Wang 
Shengjin, "China's export of labor and its management", Asian Pacific and Migration Joumal (Manila), vol. 4, Nos. 2-3 (1995). 
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economic force. The number of workers leaving 
the country for overseas employment fell 
noticeably, from 142,600 persons per year in the 
early 1980s to 52,100 persons in the late 1980s to 
20,200 persons in the early 1990s.8 

 
3. Impact of the Asian economic crisis on 

labour-sending countries 
 
In the mid-1990s, the commonly shared view 

was that the growth of intraregional movements of 
the workforce, which had gained momentum 
during the 1980s, was a function of the high 
economic performance in the region, and would 
continue to expand into the twenty-first century 
(Lim, 1994; Hugo, 1995). However, an economic 
crisis severely hit the region in 1997. It began 
with a sharp reduction in foreign exchange 
reserves and devaluation of the currency in 
Thailand in July 1997. The currency crisis quickly 
spread to Hong Kong SAR, Indonesia, Malaysia, 
the Philippines and the Republic of Korea. Many 
countries in the region therefore experienced a 
much slower growth of their economy towards the 
end of the twentieth century. 

 
The crisis suddenly tightened the labour market 

of both labour-sending and labour-receiving 
countries in Eastern and South-eastern Asia. As 
will be discussed later in this chapter, recipient 
countries of migrant workers tried to reduce the 
reliance on foreign workers and secured jobs for 
local workers. At the same time, unemployment 
also grew in source countries of the foreign 
workforce, increasing emigration pressures on 
potential migrant workers. Thus, the crisis led the 
Governments of labour-sending countries to a 
renewed interest in overseas labour migration as a 
coping strategy. 

 
The official statistics on deployment of workers 

available from labour-sending countries indicate 
that those countries were sending greater number 
of workers even after the financial crisis. 
Thailand, whose economy had heavily relied on 
foreign investment, was one of those hardest hit 
by the crisis. In November 1997, the Ministry of 
Labour and Social Welfare announced eight 
measures, including overseas placement of 
workers, to reduce soaring unemployment and 
underemployment in the country (Chalamwong, 

1998). Since then, the number of Thais leaving 
home for overseas employment had started rising. 
During the late 1990s, the country deployed an 
annual average of 193,000 persons, as compared 
with 86,800 during the early 1990s (see table 28). 
 

Indonesia is another migrant sending country 
that has been severely affected by the financial 
crisis. Furthermore, the political turmoil of the 
country, generated by the crisis, delayed the 
recovery of the economy. The increased pressure 
for migration out of Indonesia is evident in 
deployment figures of migrant workers registered 
by the Government. Accordingly, the number of 
Indonesians leaving to seek overseas employment 
was halved during the year following the crisis, 
but it bounced back quickly thereafter. In 19989 
alone, the country witnessed 412,000 nationals 
leaving to work abroad. Prior to the crisis, the 
international contract labour migration had been 
in upswing, averaging 149,000 annually in the 
early 1990s (see table 28). It should be also noted 
that in Indonesia the crisis triggered violence 
against ethnic Chinese, who are known to be 
dominant in the business sector. This in turn led to 
the departure of a large number of ethnic Chinese 
and their families to neighbouring countries such 
as Australia, China (Hong Kong SAR), Malaysia 
and Singapore (Hugo, 2000). 

 
Although the regional financial turmoil hit the 

Philippines less severely than Thailand and 
Indonesia, it affected many facets of the economy 
that had already been threatened by widening 
budget deficit and high inflation. Among the 
immediate impacts of the crisis were increases in 
unemployment, especially in the industrial sector, 
and emerging poverty (Go, 1999). Hence, also in 
the Philippines emigration pressure on potential 
migrant workers surged again as a result of the 
crisis. The number of Filipinos leaving for 
overseas employment continued to grow steadily 
after the crisis, from 559,000 in 1997 to 638,000 
in 1998, and to 643,000 in 2000.10 Being a major 
source country of migrant workers for many 
Asian countries, the Philippines could have 
witnessed large flows of returning migrants from 
countries that had experienced an economic 
turnaround. However, the volume of return 
migration is considered to have been smaller than 
originally anticipated. 
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4. Diversion of migration streams 
 

Along with the overall increases in the volume 
of labour migration originating in countries of 
Eastern and South-eastern Asia, there was a 
redirection of flows—a shift of the destination 
from the oil-rich countries in Western Asia to 
neighbouring countries within the region. During 
the 1980s, people of low-income countries in 
Eastern and South-eastern Asia became 
increasingly attracted to the rising affluence of 
Japan and the newly industrialized economies 
(NIEs), namely, Hong Kong SAR, the Republic of 
Korea, Singapore and Taiwan Province of China. 
By the early 1990s, Malaysia and Thailand had 
also started experiencing inflows of migrants from 
their neighbouring countries, despite continuing 
emigration of national workers. One of the major 
forces shaping this process was the growing 
disparity in wage levels between affluent and less 
prosperous countries in the region. In high-income 
countries, demand for labour for certain 
occupations was strong, given rapid economic 
restructuring. The economic slowdowns and the 
political uncertainty of the Western Asian region, 
as manifested by the Iraq-Kuwait situation (1990-
1991), also seem to have consolidated such a 
trend. More recently, the financial crisis of Asia 
prompted migrant workers to look for 
employment opportunities in countries where they 
had not looked before, thus further diversifying 
the flows. 

 
The data compiled in table 28 show shifts of 

destinations among migrant workers in Eastern 
and South-eastern Asia. In the Philippines, for 
example, during the first half of the 1980s, 85 per 
cent of the total number of migrant workers left 
for Western Asia, while only 11 per cent sought 
employment in other Asian countries. By the late 
1990s, the proportion of migrant workers 
departing for Western Asia had declined to 42 per 
cent and the proportion seeking employment in 
other Asian countries had increased to 39 per cent. 
Figure VIII depicts the outflows of Filipino 
workers to major countries of destination from 
1980 to 2000. Overall, Saudi Arabia has always 
been, by far, the prime destination of Filipino 
workers, although the level of outflows to the 
country fluctuated significantly over the period. 
The figure indicates at the same time that 

placements of contract workers in relatively rich 
neighbouring countries have grown slowly in 
recent years. By the early 1990s, Hong Kong SAR 
and Japan had joined the list of popular overseas 
destinations for Filipino workers. The outflows to 
the two countries did not wane during the late 
1990s despite their economic slowdown. The 
most recent period also witnessed an increasing 
deployment of workers to Europe, notably to 
Italy. 
 

The shift of destination to countries in Eastern 
and South-eastern Asia was more profound in 
Thailand where the flow of workers to Western 
Asia was cut dramatically after 1990. While Thai 
workers migrating to Western Asia had made up 
72 per cent of the total outflows in the late 1980s, 
this proportion dropped to 9 per cent during the 
late 1990s (see table 28). During the same period, 
the proportion of Thai workers going to other 
Asian countries rose from 15 to 87 per cent. The 
reduced flow of workers to Western Asia was 
most attributable to the halt of migration to Saudi 
Arabia, the major host of Thai workers since the 
1970s. In 1990, the Saudi Arabian Government 
stopped issuing new visas to Thai workers 
(Vasuprasat, 1994). Using the same data source, 
figure IX contrasts the distribution of destinations 
of Thai migrant workers in the late 1980s, the 
early 1990s and the late 1990s. During the late 
1980s, prior to the change of policy by Saudi 
Arabia, 57 per cent of all Thai migrant workers 
had found employment in Saudi Arabia. By the 
first half of the 1990s, however, Taiwan Province 
of China moved to the top of the list of the most 
popular destinations among Thai workers, 
followed by Brunei Darussalam, Singapore, 
Malaysia and Hong Kong SAR—all located in 
Eastern and South-eastern Asia. While the trend 
continued during the late 1990s, Israel also 
become a major destination of Thai migrant 
workers. 

 
Indonesia also witnessed shifts in preference in 

respect of places for overseas employment among 
migrant workers. According to table 28, between 
1985 and 1989, three in every four Indonesian 
workers had gone to Western Asia; but in the 
late 1990s, 39 per cent of them found jobs in 
Western Asia and nearly a half of them in 
Malaysia or Singapore, with their geographical 
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Figure VIII. Main countries of destination of land-based migrant workers, Philippines, 1980-2000 
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 Sources: Data provided by the Philippine Overseas Employment Administration (POEA) through communication; 
Scalabrini Migration Center, Asian Migration Atlas, 2000 (http://www.scalabrini.asn.au/atlas/amatlas.htm), accessed on 
14 November 2001. 
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Figure IX. Distribution of migrant workers by country of destination, Thailand, 

1985-1989, 1990-1994 and 1995-1999 
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 Sources: International Labour Office, Regional Office for Asia and the Pacific, Asian Regional Programme on International Labour 
Migration, UNDP-ILO Project, (RAS/88/029). Statistical Report, 1990 (Bangkok, Thailand); Scalabrini Migration Center "Trends in Asian 
labour migration, 1992". Asian Migrant (Metro Manila), vol. VI, No. 1 (1993), table 26; C. Gullaprawit and J.W. Huguet, "International 
migration data for Thailand", Asian and Pacific Migration Journal (Manila), vol. 4, No. 4 (1995); data provided by Overseas Employment 
Administration Office, Ministry of Labour, Thailand; Scalabrini Migration Center, Asian Migration Atlas, 2000 
(http://www.scalabrini.asn.au/atlas/amatlas.htm), accessed on 16 November 2001 
 aProvince of China. 

 
 
and cultural proximity. Among destinations in 
Asia, the dominance of Malaysia, already 
apparent prior to the economic crisis, has 
continued. However, the importance of Malaysia 
has lessened in the last few years, as increasing 
numbers are going to Singapore, Taiwan Province 
of China, Hong Kong SAR and the Republic of 
Korea (Hugo, 2000). 

 
In Indonesia, apart from the official deployment 

of migrant workers, a sizeable flow of 
undocumented workers to Malaysia is known to 
have existed traditionally. These movements 
occurred along two major routes: one from Java 
and Sumatra to Peninsular Malaysia and the other 
from East Indonesia and Sulawesi to Sabah and, 
to a lesser extent, Sarawak (Hugo, 1995). When 
Malaysia carried out a regularization exercise in 
Sabah from March to October 1997, some 
410,000 persons were regularized, of whom more 
than half were Indonesians (Hugo, 2000). 

 

As for Myanmar, the recorded number of 
migrant workers leaving the country has remained 
very small, and the most common destination of 
migrant workers from Myanmar has been 
Thailand, an adjacent country. For example, in 
1992 approximately one third of them found 
employment in Thailand (Scalabrini Migration 
Center, 1993). In addition, a large number of 
workers from Myanmar are known to have 
migrated to Thailand outside the official channel. 

 
The records of China also indicate that the host 

destinations of their national workers shifted 
during the 1980s, and the shifts involved not only 
other countries in Asia, but also countries outside 
Asia. As of the early 1980s, Iraq and Kuwait in 
Western Asia were among the two most common 
countries to employ Chinese contract workers 
(Wang, 1995). During the late 1980s, admission 
of Chinese as contract workers increased in other 
countries, notably Egypt, Hong Kong SAR, 
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Macao, China, Singapore, the former USSR and 
the United States (Wang, 1995). Unfortunately, 
more recent data concerning countries that admit 
Chinese labour through contract, which would 
allow further exploration of changes in the 
direction of outflows, have not been available. 
 

In conclusion, these observations based on the 
information available from major labour-supply 
countries indicate that, since the 1980s, 
intraregional labour migration had grown rapidly 
in Eastern and South-eastern Asia. While labour 
outflows from the region to destinations in 
Western Asia still involved a large number of 
workers, seeking temporary employment within 
the region had become an increasingly important 
option as another migration system emerged 
centring on high-income countries in the region. 
By the early 1990s, labour migration within 
Eastern and South-eastern Asia had grown so 
dynamic that the phenomenon involved nearly all 
countries in the region as either origin or 
destination, and for some countries as both. It 
should be noted that, despite the growing 
attractiveness of Eastern and South-eastern Asia 
as new labour markets, the eastward flow of 
migrant workers from the countries of the Indian 
subcontinent remained very small (Osaki, 2000). 
In the 1990s, the direction of labour migration 
from major labour-sending countries in South-
central Asia such as Bangladesh, India, Pakistan 
and Sri Lanka, was still confined largely to 
countries in Western Asia. 
 

5. Participation of females in labour migration 
 

Feminization is another important feature of 
international labour migration in Eastern and 
South-eastern Asia. The earlier analyses on the 
labour migration to Western Asia demonstrated 
that more and more women have been migrating 
to work in the oil-rich States in Western Asia (see 
chap. I, sect. E). Similarly, the region of Eastern 
and South-eastern Asia witnessed increasing 
participation of women in labour flows, as the 
intraregional mobility of temporary workers had 
increased significantly since the 1980s. In Eastern 
and South-eastern Asia, Indonesia, the Philippines 
and Thailand have been important sources of 
female migrant workers (see table 23). 

 

The Philippines is the foremost supplier of the 
female labour force for high-income countries in 
Eastern and South-eastern Asia. As the Philippine 
Overseas Employment Administration (POEA)—
the Government agency that maintains the records 
of contract workers—did not customarily produce 
tabulations on migrant workers classified by both 
sex and country of destination prior to 1992, the 
exact scale of feminization of labour outflows to 
the region in the earlier period cannot be 
ascertained. However, there is a record that 
women predominated in the outflows destined for 
Eastern and South-eastern Asia in 1987, 
constituting 93 per cent of the total outflow to the 
region (Philippine Overseas Employment 
Administration (POEA), n.d.). Table 30 presents 
the number of Filipino female workers deployed 
to major receiving countries in Eastern and South-
eastern Asia in 1992, 1994 and 1996. These data 
refer to newly hired workers only, but indicate 
that Filipinas have been widely deployed among 
the high-income countries in the region—Brunei 
Darussalam, Hong Kong SAR, Japan, the 
Republic of Korea, Malaysia, Singapore and 
Taiwan Province of China. 

 
The table shows that between the early and the 

late 1990s, there were some notable shifts in 
destinations of Filipino female migrant workers. 
In 1992, about two thirds of all female workers 
deployed among countries listed went to Japan. 
While Japan continued to be a major host of 
Filipino female workers, there was a marked 
decline in outflows to the country, from 49,000 
persons in 1994 to 17,000 persons in 1996, 
possibly owing to the imposition of regulations on 
emigration of entertainers by the Government of 
the Philippines (Migration News, 1995) and the 
economic recession in Japan. Migration of female 
workers from the Philippines to Singapore also 
declined notably, as the Government of the 
Philippines suspended the deployment of 
domestic workers to the country in 1995. During 
the same period, Taiwan Province of China 
emerged as the top recipient of Filipino female 
workers, especially following the legalization of 
the recruitment of foreign domestic workers by 
the Government in 1992. The number of Filipino 
women newly hired to work in Taiwan Province 
of China rose rapidly from only 370 in 1992 to 
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TABLE 30. NUMBER OF FEMALE OVERSEAS WORKERS DEPLOYED TO MAJOR COUNTRIES OF DESTINATION 
IN EASTERN AND SOUTH-EASTERN ASIA, BY OCCUPATIONAL CLASSIFICATION, 

PHILIPPINES, 1992, 1994 AND 1996 
 

 
 
Countriy of destination 

 
 
Year 

 
Service 

workers 

 
Professional, 

technical 
and related 

workers 

 
Production 
and related 

workers 

 
Clerical and 

related 
workers 

 
Sales 

workers 
 

Others 
 
Total  

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

  
Brunei Darussalam ................... 

 
1992 

 
1 751 

 
66 

 
430 

 
62 

 
132 

 
11 

 
2 452  

 
 

1994 
 

1 793 
 

82 
 

758 
 

71 
 

221 
 

14 
 

2 939  
 

 
1996 

 
1 216 

 
83 

 
604 

 
105 

 
154 

 
26 

 
2 188  

 
 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 
  

Hong Kong SAR of China........ 
 

1992 
 

12 835 
 

226 
 

4 
 

13 
 

5 
 

5 
 

13 088  
  

 
1994 

 
21 777 

 
239 

 
4 

 
6 

 
2 

 
1 

 
22 029  

 
 

1996 
 

17 311 
 

5 
 

0 
 

1 
 

1 
 

0 
 

17 318  
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 
  

Japan......................................... 
 

1992 
 

14 
 

46 290 
 

5 
 

0 
 

0 
 

0 
 

46 309  
  

 
1994 

 
61 

 
48 558 

 
0 

 
4 

 
4 

 
0 

 
48 627  

 
 

1996 
 

78 
 

17 108 
 

4 
 

2 
 

0 
 

2 
 

17 194  
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 
  

Republic of Korea..................... 
 

1992 
 

16 
 

42 
 

0 
 

0 
 

0 
 

0 
 

58  
  

 
1994 

 
20 

 
97 

 
1 103 

 
2 

 
0 

 
0 

 
1 222  

 
 

1996 
 

25 
 

2 
 

220 
 

0 
 

0 
 

0 
 

247  
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 
  

Malaysia ................................... 
 

1992 
 

4 390 
 

6 
 

21 
 

8 
 

2 
 

1 
 

4 428  
  

 
1994 

 
5 668 

 
83 

 
848 

 
0 

 
0 

 
1 

 
6 600  

 
 

1996 
 

5 693 
 

137 
 

16 
 

69 
 

2 
 

11 
 

5 928  
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 
  

Singapore.................................. 
 

1992 
 

2 680 
 

20 
 

1 
 

0 
 

0 
 

0 
 

2 701  
  

 
1994 

 
2 345 

 
154 

 
23 

 
9 

 
0 

 
3 

 
2 534  

 
 

1996 
 

361 
 

565 
 

4 
 

11 
 

0 
 

3 
 

944  
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 
  

Taiwan Province of China ........ 
 

1992 
 

148 
 

2 
 

217 
 

0 
 

0 
 

0 
 

367  
 

 
1994 

 
8 793 

 
80 

 
7 537 

 
106 

 
1 

 
0 

 
16 517  

 
 

1996 
 

22 244 
 

291 
 

6 018 
 

1 
 

2 
 

122 
 

28 678  
 

 
 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

  
Total ......................................... 

 
1992 

 
21 834 

 
46 652 

 
678 

 
83 

 
139 

 
17 

 
69 403  

 
 

1994 
 

40 457 
 

49 293 
 

10 273 
 

198 
 

228 
 

19 
 
100 468  

 
 

1996 
 

46 928 
 

18 191 
 

6 866 
 

189 
 

159 
 

164 
 

72 497 
 

Source: Data provided by the Philippine Overseas Employment Administration through communication.  
 NOTE: Figures refer to newly hired workers only. 
 

 
17,000 in 1994 and to 29,000 in 1996 (see table 
30). Hong Kong SAR remained the second major 
recipient of Filipino female workers. 
 

The same data in table 30 show that in host 
societies most female migrant workers are 
employed in female-dominated occupations and 

often take up jobs that require minimal skills or 
jobs that local women have shunned. For instance, 
in 1996 nearly two thirds of the Filipinas 
migrating to work in countries listed found 
employment as service workers, typically as 
domestic helpers. They travelled to Taiwan 
Province of China, Hong Kong SAR and Malaysia
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in large numbers because in these countries, 
demand for domestic helpers had increased as 
their growing economies brought native women 
into the labour force. Many local women chose to 
enter or remain in the labour force by leaving 
childcare and other household chores to the 
foreign domestic helpers. This presents a contrast 
with the pattern in the oil-producing countries in 
Western Asia where the use of foreign domestic 
helpers tends to symbolize the economic affluence 
or social status of native families rather than need 
for domestic support. The strong demand for 
domestic workers in recipient countries of Eastern 
and South-eastern Asia did not wane even after 
the economic crisis in 1997. Thus, given a 
declining demand for male migrant workers who 
had been involved in construction or 
manufacturing, intraregional outflows of Filipino 
workers have been further feminized 
(Organisation for Economic Cooperation and 
Development, 2001). 

 
Entertainment, classified under the category 

of professional, technical and related workers 
in table 30, represents another job that many Fili-
pino female workers perform abroad. Japan 
has been the major recipient of this type of 
migrant worker. Foreign entertainers are 
uniformly regarded as skilled workers under the 

current Japanese Immigration Control Act and 
they are allowed to remain for up to six months in 
the country. It is well known that, in addition to 
such legal flows of entertainers, many women 
enter Japan with a tourist visa, manage to overstay 
their legal visit and work illegally. Table 30 also 
shows that, at much lower scale, Filipino women 
also migrate to become production or related 
workers, mostly in Taiwan Province of China and 
Brunei Darussalam. 

 
Thailand is another major supplier of female 

workers in Eastern and South-eastern Asia. Table 
31 presents the distribution of Thai migrant 
workers by sex and country of destination in 1995 
and 1996. In those years, Taiwan Province of 
China was the most common destination of Thai 
women who sought temporary employment 
abroad, followed by Japan, Hong Kong SAR and 
Malaysia. Overall, men dominated the outflows of 
migrant workers from Thailand; women 
accounted for only 16 per cent of the total labour 
placements in 1995 and for 15 per cent in 1996. 
However, women constituted a large majority of 
the migration to Hong Kong SAR and Japan, 
representing 81 per cent for the former and 63 per 
cent for the latter in 1996. The proportion of 
women was also relatively high in outflows to 
Malaysia and the Republic of Korea, although

 
 

TABLE 31. NUMBER OF THAIS LEAVING THEIR COUNTRY TO WORK ABROAD, BY SEX, AND COUNTRY 
AND REGION OF DESTINATION, 1995 AND 1996 

 
 
 

 
1995 

 
 
 

1996 

Country and region of 
destination Male 

 

Female 

Percentage 
of women in 

total 
 
 Male 

 
Female 

Percentage 
of women in 

total 
        
Eastern and South-eastern Asia....................... 151 010 29 771 16.5  134 630 26 311  16.3 
  of which        
     Taiwan Province of China.......................... 107 277 13 083 10.9  83 711 12 386  12.9 
     Japan .......................................................... 2 184 6 119 73.7  3 798 6 320  62.5 
     Hong Kong SAR of China ......................... 1 422 4 439 75.7  803 3 498  81.3 
     Malaysia..................................................... 9 330 2 500 21.1  7 065 2 298  24.5 
     Brunei Darussalam..................................... 16 595 697 4.0  19 799 915  4.4 
     Singapore ................................................... 12 949 2 675 17.1  17 186 415  2.4 
     Republic of Korea ...................................... 306 147 32.5  780 214  21.5 
     Other countries........................................... 947 111 10.5  1 488 265  15.1 
Western Asia................................................... 16 910 1 261 6.9  19 078 1 447  7.1 
Other countries................................................ 2 790 554 16.6  3 266 704  17.7 
Total ................................................................ 170 710 31 586 15.6  156 974 28 462  15.3         
 
 Source: Data obtained from Overseas Employment Administration Office, Thailand, through personal communication. 
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they never constituted the majority. Like Filipino 
female migrant workers, many Thai women enter 
domestic work. 
 

Indonesia has become a major supplier of 
female workers, although they mostly go to the 
oil-producing countries in Western Asia and only 
a small proportion are directed towards Eastern 
and South-eastern Asia. Within the region of 
Eastern and South-eastern Asia, neighbouring 
Hong Kong SAR, Malaysia and Singapore are 
common destinations of Indonesian female 
migrant workers. As observed in the Philippines, 
since the economic crisis, the predominance of 
women has been increasing in outflows to 
countries such as Malaysia where the demand for 
male migrant workers has dropped because of the 
economic downturn (Hugo, 2000). 
 

While firm statistics that reveal the exact 
volume of female labour migration remain 
insufficient, a great deal has been documented 
concerning the vulnerable situation of female 
migrant workers in countries of employment. 
Migrant women often face problems compounded 
by their status as both migrant and female (Lim 
and Oishi, 1996). While migrant women need to 
adjust to the new foreign environment, they often 
face disadvantages based on their gender. The 
tracer study on Filipino domestic workers in Hong 
Kong SAR confirmed that different expectations, 
perceptions and cross-cultural practices caused 
miscommunication and conflict between the 
Filipino maids and their employers (Vasquez, 
Tumbaga and Cruz-Soriano, 1995). Migrant 
women working as domestic helpers are prone to 
experience abuse and exploitation. As they work 
individually in a private household, public 
regulations can be easily neglected in terms of 
payment and working conditions. Violence and 
sexual abuse against domestic helpers are also 
frequently reported. Public concerns on female 
entertainers have been also often voiced both in 
sending and in receiving countries, because their 
work in many cases involves sex-related 
businesses or prostitution under the name of 
entertainment. As entertainers going abroad are 
usually assisted by promotion agencies in both 
sending and receiving countries, they are often 
subject to extortion by intermediaries (Osteria, 
1994). 

The numerous complaints about mistreatment of 
female migrant workers abroad led the 
Governments of sending countries to review the 
existing policies and to adopt several measures to 
protect the rights of their national workers. The 
applicability of regulations on female labour 
migration, which may be established through 
bilateral negotiations and agreements with host 
countries, often depend on the age of the migrants. 
For example, in Indonesia women must be at least 
22 years of age to be allowed to work abroad (Lim 
and Oishi, 1996). In the Philippines, the minimum 
age for a migrant worker is set at 25 years old for 
domestic workers and 23 years for entertainers. In 
1991, the Government of the Philippines 
introduced a selective ban on emigration of 
entertainers, allowing only legitimate performing 
artists to leave the country (Asis, 1992). The 
policy was further tightened by calling for a 
gradual phase-out of the emigration of entertainers 
to some major receiving countries including 
Japan, Cyprus and Greece (Migration News, 
1995). In countries such as Thailand, the 
Government has shown increasing reluctance to 
promote female migration and has launched 
campaigns to discourage women from going 
abroad. 
 

D. EVIDENCE FROM LABOUR-RECEIVING 
COUNTRIES AND AREAS 

 
The preceding analysis of labour migration in 

Eastern and South-eastern Asia primary employed 
administrative data compiled by the Governments 
of labour-sending countries. These statistics have 
their own limitations; they reflect only the 
outflows that are highly regulated by authorities 
and do not necessary represent the real scale of 
labour migration. These data also cannot elucidate 
much about the demographic characteristics and 
economic activities of migrant workers.  The 
present section therefore examines more closely 
the main features of intraregional labour migration 
by reviewing the experiences of major labour-
receiving countries and territories in the region. 
 

In Eastern and South-eastern Asia, there are 
several poles attracting temporary migrant 
workers: Hong Kong SAR, Japan, the Republic of 
Korea and Taiwan Province of China in Eastern 
Asia, and Brunei Darussalam, Malaysia, 
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Singapore and, more recently, Thailand in South-
eastern Asia. Obviously, one of the major forces 
shaping population mobility with respect to these 
countries and territories has been the sustained 
growth of their economies. Until the financial 
crisis hit the region in 1997, they were considered 
some of the highest performing economies in the 
world. As shown in table 32, the gross national 
product (GNP) per capita of these labour-
receiving countries grew markedly between 1985 
and 1995, averaging 8.4 per cent per annum in 
Thailand, 7.7 per cent per annum in the Republic 
of Korea, 6.2 per cent per annum in Singapore, 
5.7 per cent per annum in Malaysia, 4.8 per cent 
per annum in Hong Kong SAR, and 2.9 per cent 
per annum in Japan. Consequently, this widened 
the disparities in the economic and wage levels 

among countries in Eastern and South-eastern 
Asia; as of 1995, the GNP per capita in the region 
ranged widely from $39,600 in Japan and $26,700 
in Singapore to less than $300 both in Cambodia 
and in Viet Nam. 

 
The high-income economies in Eastern and 

South-eastern Asia had also experienced a fertility 
transition before the 1980s (see table 32). A 
limited additional supply of national workers 
resulting from low fertility, coupled with fast-
growing economies, led to acute labour shortages 
in these countries and territories. While 
companies tried to automate factories or relocate 
their manufacturing facilities outside the country 
where labour costs were cheap, workers were still 
needed greatly in some sectors of the economies, 

 
 

TABLE 32. BASIC DEMOGRAPHIC AND ECONOMIC INDICATORS FOR COUNTRIES  
IN EASTERN AND SOUTH-EASTERN ASIA, 1980-1995 

 

Total fertility rate 
Annual growth rate of 

labour force GNP per capita 

Region/country 

Population 
mid-995 

(thousands) 1980-1985 1990-1995  1980-1990 1990-1995  
In 1995 
(dollars) 

Annual 
growth rate 
1985-1995 

(percentage) 
           
Eastern Asia 

 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 

  
  China ............................................................  

 
1 219 349 

 
 2 6 .

 
 1.9 

 
 2.2 1.1 

 
 
 

620 
 

8.3  
  Democratic People's Republic of Korea...... . 

 
21 373 

 
 2 8 .

 
 2.3 

 
 .. .. 

 
 
 

a 
 

..  
  Hong Kong SAR of China............................  

 
6 210 

 
 1 8 .

 
 1.2 

 
 1.6 1.3 

 
 
 

22 990 
 

4.8  
  Japan.............................................................  

 
125 472 

 
 1 8 .

 
 1.5 

 
 1.1 0.6 

 
 
 

39 640 
 

2.9  
  Republic of Korea ........................................  

 
44 952 

 
 2.2 

 
 1.7 

 
 2.3 1.9 

 
 
 

9 700 
 

7.7 
          
South-eastern Asia  

 
 
 
   

 
 
 

 
 

 
 

  
  Brunei Darussalam .......................................  

 
294 

 
 3 8 .

 
 3.1 

 
 .. .. 

 
 
 

b 
 

..  
  Cambodia .....................................................  

 
11 393 

 
 6 4 .

 
 5.4 

 
 2.8 2.5 

 
 
 

270 
 

..  
  Indonesia ......................................................  

 
197 662 

 
 4 1 .

 
 3.0 

 
 2.9 2.5 

 
 
 

980 
 

6.0  
  Lao People’s Democratic Republic ..............  

 
4 686 

 
 6 7 .

 
 5.8 

 
 2.3 2.7 

 
 
 

350 
 

2.7  
  Malaysia .......................................................  

 
20 017 

 
 4 2 .

 
 3.6 

 
 2.8 2.7 

 
 
 

3 890 
 

5.7  
  Myanmar ......................................................  

 
44 352 

 
 4 7 .

 
 3.8 

 
 .. .. 

 
 
 

c 
 

..  
  Philippines....................................................  

 
68 341 

 
 5 0 .

 
 4.1 

 
 2.7 2.7 

 
 
 

1 050 
 

1.5  
  Singapore......................................................  

 
3 476 

 
 1 7 .

 
 1.8 

 
 2.3 1.7 

 
 
 

26 730 
 

6.2  
  Thailand........................................................  

 
58 729 

 
 3 1 .

 
 2.1 

 
 2.6 1.3 

 
 
 

2 740 
 

8.4  
  Viet Nam ......................................................  

 
72 841 

 
 4.5 

 
 3.3 

 
 2.7 1.9 

 
 
 

240 .. 
          
 
 Sources: World Population Prospects, the 2000 Revision, vol. I, Comprehensive Tables (United Nations publication, Sales No. E.01.XIII.8 and 
Corr. 1); and World Bank, World Development Report, 1997: The State in a Changing World). (New York, Oxford University Press, 1997). 
 aEstimated to be lower middle income ($696 to $2,785). 
 bEstimated to be low-income ($695 or less). 
 cEstimated to be high-income ($8,626 or more). 
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especially in the so-called low-paid 3D (dirty, 
dangerous and demanding) jobs which local 
people were unwilling to take. In order to cope 
with the situation, high-performing economies in 
the region started relying on manpower available 
from neighbouring low-income and labour-surplus 
countries at an accelerated pace. These trends 
became evident during the late 1980s, especially 
as the economies of oil-rich countries in Western 
Asia began to slow. The formalization of labour 
import, as seen in Taiwan Province of China, and 
the introduction of a "technical trainee system" as 
seen in Japan and the Republic of Korea, have 
also contributed to the growth of the temporary 
labour migration in the region. 
 

The late 1990s witnessed the entry of Eastern 
and South-eastern Asia into an economic 
recession from which a swift recovery was not 
expected. While the financial crisis in 1997 
severely hit the region on the whole, those most 
dramatically affected included some countries and 
territories receiving a large number of foreign 
workers such as Hong Kong SAR, Malaysia, the 
Republic of Korea and Thailand. In these 
countries and territories, the sectors such as 
construction and manufacturing in which migrant 
workers had been commonly hired were 
particularly affected. In addition, Japan, the 
economic superpower in the region, also suffered 
a prolonged downturn in the economy, since the 
Government had tightened monetary policy in the 
early 1990s. Such recent changes in economic 
climates in the area have various impacts on 
employment of foreign workers and labour import 
policies of migrant-recipient countries. 
 

While some Governments immediately halted 
official admittance of foreign workers, many 
actively sought to oust foreigners who were in an 
irregular situation in order to secure jobs for 
native workers. 
 

1. Japan 
 

Unlike other Western developed countries, 
Japan had achieved its tremendous economic 
success by managing labour shortages without 
importing foreign manpower. Since the mid-
1980s, however, waves of foreign workers had 

started to arrive in that country both legally and 
illegally. The appreciation of the national 
currency (yen) against the United States dollar 
after the Plaza Agreement of 1985 had worked as 
leverage for such growing inflows. Many workers 
came to Japan attracted by the prospects of 
lucrative jobs, even though they were often not 
offered to foreign nationals. The concern about 
the growing visibility of foreign workers, illegal 
ones in particular, led the Government to review 
the Immigration Control and Refugee Recognition 
Act in 1989 for the first time in 38 years. The 
revised Act expanded the categories of foreign 
workers who would be authorized to enter and 
reside in Japan, but limited legal admission to 
foreigners who possessed specialized skills or 
knowledge that nationals could not provide. In 
1994, the admittance of foreign workers was 
further expanded, by adding more jobs that would 
fall into the skilled professions categories that 
foreigners could apply for (Kunieda, 1996). At the 
same time, the Government made it clear that the 
country would continue to prohibit the entry of 
unskilled migrant workers in view of the long-
term adverse effects on the domestic market and 
on the society. 

 
The statistics generated by alien registration is 

one of the important sources of data regarding 
such skilled foreigners working in Japan. In 
accordance with the Alien Registration Law of 
Japan, foreign nationals staying in the country for 
more than 90 days must register their address and 
occupational status at the local municipality. 
According to these administrative records, in 1984 
there were only 20,000 resident aliens working in 
Japan. Table 33 shows the numbers of foreign 
workers staying in Japan, according to their 
economic activities, starting in 1990 when the 
New Immigration Control and Refugee 
Recognition Act was enacted. The total number of 
resident foreign nationals working in Japan rose 
from 68,000 in 1990 to 119,000 in 1998, and they 
have been engaged in a wide range of economic 
activities in the country. During this period, 
foreign specialists involved in the humanities and 
international services more than doubled, and they 
became the most numerous group. Entertainment 
ranked second, although it was the most common 
occupation among foreigners in the country as of
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TABLE 33. NUMBER OF REGISTERED FOREIGN WORKERS, 
BY TYPE OF JOB, JAPAN, 1990, 1995 AND 1998 

(Thousands) 
 

 
Type of job 

 
1990 

 
1995 

 
1998 

   
Specialist in humanities and inter 
   national services ..........................

 
14.4 

 
25.1 

 
31.3  

Entertainer ......................................
 

21.1 
 

16.0 
 

28.9  
Engineer .........................................

 
3.4 

 
9.9 

 
15.9  

Technical worker............................
 

3.0 
 

7.4 10.0  
Instructor ........................................

 
7.6 

 
7.2 

 
7.9  

Intra-company transferee................
 

1.5 
 

5.9 
 

6.6  
Professor.........................................

 
1.8 

 
4.1 

 
5.4  

Investor and business manager.......
 

7.3 
 

4.6 
 

5.1  
Religious worker ............................

 
5.5 

 
5.3 

 
4.9  

Researcher ......................................
 

1.0 
 

1.7 
 

2.8  
Journalist ........................................

 
0.4 

 
0.4 

 
0.4  

Artist...............................................
 

0.6 
 

0.2 
 

0.3  
Medical services worker.................

 
0.4 

 
0.2 

 
0.1  

Legal and accounting services 
   worker .........................................

 
0.1 

 
0.1 

 
0.1 

 
Total ...............................................

 
68.0 

 
88.0 

 
119.0     

 

 
 Source: Data provided by Ministry of Justice, Japan, through 
communication. 
 NOTE: The figure refers to the end of the given year. 
 
1993. The number of foreign engineers and 
technical workers also showed large increases 
during the period observed. Most foreign 
entertainers, engineers and technical workers 
residing in Japan were nationals of Asian 
countries. In contrast, Asians represent slightly 
less than half of the foreign specialists in 
humanities and international services (Japan, 
Ministry of Justice, 1997). 
 

In Japan, the admission of foreigners through 
expanded categories of skilled professions was by 
no means sufficient to cope with the persistent 
labour shortages in labour-intensive industries or 
menial jobs that educated young Japanese were 
unwilling to take. Increasingly, acute demand for 
unskilled manpower has been met by three 
sources of foreign workers legally admitted to 
Japan: (a) Descendants of Japanese from Latin 
America, (b) foreign-job trainees and (c) foreign 
students working part-time. 

 
Attracted by opportunities for lucrative jobs in 

Japan, an increasing number of descendants of 

Japanese started to arrive, primarily from Latin 
America. Japan had once used to be a developing 
nation that fostered the emigration of its citizens 
to mitigate their harsh living conditions. In the 
late nineteenth century, many Japanese emigrated 
to Hawaii to work in sugar plantations and shortly 
thereafter they emigrated to the West coast of 
Northern America as labourers (Tanaka, 1992). 
During the first half of the twentieth century, 
Latin America was an important destination for 
Japanese emigrants who sought the acquisition of 
agricultural land. Census records disclose that at 
the beginning of the 1960s, there were about 
150,000 Japanese-born persons registered in 
Brazil, and another 8,000 persons each in 
Argentina and Peru (Zlotnik, 1992). The early 
1990s witnessed an increasing number of 
descendants of such Japanese emigrants (Nikkei) 
going back to their country of ancestry. The new 
Immigration Control and Refugee Recognition 
Act of Japan of 1989 for the first time established 
the admission status of the second- and third-
generation descendants of Japanese emigrants and 
authorized them to reside in Japan as long-term 
residents (Teiju-sha)" or "spouses or children of 
Japanese". Those persons of Japanese origin were 
permitted to stay for a maximum of three years, 
with a possibility of renewal of their status, and 
were free to take up economic activities without 
any restrictions. The effects of the Act were 
profound. Between 1990 and 1993 only, a total of 
61,000 Latin American nationals entered Japan 
under these categories. Of these, 88 per cent 
originated in Brazil, with Peru being the second 
major country of origin. Many of those Japanese 
descendants from Latin America take up unskilled 
jobs in manufacturing or construction companies 
located in industrial cities. 

 
Japan has provided foreign workers with on-the-

job training at Japanese firms or public 
institutions within a framework of its official 
development assistance programme for 
developing countries since the 1960s. As the 
Japanese economy grew rapidly during the late 
1980s, the system was increasingly seen as 
offering a means to solve acute labour shortages 
in domestic manufacturing industries, rather than 
as providing opportunities for human resource 
development. In 1993, the Government formally 
established the Technical Intern Training 
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Programme, specifying that trainees could be 
employed by private enterprises after they had 
undergone a specific period of training and proved 
their technical competence. The number of 
foreign trainees arriving in Japan ranged between 
40,000 and 50,000 per year during the late 1990s, 
of whom 90 per cent were from countries in Asia, 
notably China, Indonesia, the Philippines and 
Thailand (Organisation for Economic Cooperation 
for Development, 2001). Foreign trainees have 
been invited to receive technical training in a 
variety of industries, including production, 
construction, service, as well as computer 
industries. 

 
Foreign students, attending college or pre-

college in Japan, have also emerged as an 
important source of unskilled workforce. The new 
Immigration Control and Refugee Recognition 
Act of 1989 contained a provision for the first 
time that foreign students could work part-time, 
up to four hours a day. The number of foreign 
students entering Japan grew from 20,000 in 1995 
to 28,000 in 1998; of these, the majority were 
Chinese. There are no statistics showing how 
many of these students were participating in 
economic activities, but the level was considered 
to be significantly high. In fact, many of them 
who had come ostensibly to study Japanese at 
language schools hardly showed up after they had 
enrolled. The estimates of the number of foreign 
students working part-time ranged from 32,000 to 
over 60,000, depending on the source (Iguchi, 
1999). The Government also permits foreign 
students graduating from Japanese schools to 
change their status and acquire a work permit if 
they find employment at a Japanese firm during 
their stay. 

 
Hence, Japanese descendants of emigrants, 

foreign trainees and foreign students have 
increasingly filled unskilled and menial jobs in 
Japan; but most of the demand for unskilled work 
has perhaps been met by migrants without any 
work permits, as evidenced by the increasing 
number of foreign workers charged with illegal 
activities. The total number of undocumented 
foreign workers apprehended in Japan had 
increased notably during the late 1980s, from 

5,600 in 1985 to 30,000 in 1990. After a peak in 
1993 at 64,000, the number declined to 40,500 in 
1998. The geographical origins of those migrants 
and the type of activities that they had been 
engaged at the time of apprehension are given for 
1985, 1990 and 1997 in table 34. In 1997, 
undocumented male workers in Japan originated 
from a wide range of Asian countries—the 
Republic of Korea, China, the Philippines, 
Thailand and the Islamic Republic of Iran (in 
order of decreasing number). This marked a shift 
from 1990, when most had come from the 
Republic of Korea, Pakistan and Malaysia. They 
were typically engaged in strenuous jobs at 
construction and production sites. The majority of 
undocumented female migrant workers came from 
the Republic of Korea, the Philippines and 
Thailand. They were working as bar hostesses, 
waitresses and production workers. Overall, those 
foreigners apprehended are believed to have 
represented only a small portion of undocumented 
migrant workers. According to the estimate by the 
Ministry of Justice of Japan, as of January 2000, 
some 252,000 foreigners were staying in the 
country undocumented and the majority of them 
were likely to be employed as unskilled workers 
(Japan, Ministry of Justice, 2001). 
 

With such growing inflows of foreign nationals, 
ethnic homogeneity is no longer a demographic 
feature of Japan. According to the 1975 Census, 
there were about 752,000 foreigners residing 
legally in the country, constituting 0.6 per cent of 
the total population of Japan (see table 35). Out of 
these, 86 per cent were Koreans and their 
descendants who did not have Japanese 
citizenship because they had been born to Korean 
parents who migrated before or during the Second 
World War. Since the mid-1980s, the stock of 
foreign population in Japan had grown rapidly, 
gaining about 0.7 million resident foreigners 
between 1985 and 1999. It constituted 
approximately 1.2 per cent of the population in 
Japan by 1999. The growth of foreign nationals 
in recent years stemmed from increases in the 
number of aliens coming from neighbour-
ing Asian countries such as China, the Philippines 
and Thailand as well as those originating in 
Brazil and Peru in Latin America. Such recent
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TABLE 34. APPREHENDED UNDOCUMENTED MIGRANT WORKERS, BY COUNTRY OF ORIGIN, 
TYPE OF OCCUPATION AND SEX, JAPAN, 1985, 1990 AND 1997 

 
 
 

 
Males 

 
 

 
Females 

 
 

 
Total  

 
 

1985 
 

1990 
 

1997 
 
 

 
1985 

 
1990 

 
1997 

 
 

 
1985 

 
1990 

 
1997  

 
 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
  

A. Country of origin  
Bangladesh.................................. 

 
1 

 
           .. 918 

 
 
 
           .. 

 
10 

 
12 

 
 
 

1 
 

10 
 

930  
Chinaa ......................................... 

 
126 

 
428 

 
5 685 

 
 
 

301 
 

53 
 

2 125 
 

 
 

427 
 

481 
 

7 810  
Iran (Islamic Republic of)........... 

 
           .. 

 
648 

 
2 193 

 
 
 
           .. 

 
4 

 
32 

 
 
 
           .. 

 
652 

 
2 225  

Korea Republic of....................... 
 

35 
 

4 417 
 

5 074 
 

 
 

41 
 

1 117 
 

5 272 
 

 
 

76 
 

5 534 
 

10 346  
Malaysia ..................................... 

 
           .. 

 
3 856 

 
1 255 

 
 
 
           .. 

 
609 

 
439 

 
 
 
           .. 

 
4 465 

 
1 694  

Myanmar..................................... 
 

           .. 
 

           .. 
 

601 
 

 
 
           .. 

 
           .. 

 
204 

 
 
 
           .. 

 
           .. 

 
805  

Pakistan....................................... 
 

36 
 

3 880 
 

1 145 
 

 
 
           .. 

 
6 

 
7 

 
 
 

36 
 

3 886 
 

1 152  
Peru............................................. 

 
           .. 

 
           .. 

 
958 

 
 
 
           .. 

 
           .. 

 
621 

 
 
 
           .. 

 
           .. 

 
1 579  

Philippines .................................. 
 

349 
 

1 593 
 

2 117 
 

 
 

3 578 
 

2 449 
 

2 950 
 

 
 

3 927 
 

4 042 
 

5 067  
Taiwan Province of China ......... 

 
           .. 

 
351 

 
208 

 
 
 
           .. 

 
288 

 
349 

 
 
 
           .. 

 
639 

 
557  

Thailand...................................... 
 

120 
 

661 
 

1 936 
 

 
 

953 
 

789 
 

2 547 
 

 
 

1 073 
 

1 450 
 

4 483  
Others ......................................... 

 
20 

 
2 427 

 
3 691 

 
 
 

69 
 

383 
 

1 265 
 

 
 

89 
 

2 810 
 

4 956  
Total............................................ 

 
687 

 
24 176 

 
25 781 

 
 
 

4 942 
 

5 708 
 

15 823 
 

 
 

5 629 
 

29 884 
 

41 604   
B. Occupation/field of work   

Construction................................ 
 

           .. 
 

6 774 
 

9 076 
 

 
 
           .. 

 
           .. 

 
         106 

 
 
 
           .. 

 
6 774 

 
9 182  

Production................................... 
 

           .. 
 

7 620 
 

9 274 
 

 
 
           .. 

 
614 

 
2 222 

 
 
 
           .. 

 
8 234 

 
9 496  

Other manual work ..................... 
 

           .. 
 

839 
 

1 041 
 

 
 
           .. 

 
374 

 
328 

 
 
 
           .. 

 
1 213 

 
1 769  

Host/hostess ................................ 
 

           .. 
 

           ..           348 
 

 
 
           .. 

 
2 602 

 
6 392 

 
 
 
           .. 

 
2 602 

 
6 740  

Waitress/bartender ...................... 
 

           .. 
 

           .. 
 

1 730 
 

 
 
           .. 

 
           .. 

 
2 459 

 
 
 
           .. 

 
0 

 
4 189  

Dish washer ................................ 
 

           .. 
 

314 
 

791 
 

 
 
           .. 

 
           .. 

 
1 005 

 
 
 
           .. 

 
314 

 
1 796  

Cook ........................................... 
 

           .. 
 

260 
 

1 853 
 

 
 
           .. 

 
           .. 

 
886 

 
 
 
           .. 

 
260 

 
2 739  

Other service worker................... 
 

           .. 
 

246 
 

936 
 

 
 
           .. 

 
147 

 
849 

 
 
 
           .. 

 
393 

 
1 785  

Others ......................................... 
 

           .. 
 

799 
 

2 332 
 

 
 
           .. 

 
948 

 
1 576 

 
 
 
           .. 

 
1 747 

 
3 908  

Total............................................ 
 

           .. 
 

16 852 
 

25 781 
 

 
 
           .. 

 
4 685 

 
15 823 

 
 
 
           .. 

 
21 537 

 
41 604 

 
 Sources: Data supplied by Ministry of Justice, Japan, through communication; Japan Immigration Association, Statistics of Immigration Control, 
(Tokyo, 1990). 
 aFigure for 1985 including Taiwan Province of China and Hong Kong, China. 
 

growths of foreign population had reduced the 
relative share of Koreans in the foreign population 
to 41 per cent by 1999. 
 

2. Republic of Korea 
 

The experience of the Republic of Korea in 
international labour migration can be 
characterized by a remarkable shift from being a 
major source country to becoming a receiving 
country of temporary migrant workers. The 
Government of the Republic of Korea had once 
vigorously pursued opportunities for labour 
export, first to the former Federal Republic of 
Germany and Viet Nam in the 1960s, then to the 

oil-producing countries in Western Asia in the 
1970s and 1980s. Since the mid-1960s, some 2 
million persons in the Republic of Korea had left 
their home country to find overseas employment 
(Park, 1994). Remittances sent back by workers 
from the Republic of Korea living abroad played 
an important role in improving the balance of 
payments and developing domestic industries in 
the Republic of Korea. 
 

Outflows of workers from the Republic of 
Korea had peaked during the early 1980s (see 
table 28). After that, temporary labour migration 
from the country fell sharply. This decline was 
paralleled by the successful performance of the 
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TABLE 35. LEGALLY RESIDENT FOREIGNERS, BY COUNTRY OF CITIZENSHIP, JAPAN, 1975, 1985, 1990, 1995 AND 1999 
 

   Number a   Percentage  
Country of citizenship  1975 1985 1990 1995 1999  1975 1985 1990 1995 1999b  

               
Democratic People's              
  Republic of Korea 647 156 683 313 687 940 666 376 636 548  86.1 80.3 64.0 48.9 40.9  
Republic of Korea 

 

            
China  48 728 74 924 150 339 222 991 294 201  6.5 8.8 14.0 16.4 18.9  
Brazil   1 418 1 955 56 429 176 440 224 299  0.2 0.2 5.2 13.0 14.4  
Philippines   3 035 12 261 49 092 74 297 115 685  0.4 1.4 4.6 5.5 7.4  
United States  21 976 29 044 38 364 43 198 42 802  2.9 3.4 3.6 3.2 2.8  
Peru   ..  480 10 279 36 269 42 773  .. 0.1 1.0 2.7 2.7  
Thailand   1 046 2 642 6 724 15 035 25 253  0.1 0.3 0.6 1.1 1.6  
Indonesia   .. 1 704 3 623 6 956 16 418  .. 0.2 0.3 0.5 1.1  
United Kingdom  4 051 6 792 10 206 12 485 15 402  0.5 0.8 0.9 0.9 1.0  
Viet Nam   1 041 4 126 6 233 9 099 14 898  0.1 0.5 0.6 0.7 1.0  
Canada   1 538 2 401 4 909 7 226 9 185  0.2 0.3 0.5 0.5 0.6  
Iran (Islamic Republic of)   206  682 1 237 8 645 6 654  0.0 0.1 0.1 0.6 0.4  
Other countries  21 647 30 288 49 942 83 354 111 995  2.9 3.6 4.6 6.1 7.2  

               
Total   751 842 850 612 1 075 317 1 362 371 1 556 113  100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0  
 
 Sources: Japan, Ministry of Health and Welfare, Latest Demographic Statistics, 1990-1991 (Tokyo, Institute of Population Problems, 1991); Japan Statistics Bureau, Japan Statistical 
Yearbook, 2001 (Tokyo, 2001). 
 aIncluding persons who arrived in Japan both before and during the Second World War and their descendants. 
 bData referring to the end of the year. 
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national economy which could provide lucrative 
employment opportunities at home. Indeed, the 
economy of the Republic of Korea grew at one of 
the highest rates in Asia, registering a 7.7 per cent 
per annum increase in GNP per capita during 
1985-1995 (see table 32) with significant 
expansion in the manufacturing and service 
sectors. The country had attained nearly full 
employment since around the mid-1980s, but the 
structural changes in the labour force resulted in a 
great need for workers in labour-intensive 
industries such as clothing and construction (Kim, 
1994). Additional young labour was in short 
supply because of the continuing declines in the 
birth rate starting in the 1960s. Also, fewer young 
people entered the labour market because of the 
strong tendency to pursue higher education. 
 

The labour shortage became pronounced in the 
late 1980s, but the country was rather slow to 
open the labour market to foreigners. The first 
explicit policy measure taken by the Government 
of the Republic of Korea was the introduction of 
the "technical trainee system". It began in 1991, 
offering foreign nationals official contracts to 
work in small and medium-sized businesses in the 
country (Kang, 1996). Although the system was 
originally introduced to upgrade the skills of 
foreign workers employed by Republic of Korea 
firms overseas, it had come to be used by the 
Government as a means of easing labour 
shortages in small manufacturing firms. In 1993, 
the Government established the Korea 
International Training Cooperation Corps 
(KITCO) and set rules concerning the 
qualifications of companies that could employ 
foreign workers under this system. By November 
1994, there were over 20,000 technical trainees 
employed in the Republic of Korea, originating 
from 12 Asian countries, including China, Viet 
Nam, the Philippines, Indonesia and Bangladesh. 
 

The immigration law of 1994 confirmed that 
unskilled foreigners would not be allowed to work 
in the country, except for technical trainees 
(Kang, 1996). Thus, as in the case of Japan, a 
legal employment status was offered only to those 
foreign nationals with professional skills that 
citizens of the Republic of Korea did not possess. 
As of 1997, there were approximately 14,700 
foreign skilled workers in the country. These 

skilled migrant workers had come mostly from 
such countries as Japan and the United States and 
other developed countries in Europe. 
 

Meanwhile, as elsewhere, foreign workers who 
were undocumented increasingly filled unskilled 
jobs in the Republic of Korea. The Ministry of 
Justice estimated that the number of 
undocumented migrants, most of whom were 
suspected to be employed without work permits, 
had increased significantly, from 65,500 in 1992 
to 148,000 in 1997 (Uh, 1999). They were 
primarily from China, the Philippines and other 
Asian developing countries. While many were 
overstaying their short-term visas, others were 
violating their purpose of stay. Some were known 
to have entered the Republic of Korea through 
"disguised marriage". 
 

The Republic of Korea was one of the countries 
most affected by the economic crisis in 1997. As a 
result of severe depreciation of the national 
currency (won), many manufacturing companies 
filed for bankruptcy and the unemployment rate 
rose sharply, suddenly reducing the demand for 
foreign labour. As an immediate measure, the 
Government froze the total quota of foreign 
trainees who were to be admitted to work on 
major infrastructure projects (Uh, 1999). The 
Government also increased the penalties incurred 
by the employers of undocumented migrants and 
encouraged undocumented migrants to leave by 
offering them amnesty (Organisation for 
Economic Cooperation for Development, 2001). 
Both the number of trainees and that of estimated 
undocumented migrants fell by approximately 30 
per cent between 1997 and 1998. More recently, 
however, these numbers have risen to pre-crisis 
level, with the appreciation of the national 
currency (Organisation for Economic Cooperation 
for Development, 2001). 
 

3. China 
 

The migration experience of China presents two 
contrasting patterns between the mainland and 
Hong Kong SAR and Taiwan Province of China. 
Until the introduction of economic reform and the 
"open door policy" in 1978, international mobility 
of people from and to the mainland had been very 
much limited. While the last two decades had 
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witnessed a growing number of business 
personnel and foreign students moving into the 
mainland, the period’s prominent feature was 
rapidly growing outflows of nationals, far 
exceeding inflows of foreigners. The present 
section therefore focuses on the experiences of 
Hong Kong SAR and Taiwan Province of China 
whose strong economies attracted a significant 
number of foreign nationals. 
 

Hong Kong SAR and Taiwan Province of China 
have been important hubs of Eastern and South-
eastern Asian trade. Their remarkable economic 
growth had depended on export-oriented 
manufacturing industries. During the 1980s, both 
economies underwent restructuring; a shift from 
labour-intensive export processing to an economy 
based on high technology and services. With rapid 
increases in labour costs, the bulk of their 
manufacturing capacity was relocated overseas, 
including neighbouring special economic zones 
(SEZs) in China’s southern provinces; but given 
the limited supply and rapid restructuring of the 
domestic labour force, severe labour shortages 
continued, especially in low-skilled occupations. 
In order to cope with the situation, both Hong 
Kong SAR and Taiwan Province of China 
resorted to the formalization of the import of 
workers on a temporary basis. 
 

The workforce of Hong Kong SAR, the former 
British colony located on the south-eastern coast 
of China, has been shaped by an influx of people, 
primarily from mainland China. According to the 
1991 Hong Kong SAR population census, 1.5 
million persons or 41 per cent of the population in 
the working age (15-59 years of age) had been 
born outside Hong Kong SAR (Hong Kong SAR 
Government, 1992). Of these, 83 per cent were 
born in mainland China. 
 

The territory of Hong Kong SAR has a long 
history as the destination of migrants from 
mainland China. Although the Chinese 
Government, under the communist regime, 
instituted a control of the mobility of its 
population through a household registration 
system, it did not stop the migration of Chinese to 
Hong Kong SAR altogether. In fact, until the 
colonial Government of Hong Kong SAR 
introduced a "touch-base" policy in 1974, all 

visitors from mainland China had been virtually 
admitted to Hong Kong SAR. The "touch-base" 
policy aimed at regularizing the influx of people 
from China for the first time, yet it still allowed 
those who managed to reach family or friends in 
the urban areas to become residents of Hong Kong 
SAR (Skeldon, 1994). Most of these newly 
arrived migrants were flexibly absorbed into the 
local labour market, often into informal sector 
activities; thus, there was not a noticeable rise in 
unemployment in Hong Kong SAR. They entered 
rapidly growing production or entrepreneurial 
activities (Ngo, 1994). Hence, Chinese migrants 
provided Hong Kong SAR with needed unskilled 
labour during the period of industrialization in the 
1950s and 1960s. 
 

In 1979, China launched its open door policy 
and began to make it easier for people to leave the 
country. As a result, the number of undocumented 
migrants arriving from China soared dramatically 
(see figure X). In 1979 and 1980 alone, a total of 
340,000 Chinese were apprehended in Hong Kong 
SAR. Such massive waves of people led to the 
abandonment of the permissive "touch-base" 
policy in October 1980 (Skeldon, 1994). Since 
then, all unauthorized migrants became subject to 
repatriation wherever they were found, and 
employers who hired undocumented migrants also 
became subject to tough sanctions. The effects of 
such restrictive measures on the inflow of Chinese 
nationals are noticeable in figure X, which shows 
very low levels of undocumented immigration 
during the 1980s. Ironically, labour shortages in 
Hong Kong SAR became severe thereafter, owing 
to a remarkable surge in the economy with its 
shift away from being a manufacturing economy 
towards becoming a modern service one. The 
Government was very careful, however, not to 
permit employment of unskilled migrant workers 
in the industry for the purpose of coping with the 
labour-force mismatch. Instead, it expanded the 
definition of skilled workers to include persons 
with more than one year’s experience and 
increased its admission quota for these skilled 
workers. 
 

The late 1980s saw a growing number of 
migrant workers entering Hong Kong SAR 
through official channels. The total number of 
employment visas issued by the Government 
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Figure X. Number of unauthorized migrants apprehended, 
by country of origin, Hong Kong SAR of China, 1970-1993 
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 Source: Data provided by the Government of Hong Kong SAR of China through communication. 
 
 

increased from 14,500 in 1985 to 33,000 in 1990 
and to 47,800 in 1993 (Skeldon, 1996). These 
numbers reflected two major components of 
occupations that foreigners were legally allowed 
to engage in within the territory: (a) technical 
personnel, professionals and middle managers, 
and (b) domestic helpers. Neither the first nor 
second group was subject to numerical limitation, 
so that the numbers of visas issued were primarily 
governed by market forces. The majority of those 
who entered Hong Kong SAR under the first 
category were expatriates brought in by 
companies or institutions that needed their special 
skills, knowledge and expertise. The number of 
employment visas issued to these highly skilled 
personnel rose from about 3, 800 in 1985 to 9,100 
in 1993. During the same period, the number of 
visas issued to domestic helpers increased even 
more rapidly, from 8,500 persons in 1985 to 
32,100 in 1993. The admission of domestic 
helpers has been legal in Hong Kong SAR since 
1974. 
 

The nationality composition of foreigners who 
were granted employment visas by the 

Government of Hong Kong SAR is available for 
1992 and 1993 and presented in table 36. 
According to these data, Filipinos constituted 
more than half of the foreign nationals who 
received employment visas. They were most 
likely to work as domestic helpers in Hong Kong 
SAR. Workers were admitted from neighbouring 
Asian countries such as Indonesia and Thailand in 
much smaller numbers, as well as from developed 
countries such as Japan and the United States. 
One should be reminded that the figures in table 
36 do not include the British nationals who could 
work in Hong Kong SAR at that time without 
having employment visas, because of the colonial 
status of Hong Kong SAR. 
 

Aside from the above-mentioned two channels 
of employment which have no numerical 
limitations, the Government has allowed 
employers to recruit foreign workers through 
various labour importation schemes. Since 1989, 
it has been possible to import skilled workers at 
"technician and craftsman levels" (Skeldon, 1996) 
in order to fill vacant jobs. These jobs had to be 
advertised previously, so that local people of 
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TABLE 36. NUMBER OF EMPLOYMENT VISAS ISSUED, 
BY NATIONALITY OF APPLICANT, HONG KONG SAR, 

1992 AND 1993 
 

 
1992 

 
 

 
1993  

Country of origin 
 

Number 
 

Percentage 
 
 

 
Number 

 
Percentage 

Philippines....... 27 233 59.3  30 339  56.7 
Indonesia ......... 2 034 4.4  3 764  7.0 
Thailand........... 3 900 8.5  3 403  6.4 
Japan................ 2 410 5.2  2 540  4.8 
United States ... 1 757 3.8  2 345  4.4 
China ............... 1 152 2.5  1 365  2.6 
Australia .......... 698 1.5  1 095  2.0 
Taiwan Province 
  of China......... 813 1.8  1 092  2.0 
India ................ 729 1.6  942  1.8 
Others .............. 5 204 11.3  6 584  12.3 
Total ................ 45 930 100.0  53 469  100.0       

 
 Source: Data supplied by Immigration Department, Government 
of Hong Kong SAR. 
 
 
Hong Kong SAR would not feel that they were 
competing with foreign nationals for employment 
opportunities. In 1992, the scheme was extended 
to accommodate a maximum of 25,000 migrant 
workers, with the option to renew the two-year 
contracts twice. Separately, the Government has 
allowed to have semi-skilled foreign construction 
workers to come in under the Port and Airport 
Development Scheme (PADS)—one of the largest 
construction projects in the world. In 1992, the 
ceiling on this scheme was set at 5,500 persons, a 
rise from the 2,000 originally set. With the 
anticipated acceleration in construction work, it 
was further increased to 17,000 persons in 1994 
(Economist Intelligence Unit, 1994c, p. 25). These 
quotas have been filled mostly by workers from 
mainland China. 
 

In parallel with these growing influxes of 
migrant workers resulting from the booming 
economy, Hong Kong SAR paradoxically 
continued to lose its own workforce through 
emigration. Because of the uncertain future of 
Hong Kong SAR after the transfer to Chinese 
sovereignty in 1997, residents in the territory 
began to seek security overseas. There were no 
reliable estimates of emigration from Hong Kong 
SAR, but the statistics available from major 
destinations of these emigrants revealed that 
outflows from Hong Kong SAR had begun to 
accelerate since the mid-1980s. The number of 

Hong Kong SAR residents admitted to settle in 
Australia, Canada and the United States combined 
increased rapidly, passing from 23,500 in 1985 to 
53,700 in 1990 and peaked in 1992 at 71,000 
(Skeldon, 1994). Those emigrants are said to have 
been the best and the brightest in the population of 
Hong Kong SAR—educated, highly skilled and 
wealthy. The emigration of residents from Hong 
Kong SAR receded after the mid-1990s. 
 

In July 1997, Hong Kong SAR reverted to 
China’s sovereignty. However, under present 
Chinese rule, the borders between China and 
Hong Kong SAR remain intact and Chinese in the 
mainland are not free to move into Hong Kong 
SAR. Feeling the pressure of mass illegal 
migration from the mainland to Hong Kong SAR, 
the Chinese Government has maintained tight 
immigration controls on the borders. Indeed, 
border control has become more vigilant since the 
handover, as reunification brought with it a higher 
level of cooperation between the Government of 
Hong Kong SAR and the local authorities in the 
neighbouring mainland region (Chiu, 1999). 
 

After 1997, despite the adverse impact of the 
Asian currency crisis and the reduced growth of 
the Hong Kong SAR economy, no dramatic 
changes in the pattern of labour migration to Hong 
Kong SAR was reported. The Hong Kong SAR 
authorities have maintained established schemes 
to bring in both skilled and unskilled foreign 
workers. The number of foreign domestic 
workers, whose entry is not subject to a 
quantitative quota, has continued to grow, and 
they are admitted not only from the Philippines, 
but also from Indonesia (Chiu, 1999). The 
employment of domestic workers has become 
indispensable to many households in Hong Kong 
SAR. 
 

In contrast with Hong Kong SAR, the number 
of foreign workers was insignificant in Taiwan 
Province of China until the mid-1980s (Tsay, 
1992). In 1989, in response to ardent requests by 
industrialists, the Council of Labor Affairs for the 
first time gave permission for a limited use of 
unskilled foreign workers in public infrastructure 
projects. Some of those projects had been stalled 
or delayed significantly, owing to the lack of low-
skilled manpower. 
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The foreign labour policy of Taiwan Province of 
China was established by the enactment of the 
Employment Services Act in 1992 (Lee and 
Wang, 1996). Accordingly, foreign workers, in 
principle, can work in Taiwan Province of China 
temporarily to the extent that they are 
supplemental to the national workforce. The Act 
therefore restricts the employment of foreign 
workers to certain specified industries and limits 
the duration of such employment to up to two 
years per worker. Subsequently, the Council 
expanded industrial and business categories under 
which foreign workers could be admitted, as 
labour shortages of those sectors became 
persistent. By 1994, virtually all construction and 
manufacturing industries could easily become 
qualified to employ foreign workers (Tsay, 2000). 
The employment of foreign domestic helpers has 
been also permitted since August 1992. 
 

In response to this formalization of labour 
migration, the number of foreign contract workers 
working in Taiwan Province of China increased 
remarkably during the 1990s. It grew from 3,000 
in 1991 to 189,000 in 1995 and to 295,000 in 
1999 (Council of Labour Affairs, 2000; Tsay, 
2000). Although foreign workers were initially 
hired for the Government’s construction projects 
only, they are now employed in a much wider 
range of economic activities. Table 37 shows the 
distribution of foreign workers in Taiwan 
Province of China by the type of industries into 
which they were admitted to work. As of the end 
of 1998, nearly three fifths of the foreign workers 
in Taiwan Province of China were engaged in 
manufacturing, especially in the electrical and 
electronic machinery industry, as well as in the 
textile industry. Another 25 per cent of them 
found employment in social and person services 
and 15 per cent in the construction industry. 
 
The sources of these foreign workers were five 

Asian countries—Indonesia, the Philippines, 
Thailand, Malaysia and Viet Nam—with which 
the Government of Taiwan Province of China 
established bilateral agreements (Council of 
Labour Affairs, 2000). Thai workers, accounting 
for 47 per cent of the total, were mainly employed 
in manufacturing factories and construction. Some 
of those Thai workers had once been hired by 
Taiwanese companies operating in Western Asia 

(Battistella, 1994). The second largest group of 
foreign workers (39 per cent of the total) were the 
Filipinos who worked as housemaids, nurses or 
factory workers. Recent years have witnessed an 
increasing number of Indonesian nurses employed 
in Taiwan Province of China. 
 
 

TABLE 37. DISTRIBUTION OF FOREIGN WORKERS BY INDUSTRIES 
INTO WHICH THEY WERE ADMITTED TO WORK, 

TAIWAN PROVINCE OF CHINA, END OF DECEMBER 1999 
 

Industry 
 

Number 
 

Percentage 

Manufacturing..................  173 735 58.9 
  of which:   
 Electrical and electronic 
   machinery..................  49 020 

16.6 

 Textiles........................  33 818 11.5 
 Fabricated metals ........  16 973 5.8 
 Basic metals ................  11 190 3.8 
 Plastic products ...........  10 990 3.7 
 Others..........................  51 915 17.6 
Social and person 
 services........................  74 793 

25.4 

Construction.....................  45 446 15.4 
Agriculture.......................  993 0.3 
Total.................................  294 967 100.0 

 
 Source: Council of Labour Affairs, Yearbook of Labour Statistics: 
Taiwan Area (China, 2000), table 9-11. 

 
Even though Taiwan Province of China is an 

island province, there is no easy way to control 
the influx of foreign nationals who seek 
employment opportunities there. The size of the 
clandestine workforce in Taiwan Province of 
China has grown over time. In the absence of 
reliable statistics, the estimates of undocumented 
foreign workers in Taiwan Province of China 
range greatly, from 12,000 to 200,000, depending 
on the source (Selya, 1992; Tsay, 2000). When 
the Government granted an amnesty in 1991, 
some 20,000 offered themselves for voluntary 
deportation. They were nationals of Malaysia (40 
per cent), the Philippines (19 per cent), Indonesia 
(14 per cent) and Thailand (12 per cent) (Stalker, 
1994). An amnesty was offered again in 
December 1994 for an estimated 5,000 Filipino 
workers who were in Taiwan Province of China 
illegally, although only about 40 took advantage 
of the offer (Economist Intelligence Unit, 1995a). 
It is understood that clandestine labour migration 
from the Philippines and Indonesia to Taiwan 



United Nations Population Division 

82  Levels and Trends of International Migration 
  to Selected Countries in Asia 

Province of China has been on the rise in recent 
years. 
 

The economy of Taiwan Province of China was 
almost untouched by the recent financial crisis in 
Asia and therefore its labour market was not 
directly affected by the crisis. Nevertheless, 
Taiwan Province of China’s policy on labour 
import has been challenged by the gradual rise in 
unemployment among its national workforce 
since the mid-1990s. In August 1996, the Cabinet 
decided to freeze the number of foreign workers 
in Taiwan Province of China at the level of 
296,000 (Economist Intelligence Unit, 1997). 
Shortly thereafter, in November 1996, the Council 
of Labour Affairs also announced that it would 
reduce the maximum percentage of foreigners to 
be employed in a company or factory from the 
levels that it had set earlier. It was foreseen by 
analysts that the labour market of Taiwan 
Province of China would be more restrictive in 
respect of less-skilled foreign workers with the 
completion of construction projects and the 
upgrading of the economic structure. 
 

4. Singapore 
 

Singapore offers the example of a country that 
introduced a foreign workforce effectively as an 
instrument for macroeconomic adjustment and 
concomitant restructuring of its labour force. 
Singapore became a sovereign State in 1965. The 
period that followed independence saw an inflow 
of people only for family reunion; the 
immigration of foreign nationals for the purpose 
of employment was not permitted. In 1968, the 
Government relaxed its tight immigration policy 
and approved the use of foreign unskilled workers 
for the first time. Foreign labour was considered 
necessary to mitigate acute labour shortages in the 
construction and manufacturing sectors and they 
were recruited mainly from Peninsular Malaysia 
(Pang, 1992). Thus, as of 1970, there were an 
estimated 14,000 foreign workers in the small city 
State, making up 2 per cent of the workforce 
(Stahl, 1986). 
 

Singapore’s dependence on foreign workers had 
grown rapidly since the 1970s under the 
Government’s control which was selectively 
exerted over skilled and unskilled workers. In 

particular, the Government was liberal with 
respect to the admittance of highly qualified 
foreign workers. Skilled foreign workers were 
also encouraged to acquire citizenship. Official 
statistics on the number of migrant workers in 
Singapore are not widely available. Pang (1992) 
believed that the total number of foreign workers 
had at least doubled in the last two decades and 
considered the estimate of 150,000 in 1990 as 
being too low. The level of the foreign workforce 
further increased during the 1990s and it was 
estimated that the number had reached 350,000 
persons in 1996, representing about 20 per cent of 
the country’s total labour force (Migration News, 
1996).  
 

The number of skilled foreigners holding 
employment passes averaged about 20,000 in the 
1980s and increased steadily in the 1990s (Hui, 
2001). More recently, as a result of intensive 
national efforts to attract skilled workers, such as 
computer analysts, engineers and financial 
managers, the number of foreign skilled workers 
in the country doubled to about 110,000 between 
1997 and 2000 (Hui, 2001). In contrast, it is the 
unskilled whose numbers often fluctuated with the 
economic climate. For instance, the size of the 
unskilled workforce had declined in the recession 
in the mid-1970s and again after 1984 when the 
construction boom ended. It expanded, however, 
after 1988 because of the rapid growth in 
manufacturing, construction and services (Stalker, 
1994). Following the economic crisis in 1997, 
Singapore once again experienced another 
economic slowdown. However, this time the 
Government made it clear that there was no plan 
to reduce the number of foreign workers (Yap, 
1999). Rather, in order to keep their workforce 
internationally competitive, the Government 
advised employers not to retrench the number of 
employees based on their nationality. Hence, out 
of some 20,000 who were affected by 
retrenchment in the first nine months of 1998, 
about 30 per cent were non-nationals (Hui, 2001). 
 

Because of geographical proximity and 
historical ties, Malaysia had been a dominant 
source of both skilled and unskilled temporary 
foreign workers. Indeed, labour flows from 
Malaysia to Singapore had been so heavy that it 
resulted in labour shortages in Malaysia's 
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TABLE 38. FLOWS OF OVERSEAS CONTRACT WORKERS DESTINED FOR BRUNEI DARUSSALAM, MALAYSIA AND SINGAPORE, 
AS RECORDED IN MAJOR LABOUR-SENDING COUNTRIES, 1985, 1990, 1995 AND 1999 

  
Country of employment 

 
Country of origin 

 
1985 

 
1990 

  
1995 

 
1999 

        
Brunei Darussalam  

 
Indonesia....................  

 
 159 

 
 1 526 a 

 
 .. 

 
 .. 

 
 

 
P hilippines .................  

 
  3 292 

 
  4 206  6 807 

 
 12 978 

 
  

Thailand .....................   2 160  8 009  17 292 
 
 7 657 

M alaysia 
 
B angladesh.................  

 
  792 

 
  1 076  35 174 

 
 38 

 Indonesia....................   3 824  2 365 a 
 
 .. 

 
 ..  

  
 
P hilippines .................  

 
  477 

 
  4 397  11 622 

 
 5 978 

  T hailand .....................    1 861   2 087   11 830 
 
  17 716 

       
 

  
S ingapore B angladesh.................    20 

 
  587  3 779 

 
 12 548 

 Indonesia....................   1 359  6 713
a 

 
 .. 

 
 ..  

  
 
P hilippines .................  

 
  10 047 

 
 4 698  10 736 

 
 21 812 

  S ri Lanka....................    .. 
 
  691  4 014 

 
 1 985 

 Thailand .....................   3 387  6 464  15 624 
 
 24 525        

  
  

  

  
  

  

  
  
  

 
 Source: Database on Labour Migration in Asia, maintained by the Population Division of the United Nations Secretariat. 
 aAverage of the period 1989-1994. 
 
 

construction industry (Shah, 1995); but the 
recruitment of unskilled Malaysians become 
increasingly more difficult, as Malaysia’s 
economy started progressing rapidly. The 
Government of Singapore then approved the 
admittance of temporary migrant workers from 
other Asian countries. Table 38 compiles the 
number of migrant workers leaving to work in 
Singapore, registered in selected labour-sending 
countries in Asia. The Philippines and Thailand 
stand out as major sources of migrant workers for 
Singapore. The outflows from these countries 
involved a large number of women who would be 
employed as domestic helpers in Singapore. After 
the economic crisis of 1997, Bangladesh became a 
major supplier of workers for Singapore. 
 

In Singapore, foreigners who enter the country 
illegally as well as visa overstayers can be 
severely penalized. Hard penalties can be also 
imposed on employers who hire foreign workers 
illegally. In 1989, just before those measures were 
legislated, the Government declared an amnesty 
for undocumented foreign workers and 
overstayers, first in March and then in July (Pang, 
1992). A total of about 12,000 workers, mostly 
Thais and Indians, took up the offer to be 
repatriated through these two amnesties. Despite 

such sanctions, the number of undocumented 
aliens entering the country increased steadily, 
from about 6,000 in 1992 to nearly 17,000 in 1999 
(Hui, 2001). Many come from India, Myanmar, 
Thailand and China. The Government has also 
issued new work permit cards with enhanced 
security features in order to prevent their forgery. 
 

5. Malaysia 
 

International labour migration in Malaysia can 
be characterized by a two-way labour mobility: 
the country has been both an origin and a 
destination of temporary migrant workers. 
Deployment of national labour has never been an 
official policy of Malaysia, but many Malaysians 
have migrated in search of better-paid jobs in 
nearby Singapore. Some have also been attracted 
to employment opportunities in affluent countries 
such as Brunei Darussalam, Japan and Taiwan 
Province of China. At the same time, Malaysia 
increased the admittance of foreign workers as its 
economy quickly expanded. What makes the 
experience of Malaysia unique is that the country 
had started admitting unskilled workers long 
before the country achieved full employment 
(Lim, 1996). Unlike countries such as Japan, the 
Republic of Korea or Taiwan Province of China, 
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which saw large inflows of unskilled migrant 
workers in situations of shortage of domestic 
labour, Malaysia had traditionally depended on a 
neighbouring foreign workforce and increased its 
reliance on its members when its domestic 
workforce was still growing. 
 

The Government of Malaysia adopted the New 
Economic Policy in 1970 with the aim of 
achieving industrial expansion. Its economy 
started taking off successfully, experiencing not 
only industrial growth, but also the expansion of 
the construction sector, service and commerce 
(Kassim, 1998). The steady progress of the 
economy contributed to an annual growth of gross 
domestic product (GDP) at a high rate of 7.9 per 
cent during the 1970s and reduced unemployment 
significantly. However, this period also witnessed 
the departure from home of a large number of 
Malaysians for job opportunities in Singapore. 
Malaysian workers also found better-paid jobs in 
the oil-producing countries in Western Asia in the 
1970s, although those outflows were short-lived. 
 

Fuelled by inflows of foreign investments in 
Malaysia, the growth of the export-oriented 
industry accelerated in the 1980s and further 
structural shifts of the economy took place in the 
country. Subsequently, an imbalance of demand 
and supply emerged in the labour market. With 
large numbers of people leaving agriculture to 
work in the new export-processing zones, the 
estate and plantation sectors as well as other 
agricultural areas started to experience severe 
labour shortages. Undocumented foreign workers 
(mostly Indonesians and Filipinos) had 
traditionally formed an important segment of the 
workforce in plantations in rural areas, but such 
additional labour needs induced a further influx of 
migrant workers from immediate neighboring 
countries. There are no firm estimates on the size 
of the foreign workforce in Malaysia at this 
period, but Lim (1996) considers that the inflows 
of foreign workers balanced out the outflows of 
semi-skilled and skilled national workers 
sometime in the early 1980s, and since then 
Malaysia had become a significant net labour 
importer. 
 

Malaysia regularized the inflows of foreign 
workers in 1984 by signing the Supply of Workers 

Agreement (Medan Agreement) with Indonesia. It 
permitted Malaysian agricultural plantations and 
land schemes to recruit temporary migrant 
workers when there were no Malaysian workers 
available. Similar bilateral agreements were 
signed with the Philippines in 1985 and with 
Bangladesh, Pakistan and Thailand in subsequent 
years (Kassim, 1998). Table 38 shows that those 
countries that regularized temporary labour 
migration with Malaysia had significantly 
increased the placements of national workers 
since the mid-1980s. The sheer demand for 
workers in a wide range of occupations 
contributed to the impressive growth of contract 
worker migration to the country. By 1993, the 
total foreign workforce in Malaysia was estimated 
to have reached 1.2 million, constituting about 15 
per cent of the national workforce (Lim, 1996). 
This signified that Malaysia had become a country 
with one of the highest of foreign workforce 
levels in Eastern and South-eastern Asia. In its 
efforts to bring the foreign workforce under 
control and to use it to restructure the national 
labour market, the Government announced several 
times a freeze on the new admission of migrant 
workers, but such bans were shortly lifted each 
time. 
 

The economic crisis in 1997 hit Malaysia 
seriously. In order to cope with the concomitant 
deterioration of the economy and reduce the 
dependency on the foreign workforce, the 
Government introduced several measures in early 
1998, including a restriction of the number of 
source countries of unskilled and semi-skilled 
workers, a ban on the further recruitment of 
unskilled foreign workers who were engaged in 
construction and services, and increases in levies 
to be paid by foreign workers (Kassim, 1999 and 
2001). Consequently, by August 1998, over 
115,000 foreign workers had chosen to leave 
Malaysia voluntarily (Kassim, 1999). By the end 
of 1999, however, the economy of the country had 
shown recovery, and renewed demands for 
foreign workers led to a relaxation of the freeze 
on their recruitment (Kassim, 2001). 
 

Table 39 shows the estimate of documented 
foreign workforce in Malaysia, classified by 
country of origin and sector of employment. As of 
1998, amid economic recession, there were still 
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TABLE 39. DISTRIBUTION OF FOREIGN WORKERS 
BY COUNTRY OF ORIGIN AND SECTOR OF EMPLOYMENT, 

MALAYSIA, 1998 
 

 Total Percentage  
A. Country of origin  

Indonesia...........................  
 

716 000 
 

63.9  
Bangladesh........................ 

 
307 700 

 
27.5  

Philippines ........................  
 

24 900 
 

2.2  
Thailand ............................ 

 
21 400 

 
1.9  

Pakistan.............................  
 

   18 000 
 

0.9  
Others................................ 

 
32 100 

 
2.7  

Totala................................. 
 
1 120 200 

 
100.0 

 
B. Secto  r 

Manufacturing................... 
 

376 000 
 

27.5  
Plantation .......................... 

 
314 000 

 
25.9  

Construction...................... 
 

245 200 
 

20.2  
Services ............................ 

 
134 700 

 
11.1  

Domestic services ............. 
 

 112 400 
 

9.3  
Others................................ 

 
29 300 

 
2.4  

Total.................................. 
 
1 212 000 

 
100.0    

 
 Source: Azizah Kassim, "Improving the position of 
immigrants and foreign residents in receiving countries: 
social and cultural issues. The case of a new receiving 
country in the developing world: Malaysia", table 3. Pa-
per presented at United Nations Technical Symposium 
on International Migration and Development, Hague, 
Netherlands, 29 June-3 July 1998. 
 aExcluding 91,400 workers whose nationalities were 
not recorded. 

 
1.2 million migrant workers in the country, of 
which the majority had been hired temporarily. 
Indonesians topped the list in terms of numbers, 
accounting for 64 per cent of the total, followed 
by Bangladeshis (28 per cent). Foreign workers 
were employed in various economic sectors, 
including manufacturing, plantation, construction, 
service industries and domestic services. While 
Indonesians were numerous in plantation and 
construction, Bangladeshis supply the needs for 
labour in manufacturing (Kassim, 1988). Since the 
implementation of a de facto ban on Filipino 
domestics in August 1997 (Bohning, 1998), the 
majority of domestic workers in Malaysia have 
come from Indonesia (Kassim, 2001). 
 

Besides such formal inflows of migrant 
workers, Malaysia is known to receive a far 
greater number of clandestine migrant workers. 
These constitute possibly the largest flows of 
undocumented migrants in Asia, involving more 

than a million workers who have gone to Malaysia 
(Nayagam, 1992; Hugo, 1995). The most 
numerous are Indonesians who work in unskilled 
occupations in plantation and construction sectors 
throughout the country. Illegal entry from 
Indonesia to Malaysia is neither difficult nor 
expensive (Hugo, 1994). In addition to 
geographical proximity, cultural homogeneity and 
historical linkages between the two countries have 
played an important role in facilitating these 
movements. Filipino and Thai undocumented 
workers have been found in Sabah and northern 
Peninsular Malaysia. 

 
The Malaysian Government has set up several 

programmes in order to gain control over 
undocumented migration to Malaysia. The 
Government, inter alia, launched the first amnesty 
in 1989 and, since then, has had a series of 
registration drives. For instance, the one carried 
out in 1992 produced 320,000 applications for 
temporary work permits. On February 1, 1997, 
Malaysia’s new immigration act went into effect. 
The amendments stiffened penalties for smugglers 
and brokers. Employers who are guilty of 
employing more than five illegal workers are now 
subject to mandatory imprisonment and are 
responsible for the cost of apprehension and 
deportation. With the arrival of the economic 
crisis in 1997, the Government once again 
increased efforts to detect foreigners who were in 
an irregular situation. The amnesty declared in 
1998 resulted in the repatriation of 187,000 
undocumented workers (Kassim, 1999). 
 

6. Thailand 
 

During the late 1980s and early 1990s, Thailand 
accomplished remarkable economic progress. The 
striking growth of its gross national product 
(GNP), averaging 8.5 per cent per year in this 
period, was the highest among the countries in 
Eastern and South-eastern Asia (table 32). The 
liberalization of markets and the expansion of 
trade, fuelled by the foreign direct investments 
from more advanced economies, was a stimulus to 
this unprecedented economic surge of the country 
(Vasuprasat, 1994). Rapid growth took place, first 
in labour-intensive manufacturing sectors and 
then in capital-intensive manufacturing operations 
(Chalamwong, 1998). While all this was taking 
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place, the country continued to play the role of 
major exporter of agricultural products to the 
world. This expansion of the economy and the 
structural changes generated widespread shortages 
of skilled as well as unskilled workers in the Thai 
labour market, contributing to changing patterns 
of international labour migration in this nation. 
 

Until recently, Thailand had been 
conventionally treated as a major source country 
of contract workers in most studies concerning 
international migration in Asia. Indeed, over the 
last two decades, emigration of Thai people to 
overseas employment had been more visible than 
immigration of migrant workers to Thailand. As 
discussed earlier in this report, Thai workers had 
started migrating on an organized basis during the 
early 1970s to the oil-producing countries in 
Western Asia, where large-scale infrastructure 
development projects were being embarked on. 
The outflows of Thais seeking temporary 
employment became pronounced during the 
1980s. The volume of labour outflows registered a 
drop at the beginning of the 1990s, owing to the 
Iraq-Kuwait situation of 1990-1991 and the 
cessation of visa issuances by Saudi Arabia to 
Thai workers. However, the level was restored 
swiftly by diverting the direction of labour 
outflows from the traditional labour market in the 
oil-producing countries of Western Asia to fast-
growing economies in Eastern and South-eastern 
Asia. Thus, despite the fast growth of their own 
economy, Thai workers continued to go abroad in 
large numbers. Remittances from these overseas 
migrant workers still contribute significantly to 
the balance of payments for the Kingdom of 
Thailand. More recently, the economic turnaround 
in 1997 furthered the outflows of Thais seeking 
employment overseas. During the late 1990s, the 
number of Thais leaving the country averaged 
193,100 per year (see table 28). 
 

As the 1990s began to unfold, labour migration 
in Thailand gained another notable feature. While 
a large number of Thai workers continued 
searching for overseas employment, Thailand 
became a pole of attraction for international 
migrant workers. With a level of economic 
development approaching that of the newly 
industrialized economies (NIEs), Thailand 
experienced an increase in the demand for higher-

skilled labour that could not be met by its current 
human resources. The shortages of skilled labour 
became acute, particularly in the fields of 
metallurgy and material sciences, as well as 
electronics and information technology 
(Chalamwong, 1998). In order to counteract the 
shortages of skilled human resources, most large 
manufacturing establishments resorted to 
upgrading the existing manpower through 
training. At the same time, the Government 
encouraged skilled Thai professionals to return 
and work in Thailand, with promises of education 
subsidies, low-interest loans, import-tax 
exemptions and the right to dual citizenship 
(Economist Intelligence Unit, 1995b, p. 14); but 
such measures seem to have been able to yield 
only a limited supply of the needed skilled 
workforce. 
 

Faced with shortages of skilled workers, foreign 
companies doing business in Thailand also 
resorted to bringing in foreign professionals to 
work in Thailand. The Investment Promotion Act 
of 1977 stipulated that foreign companies 
approved by the Board of Investment (OBI) were 
entitled to bring in foreign technicians, experts 
and their family members for a fixed period of 
time (Chalamwong, 1998; Sussangkarn, 1996). 
Foreign skilled workers arriving in Thailand 
through this channel mostly came from Japan, 
China (including Hong Kong SAR and Taiwan 
Province of China) and the United States, and 
they worked as administrators, managers, 
engineers and experts in specific areas 
(Chalamwong, 1998). Although the financial 
crisis in 1997 severely hit the labour market of 
Thailand, it had little impact on the number of 
foreign workers admitted under the Investment 
Promotion Act: the stock continued increasing 
from 4,600 in 1988 to 18,000 in 1997 and to 
23,600 in 1999 (Chalamwong, 2001; Sussangkarn, 
1996). 
 

Recruitment of unskilled foreign workers had 
been discussed as an item of the policy agenda 
before the economic crisis erupted, but it never 
developed into a clear national policy. A more 
immediate concern to the Thai authorities was the 
problem of undocumented migrant workers which 
had mushroomed along with the economic 
prosperity of the country. As labour shortages 
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become serious in the 1990s, the reliance on 
clandestine migrant workers significantly 
increased in small establishments, especially in 
construction, fishery and agricultural plantations. 
The majority of these undocumented workers 
came from the countries that shared long land 
borders with Thailand—Myanmar, the Lao 
People’s Democratic Republic and Cambodia. 
They were particularly numerous in the south-
west province of Ranong , the northern provinces 
of Tak Chiang Rai, Chiang Mai and Mae Hong 
Son, and the eastern provinces of Kanchanaburi 
and Ratchaburi (Chalamwong, 1998). In 
September 1996, the Thai Government launched 
an amnesty programme and gave a two-year work 
permit to those who reported to the authorities. 
During the three-month reporting period, a total of 
372,000 illegal aliens from 43 provinces were 
registered (Chalamwong, 1998). These constituted 
only half of the total number of undocumented 
migrant workers estimated by the Department of 
Employment. 
 

Immediately following the economic crisis in 
1997, the Thai Government announced more strict 
enforcement of the Immigration Law and 
tightened its border controls. The number of 
undocumented foreign workers apprehended and 
repatriated totalled 298,000 in 1998 and 320,000 
in 1999 (Chalamwong, 2001). The majority of 
those apprehended were nationals of Myanmar. 
The Government has encouraged Thai workers to 
fill the vacancies created by the departure of 
undocumented migrant workers (Chalamwong, 
2001). 

 
7. Brunei Darussalam 

 
Brunei Darussalam is a small State in the north 

of Borneo island. The country has accumulated 
enormous wealth by exports of crude oil and 
natural gas. The GNP per capita of the country has 
been among the highest in the world and 
substantial income from overseas investment has 
supplemented domestic production. Brunei, like 
the oil-producing countries in Western Asia, 
experienced rapid economic expansion after the 
oil price increase of the early 1970s, and attracted 
temporary migrant workers looking for better pay. 
The census data reveal that the foreign-born 
population in the country had more than doubled 
in two decades, from 35,000 in 1971 to 54,000 in 

1981 and to 76,000 in 1991. This growth led to an 
increase in the foreign share in the total 
population from 25 per cent in 1971 to nearly 30 
per cent by 1991. In 1991, the non-national 
working population in the country totalled 51,300 
persons, and constituted nearly half of the total 
workforce in the country. 
 

The Government of Brunei Darussalam does not 
customarily publish data on migrant workers 
admitted into the country. According to the flow 
statistics available from labour administration 
offices in Asian labour-sending countries, the 
Philippines and Thailand are among the source 
countries of temporary migrant workers for 
Brunei Darussalam (see table 38). The official 
outflows of workers from the Philippines to the 
country registered steady increases, from 3,300 in 
1985 to 6,800 in 1995 and to 13,000 in 1999. 
 

Deployment of workers from Thailand grew 
notably from 2,200 persons in 1985 to 17,300 
persons in 1995; but the number had declined to 
7,700 by 1999. In addition, given the geographical 
proximity, Malaysia is known to have supplied a 
large number of workers to Brunei Darussalam. 
 

  

87 

Table 40 compares the occupational 
distributions of the national and non-national 
populations in the country at the time of the 1991 
census. In the table, the non-nationals are further 
classified into those who were temporarily 
residing to work and those who had acquired 
permanent resident status in the country. The 
former numbered 44,000 persons, whereas the 
latter totalled 7,300 persons. The table presents 
rather striking differences in the occupational 
distributions of Bruneian citizens and temporary 
migrant workers, with the pattern of foreign 
permanent residents falling somewhere between 
the patterns of those two groups. Among Bruneian 
citizens, technical and associate professionals, 
clerical, and service and sales workers taken 
together formed 52 per cent of the working 
population, but among temporary residents, 
workers in these occupations constituted only 19 
per cent of the working population. In contrast, 57 
per cent of foreign temporary residents, but only 
20 per cent of Bruneian citizens, were working as 
cleaners, labourers and related workers or 
production craftsmen and related workers.
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TABLE 40. OCCUPATIONAL DISTRIBUTION OF WORKING POPULATIONa 
BY RESIDENTIAL STATUS, BRUNEI DARUSSALAM, 1991 

(Percentage) 
 

Non-citizens 

Occupation 
Bruneian 
citizens 

Permanent 
residents 

Temporary 
residents Others  

 
 
 

 
 

 
 

 
  

Legislator, administrators and managers..............  
 

5.2 
 

10.4 
 

2.3 
 

2.0  
Professionals ........................................................  

 
7.7 

 
4.2 

 
6.3 

 
3.7  

Technical and associate professionals..................  
 

18.6 
 

8.6 
 

5.4 
 

3.6  
Clerical workers...................................................  

 
18.7 

 
14.8 

 
3.1 

 
2.0  

Service workers and shop, market .......................  
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

  
  and related sales workers ...................................  

 
13.6 

 
18.1 

 
10.4 

 
14.9  

Agricultural and fishery workers .........................  
 

1.3 
 

3.4 
 

0.9 
 

1.7  
Production craftsmen and related workers...........  

 
7.3 

 
18.8 

 
23.8 

 
27.9  

Plant and machine operators and assemblers .......  
 

6.5 
 

8.7 
 

7.9 
 

10.4  
Cleaners, labourers and related workers ..............  

 
13.2 

 
12.7 

 
33.8 

 
25.7  

Not classified .......................................................  
 

7.8 
 

0.3 
 

6.2 
 

8.2  
Total.....................................................................  

 
100.0 

 
100.0 

 
100.0 

 
100.0  

Number ................................................................  
 
54 595 

 
7 344 

 
43 993 

 
814      

 
 Source: Negara Brunei Darussalam, Summary tables of the population census, 1991 (1993). 
 aAged 15 years or over. 
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III. REFUGEES IN ASIA 
  

A. LEVELS AND TRENDS OF REFUGEE 
POPULATIONS IN ASIA 

The distribution of the countries or areas that 
hosted large number of refugees changed over 
time. Table 42 lists the major countries or areas of 
asylum in Asia that hosted more than 100,000 
refugees for the period 1980-2000. Palestinian 
refugees were mostly found in the Gaza Strip, 
Jordan, Lebanon, the Syrian Arab Republic and 
the West Bank. Among these, Jordan had the 
highest concentration of Palestinian refugees with 
more than 1.5 million of them being in the country 
as of 2000. 

 
Asia is the region with the largest refugee 

population in the world: 9.3 million as of 2001. 
The number consists of nearly 5.0 million 
refugees registered by the Office of the High 
Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR),11 and 3.7 
million Palestinian refugees who come under the 
mandate of the United Nations Relief and Works 
Agency for Palestine Refugees in the Near East 
(UNRWA).12  

During most of the 1980s, Pakistan ranked first 
and the Islamic Republic of Iran second among 
the major countries and areas of asylum, because 
of large influxes of asylum-seekers originating 
from Afghanistan. Indeed, Pakistan and the 
Islamic Republic of Iran alone hosted more than 
60 per cent of the total refugee population in Asia 
at that time. During the 1990s, the Islamic 
Republic of Iran became the host of the largest 
number of Asian refugees. The refugee population 
in the country soared in 1991, through the 
admittance of a large number of Iraqis who had 
fled the aftermath of the Iraq-Kuwait situation. In 
contrast, a large-scale repatriation of Afghan 
refugees in 1992 dramatically reduced the number 
of refugees in Pakistan (United Nations, 1996b). 

 
Table 41 shows the changes of the refugee 

populations in Asia by country or area of origin 
for the period 1980-2001. Throughout this period, 
Palestinian refugees constituted one of the largest 
refugee populations in the region. Primarily owing 
to natural increases, the number had doubled since 
1980 and reached 3.9 million by 2001. 
 

The refugee population in Asia on the whole 
grew markedly in the early 1980s, rising from 3.0 
million in 1980 to 7.1 million in 1985. Massive 
outflows of civilians from war-torn Afghanistan 
accounted for a large part of the increase in the 
refugee population in the region at that time. 
Consequently, in the late 1980s and the early 
1990s, Afghans, far exceeding Palestinian 
refugees in number, represented the largest 
refugee group in the world. 

 
As seen in the table, by the early 1990s, refugee 

populations in Asia were no longer concentrated 
in a small number of countries of asylum. Owing 
to new upheavals and the increasing scale of 
refugee movements in the region, more countries 
gave asylum to sizeable refugee populations 
during the 1990s. The number of countries and 
areas hosting more than 100,000 refugees rose 
from 8 in 1990 to 13 in 1993 and to 15 in 1995. 

 
The total number of refugees in Asia grew to a 

peak of 11.2 million by 1992 (see table 41). The 
period following the Iraq-Kuwait situation in 
1990-1991 saw sudden outflows of Iraqis of 
Kurdish origin. Thus, Iraqis became one of the 
major refuge populations in Asia in the early 
1990s. In addition, new conflicts and ethnic 
tensions emerged in other parts of Asia—
Armenia, Azerbaijan, Bhutan, East Timor, 
Myanmar and Sri Lanka, for instance—generating 
further outflows of people over the same time. A 
declining trend of the refugee population in Asia 
set in after 1993, as the voluntary repatriation of 
both Afghan and Iraqi refugees began. The 
number of Asian refugees, other than that of 
Palestinian refugees which continued to grow, 
changed relatively little during the late 1990s. 

 
New host countries of large refugee population 

in the 1990s included Armenia, Azerbaijan, India, 
Bangladesh, Indonesia, Iraq, Nepal and Thailand. 
Inter-ethnic fighting between Armenia and 
Azerbaijan forced hundreds of thousands of 
people to move to their respective ethnic 
homelands. The refugee population in India 
increased by arrivals of asylum-seekers from 
multiple countries, including Afghanistan, 
Bangladesh, Bhutan, Myanmar and Sri Lanka. 
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TABLE 41. NUMBER OF REFUGEES IN ASIA, BY COUNTRY OR AREA OF ORIGIN, 1980-2001 
(Thousands) 

 

 

 

Country or area of origin 1980 1985 1990 1991 1992 1993 1994 1995 1996 1997 1998 1999 2000       2001 

Palestine (British mandate)a .............  1 844 2 094 2 423 2 519 2 649 2 797 3 007 3 173 3 308 3 418 3 521 3 626 3 737 3 875 

Afghanistan ......................................   400 4 306 5 630 6 197 6,294 4 542 3 380 2 710 2 663 2 646 2 641 2 637 2 562   2 601b 

Iraq ...................................................   0 0 0 0 1 300 1 309 715 691 650 622 603 604 573     641 

Countries in Indo-Chinac..................   673 478 465 495 513 451 328 315 451 337 371 413 373     464 

Others ...............................................   93 230 530 1 048 493 1 484 1 389 1 302 967 1 204 1 115 1 365 1 488 1 675 

Total .................................................   3 010 7 108 9 048 10 260 11 249 10 583 8 819 8 191 8 038 8 226 8 251 8 644 8 732 9 258 

 
 Sources: Office of the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees, Report on UNHCR assistance activities in 1984-85 and proposed voluntary fund programmes and budget for 1985 
(A/AC.96/657); UNHCR activities financed by voluntary funds: report for 1989-90 and proposed programmes and budget for 1991 (A/AC.96/751), parts II and V; UNHCR activities financed by volun-
tary funds: Report for 1990-1991 and proposed programmes and budget for 1992 (A/AC.96/774), parts II and V; Populations of Concern to UNHCR: A Statistical Overview, 1994 (Geneva, 1995); Refu-
gees and Others of Concern to UNHCR: 1996 Statistical Overview (Geneva, 1997); Refugees and Others of Concern to UNHCR: 1997 Statistical Overview (Geneva, 1998); Refugees and Others of 
Concern to UNHCR: 1999 Statistical Overview (Geneva, 2000); Refugees and Others of Concern to UNHCR: 2000 Statistical Overview (Geneva, 2002); United Nations High Commissioner for Refu-
gees, The State of the World Refugees, 1993: The Challenge of Protection (Middlesex, United Kingdom, Penguin Books, 1993); The State of the World Refugees, 1995 (New York, Oxford University 
Press, 1995); and reports of the Commissioner-General of the United Nations Relief and Works Agency for Palestine Refugees in the Near East (Official Records of the General Assembly, various ses-
sions). 
 aThe numbers in the row refer to the refugees registered with UNRWA. Palestine refugees are persons whose normal place of residence was Palestine between June 1946 and May 1948, and who 
lost both their homes and their means of livelihood as a result of the 1948 Arab-Israeli conflict. The UNRWA definition of a refugee also covers the descendants of persons who became refugees in 
1948. 
 bThe figure refers to the beginning of 2001. 
 cCambodia, the Lao People's Democratic Republic and Viet Nam. 
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TABLE 42. COUNTRIES OR AREAS OF ASYLUM HOSTING MORE THAN 100,000 REFUGEES IN ASIA, 1980-2000 
(Thousands) 

 

                    1980                    1985                    1990                     1993                   1995 2000 
Country or area of 

asylum Number 
Country or area of 

asylum 
 

Number 
Country or area of 

asylum 
 

Number 
Country or area of 

asylum 
 

Number 
Country or area of 

asylum 
 

Number 
Country or area of 

asylum 
 

Number 
      

Jordan   716 Pakistan  2 500 Pakistan  3 272 Irana    
   

      
      

    

   

     
  

         

         

        

         

          

          
         

 4 151 Irana  2 236 Irana  2 030 
Pakistan  400 Irana  1 900 Irana  2 850 Pakistan  1 629 Jordan   1 289 Jordan   1 571 
Gaza Strip  368 Jordan   800 Jordan   929 Jordan   1 011 Pakistan  1 055 Pakistan  1 203 
West Bankb  324 Gaza Strip  428 Gaza Strip  496 Gaza Strip  603 Gaza Strip  684 Gaza Strip  825 
Thailand  267 West Bankb  358 West Bankb  414 West Bankb  479 West Bankb  517 West Bankb  583 

China  263 China  280 Lebanon  306 Lebanon  334 
Syrian Arab 
 Republic  378 

Syrian Arab 
 Republic  389 

Lebanon  229  Republic 
Syrian Arab 

 278 
Syrian Arab 
 Republic  281 

Syrian Arab 
  Republic  320 Lebanon  348 Lebanon  380 

Syrian Arab 
 Republic  209 Lebanon

  
 266 China

 
 281 Armenia

 
 300 Armenia

 
 304 China  290 

Malaysia  124   China  288 China  287 India  233 

India  258 India  258 Azerbaijan  233 

Azerbaijan  246 Azerbaijan  232 Armenia  219 
 Bangladesh  245 Bangladesh  116 Nepal  127 

Kuwait  125 Iraq  120 Iraq  113 

Nepal  103 Thailand  108 

Thailand
 

 101  
  

    Subtotal  2 898    6 773    8 825    9 978    7 884   8 294 

   Asia total  3 010    7 108    9 048    10 593    8 191   8 732 
   Percentage 
     of total  96.3    95.3    97.5    94.2    96.3    95.0 
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 Sources: World Population Monitoring, 1993: With a Special Report on Refugees (United Nations publication, Sales No.E.95.XIII.8); United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees, The State of the 
World's Refugees 1993: The Challenge of Protection (Middlesex, United Kingdom, Penguin Books; 1993) United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees, Populations of Concern to UNHCR: Statistical 
Overview, 1994. (Geneva, UNHCR, 1995); United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees, Refugees and Others of Concern to UNHCR: 1996 Statistical Overview (Geneva, UNHCR; 1997); and reports of 
the Commissioner-General of the United Nations Relief and Works Agency for Palestine Refugees in the Near East (Official Records of the General Assembly, various sessions). 
 aReferring to the West Bank part of the Occupied Palestinian Territory. 
 bIslamic Republic of Iran. 
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With massive influxes of Burmese asylum-
seekers, Bangladesh had also joined the group of 
major countries of asylum by early 1993. In the 
wake of East Timor’s overwhelming vote for 
independence in August 1999, a large influx of 
people arriving from East Timor made Indonesia 
one of the major host countries of refugees in 
Asia. It should be noted that many of these host 
communities are the poorest nations in the world 
and sudden arrivals of massive refugees and 
asylum-seekers have created severe financial and 
logistic burdens for these societies. 
 

As noted earlier, some of the largest refugee 
flows in the world occurred in Asia. The sections 
that follow examine the most important groups of 
refugees in the region by briefly reviewing their 
histories. 
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B. MAJOR REFUGEE POPULATIONS IN ASIA 
 

1. Palestinian refugees 
 
The Palestinians have suffered displacement 

longer than any other refugee groups in Asia. The 
creation of Israel in the British mandate territory 
of Palestine in 1948 and the subsequent Israeli-
Arab war led to the massive outflows of 
Palestinians into neighbouring countries. When 
the United Nations Relief and Works Agency for 
Palestine Refugee in the Near East (UNRWA) 
was established to provide humanitarian 
assistance to those who had fled the 1948 Israeli-
Arab War, there were an estimated 880,000 
Palestinians in the Gaza Strip, Jordan, Lebanon, 
the Syrian Arab Republic and the West Bank 
(United Nations, 2001b). Again in 1967, an 
estimated 350,000 Palestinians took refuge during 
the upheaval of another Israeli-Arab War. Many 
moved from the West Bank to Jordan and the 
Syrian Arab Republic, or from the Gaza Strip to 
Egypt and Jordan. In later years, substantial 
numbers of Palestinians were also forced to leave 
Jordan (1970-1971), Lebanon (1982), Kuwait and 
other States in the Persian Gulf (1990-1992) and 
the Libyan Arab Jamahiriya (1995-1996) (United 
Nations High Commissioner for Refugees, 1997). 
Hence, a considerable number of Palestinians 
have been displaced on more than one occasion. 

Since the onset of Palestine question which 
dates back more than a half-century, the number 
of Palestine refugees registered at UNRWA has 
continued to rise. It grew from 0.9 million in 1950 
to 1.8 million in 1980, and reached 3.9 million at 
the beginning of the twenty-first century (see table 
41). Given the high fertility of the population in 
the Occupied Palestinian Territory—more than six 
children per woman as of the 1990s—the recent 
increase in the number of Palestinian refugees is 
mostly attributable to high natural increases of the 
population. Given the long history of the Palestine 
question, the fourth generation of Palestine 
refugees is now growing up. While there are 59 
refugee camps operated by UNRWA in Jordan, 
Lebanon, the Syrian Arab Republic, the West 
Bank and the Gaza Strip, approximately two 
thirds of Palestine refugees registered are living 
outside the camps in these host countries and 
areas (United Nations, 2001b). 
 

In September 1993, the Declaration of 
Principles on Interim Self-Government 
Arrangements,6 on Palestinian self-rule in the 
Palestinian Occupied Territory was signed to 
facilitate a gradual transfer of powers to the 
Palestinian Authority. Furthermore, in late 1995, 
most of the Gaza Strip and parts of the West Bank 
were handed over to the Palestinian Authority 
(United Nations High Commissioner for 
Refugees, 1997). However, as attested in 
continuing outbreaks of the uprising (intifada), a 
long-term and comprehensive solution to the 
Palestinian question still remains to be found. 
Thus, the future of Palestinian refugees is also 
uncertain. 
 

2. Refugees from Afghanistan 
 

Afghan refugees in the Islamic Republic of Iran 
and in Pakistan also constitute a large refugee 
group in Asia. Afghans began fleeing the country 
after the coup d’état in 1978 which brought a 
communist regime to power in Afghanistan. The 
Soviet invasion of Afghanistan in late 1979 and 
subsequent armed conflicts brought about massive 
outflows of civilians to neighbouring Pakistan and 
the Islamic Republic of Iran. The number of 
Afghan refugees in the two countries of asylum 
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increased between early 1980 and early 1983 from 
400,000 to 3.9 million. Continued fighting in the 
country led to additional refugee outflows 
thereafter, so that by early 1992 the number of 
Afghans outside the country peaked at 6.3 million 
or about one third of the total population of 
Afghanistan. 
 

The Soviet occupation of Afghanistan ended in 
1989 when the Soviet troops withdrew from the 
country in accordance with the Agreements on the 
Settlement of the Situation Relating to 
Afghanistan, concluded at Geneva on 14 April 
1988.13 This development raised hope for the 
repatriation of the refugees. Following the Soviet 
withdrawal, a new regime took power, raising 
hopes for return of Afghan refugees (United 
States Committee for Refugees, 1993). However, 
the prospect of repatriation was jeopardized by 
renewed civil war and political instability in the 
country. 
 

A large-scale repatriation of Afghan refugees 
from neighbouring countries began only after the 
new regime entered into power in April 1992. In 
1992, 1.5 million Afghans returned home from 
Pakistan, reducing the Afghan refugee population 
in Pakistan from 3.1 million in early 1992 to 1.6 
million in early 1993. A mass repatriation of 
Afghans from the Islamic Republic of Iran started 
during 1993, especially after the Iranian 
Government announced that it would consider 
Afghans who had entered the country after 1992 
as illegal immigrants and that those with 
provisional residence permits would be deported 
after the permits expired (United States 
Committee for Refugees, 1995). Once more, 
however, almost incessant fighting between rival 
Afghan factions delayed the repatriation process. 
 

In 1996, the fall of Kabul uprooted more than a 
quarter of a million persons, internally displacing 
them. The event produced new outflows of 
people, primarily to Pakistan. Thus, as of early 
2000, about 2.5 million Afghans were still living 
as refugees in neighbouring countries, including 
1.3 million in the Islamic Republic of Iran, 1.2 
million in Pakistan and other small numbers in 
India, Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Lebanon and 
Tajikistan (United Nations High Commissioner 
for Refugees, 2000). Given their long history of 

exodus, many Afghan refugees had already been 
integrated into the local population and become 
economically self-sufficient. 

 
In 2001, the United States-led military 

intervention in Afghanistan, triggered by the 
terrorist attacks in the United States on 11 
September, caused large number of civilians to 
flee their homes. While the Islamic Republic of 
Iran continued to maintain its closed border policy 
at that time, some 250,000 people fled from 
Afghanistan to Pakistan (United Nations High 
Commissioner for Refugees, 2002). In addition, 
the number of internally displaced person (IDPs) 
in Afghanistan nearly doubled, reaching an 
estimated 1.2 million. 

 
3. Refugees from Iraq 

 
Another large refugee population in Asia has 

originated from Iraq in Western Asia. The eight-
year Islamic Republic of Iran-Iraq war (1980-
1988) produced the mass population displacement 
of Iranian Iraqis from northern Iraq to the Islamic 
Republic of Iran. As a result, the number of Iraqi 
refugees in the Islamic Republic of Iran increased 
from nearly 100,000 persons in early 1985 to 
500,000 persons in early 1990 (United Nations, 
1996a). 

 
More recently, the Iraqi invasion of Kuwait in 

1990 and the subsequent conflicts in the Persian 
Gulf created massive population dislocations. 
Before the allied coalition entered the conflict in 
January 1991, about 1 million persons had left 
Kuwait and Iraq; but most of those fleeing at that 
time were foreign workers who had been 
employed on a temporary basis in Iraq and Kuwait 
and did not qualify for refugee status under 
international law. During the last days of the 
coalition attack on Iraq in February 1991, a new 
Kurdish rebellion was crushed by the Iraqi army, 
generating another large outflow of the Kurdish 
population from Iraq. At the height of the outflow 
in 1991, some 1.4 million Iraqis sought temporary 
refuge in the Islamic Republic of Iran and another 
half a million in Turkey. To protect these 
displaced Iraqis, as well as to foster rapid 
repatriation of Iraqi refugees, a demilitarized safe 
haven was established along the Iraq-Turkey 
border under the aegis of the United Nations in 
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April 1991 (United Nations, 1996a). This 
international intervention made possible the rapid 
return of people who had fled to those borders in 
1991, and the number of Iraqi refugees decreased 
within a short time (see table 41). As of early 
2000, there were still 521,000 Iraqi refugees in 
Asia, mostly concentrated in the Islamic Republic 
of Iran (510,000). Many of them were persons 
expelled from Iraq at the time of the Islamic 
Republic of Iran-Iraq war. 

 
4. Refugees from countries of Indo-China 

 
The history of the Indo-Chinese refugees, 

originating in Cambodia, the Lao People’s 
Democratic Republic and Viet Nam, dates back to 
the mid-1970s. With its withdrawal from the 
Viet Nam War and the fall of Saigon in mid-1975, 
the United States evacuated about 125,000 
Vietnamese who had been associated closely 
with the ancien régime (Surhke, 1994). By the 

end of the 1980s, the Indo-Chinese refugee crisis 
had become more critical, as ethnic Chinese who 
had lived for generations in Cambodia, the Lao 
People's Republic and Viet Nam started to leave 
their homes in large numbers. These who crossed 
the South China Sea became known as the "boat 
people". Since 1975, over 1.2 million people of 
Indo-Chinese origin found temporary asylum in 
neighbouring countries of the region, including 
700,000 Vietnamese, 295,000 Laotians and 
230,000 Cambodians (United Nations, 1996a). 
Figure XI shows the numbers of arrivals and 
departures of Indo-Chinese people registered in 
the major countries of first asylum between 1975 
and 1993. As shown in the figure, Thailand bore 
the brunt of the Indo-Chinese exodus: some 
758,000 Indo-Chinese people entered the country 
during 1975-1993. The influx of Indo-Chinese 
people totalled 327,000 in China, 254,000 in 
Malaysia and nearly 200,000 in Hong Kong SAR, 
then a British colony. 

 
 

Figure XI. Total numbers of arrivals and departures of Indo-Chinese people, 
by place of temporary asylum, 1975-1993 
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 Source: United Nations High Commission for Refugees, Statistics concerning Indo-Chinese in East and South-East 
Asia for the month of December 1993 (1994). 
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With soaring numbers of boat people being seen 
as a threat by many countries in South-eastern 
Asia, the International Conference on Indo-
Chinese Refugees was convened in Geneva in 
June 1979. The Geneva agreement, signed at the 
Conference, confirmed the sharing of 
responsibilities with countries other than those in 
the region and guaranteed a resettlement of the 
refugees by third countries as set forth by the 
Orderly Departure Programme (ODP). Thus, as 
figure XI shows, most Indo-Chinese subsequently 
left the countries of first asylum to resettle 
elsewhere. Between 1975 and 1993, about 1.2 
million Indo-Chinese refugees were resettled in 
Western nations outside Asia, notably in the 
United States (812,000), Canada (136,000), 
Australia (134,000) and France (96,000) (United 
Nations High Commissioner for Refugees, 1994). 

 
After outflows of Indo-Chinese refugees 

subsided during the early 1980s, the late 1980s 
witnessed a resurgence of the outflows of 
Vietnamese asylum-seekers who fled by boat, 
again, to neighbouring countries and areas such as 
Hong Kong SAR, Indonesia, Malaysia and 
Thailand. Concern about the increasing number of 
boat people driven by economic factors prompted 
the adoption of the Comprehensive Plan of Action 
(CPA) at the second International Conference on 
Indo-Chinese Refugees convened in Geneva in 
1989.14 The CPA promoted the adoption of 
individual screening procedures to determine the 
refugee status of asylum-seekers and encouraged 
voluntary repatriation of refugees. The 
implementation of the CPA was successful in 
curtailing the outflow of boat people, thus the 
exodus of Vietnamese had virtually ceased by 
1992. The introduction of individual screening 
procedures eventually revealed a large number of 
asylum-seekers who did not qualify for asylum. 
Some of those who were rejected refused to go 
home, remaining in camps that had been 
scheduled to be closed. Hence, although the 
Steering Committee of CPA set the end of 1996 as 
the target for ending the CPA, the assistance for 
rejected asylum-seekers needed to continue 
beyond the closure of the CPA. As of early 2000, 
there were some 308,000 Indo-Chinese with 
refugee status hosted in Asian countries, including 
China, which hosted 293,000 Vietnamese 

refugees (United Nations High Commissioner for 
Refugees, 2000). 

 
5. Other refugees in Asia 

 
Other large sources of refugees during the 1990s 

included Azerbaijan and Armenia, both former 
republics of the Union of Soviet Socialist 
Republics (USSR). In 1988, an inter-ethnic 
dispute erupted between Armenians and Azeris in 
Nagorny Karabakh. The violence continued 
despite the intervention of Soviet troops and some 
260,000 ethnic Armenians fled Azerbaijan to 
Armenia and another 216,000 were internally 
displaced in Azerbaijan (United States Committee 
for Refugees, 1993). As a parallel development, 
clashes between Armenians and Azeris also took 
place in Armenia, which led to a counter-flow of 
some 195,000 ethnic Azeris from Armenia to 
Azerbaijan. The dissolution of the Soviet Union in 
1991 fuelled the fighting between Armenia and 
Azerbaijan, with both sides trying to take over the 
disputed territory. Heavy fighting in and around 
Nagorny Karabakh in 1993 and 1994 further 
increased the number of persons internally 
displaced in Azerbaijan. Although there has been 
no recent influx of asylum-seekers, the two 
countries continue to claim historical ownership 
of Nagorny Karabakh. As of early 2000, there 
were still 296,000 Armenian refugees in 
Azerbaijan and 188,000 Azeri refugees in 
Armenia. In addition, the continuing occupation 
by Armenia over Nagorny Karabakh prevents an 
estimated 570,000 internally displaced persons in 
Azerbaijan from returning home (United Nations 
High Commissioner for Refugees, 2000). 
 

In Southern Asia, outflows of Tamils from Sri 
Lanka to southern India have been a chronic 
phenomenon. Sri Lankan Tamils are descendants 
of early settlers who had originally come from 
south India, while Indian Tamils arrived in Sri 
Lanka during the British colonial era to take part 
in the development of the central highland. It has 
been increasingly difficult for them to integrate 
socially (Guilmoto, 1987). As the conflict 
intensified between the Sri Lankan army and the 
Liberation Tigers of Tamil Eelam (LTTE), Tamils 
in Sri Lanka sought asylum in India, their country 
of ancestry. A small number of Tamils began 
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fleeing to India in 1983 and the number of Sri 
Lankan refugees in the country peaked in 1991 at 
approximately 200,000 after the fighting had 
flared in Sri Lanka in 1990. The Indian 
Government and local people initially welcomed 
the refugees, but their attitude changed quickly 
following the assassination of the Indian Prime 
Minister by the LTTE in 1991. In the following 
year, the Indian Government began repatriating 
Sri Lankan refugees, in some cases even by force 
(United States Committee for Refugees, 1996). In 
1995, a ceasefire between the Sri Lankan military 
and the LTTE had finally taken effect for the first 
time since 1990, raising hopes for peace in Sri 
Lanka. However, it was short-lived, as rounds of 
fighting started within a few months and delayed 
the process of repatriation of refugees from India. 
As of early 2000, there were still 66,000 Sri 
Lankan refugees remaining in India (United 
Nations High Commissioner for Refugees, 2000). 
In addition, an estimated 612,000 Sri Lankan 
citizens were internally displaced owing to the 
prolonged internal conflict (United Nations High 
Commissioner for Refugees, 2000). 

 
In South-eastern Asia, the outflow of citizens of 

Myanmar into Bangladesh grew at the beginning 
of the 1990s. In early 1991, the military 
Government of Myanmar launched a campaign 
against the Muslim minority which prompted the 
departure of some 250,000 Burmese nationals to 
Bangladesh. Most of them were Rohingyas, a 
Muslim minority with close ethnic ties to the 
population of Bangladesh. The Government of 
Bangladesh, however, did not welcome the 
settlement of Burmese refugees within its territory 
and often induced them to return home. In 1993, 
the Government of Bangladesh and UNHCR 
signed a voluntary repatriation agreement and 
paved the way for thousands of Burmese refugees 
to be repatriated. Other Burmese ethnic minorities 
known as Karens and Karennis, who had fled 
separatist conflicts against the Myanmar 
Government, were exiles in Thailand along its 
border. Since Burmese troops attacked Burmese 
refugee camps in Thailand in 1996, protection of 
those refugees became an issue of concern. In 
early 2000, there are about 22,000 and 100,000 
Burmese refugees remaining in Bangladesh and 
Thailand, respectively (United Nations High 
Commissioner for Refugees, 2000). 

Another case of a large ethnic minority outflow 
involved the Bhutanese Lhotshampas who belong 
to the same ethnic group as the Nepalese. The 
Bhutanese Government, which had felt the threat 
of a growing population of ethnic minorities, 
imposed measures to “Bhutanize” them (United 
States Committee for Refugees, 1996). During the 
early 1990s, Bhutanese Lhotshampas began 
entering Nepal in large numbers. The influx 
peaked during mid-1992; thus the Bhutanese 
refugee population in Nepal rose from 9,500 to 
75,400 between 1992 and 1993. Although Bhutan 
and Nepal established a Joint Ministerial 
Commission to seek a solution to the refugee 
situation, it has produced no concrete outcome 
and prospects for repatriation remain rather dim. 
By early 2000, the number of Bhutanese refugees 
in Nepal had increased to 108,000. 
 
 
 

NOTES 
 

1At the end of 1988, the Government of Kuwait decided to reclas-
sify the Bedouin people who lacked proof of Kuwait nationality as 
members of the non-Kuwaiti population. This resulted in the reduc-
tion of the Kuwaiti population by about 247,000 persons (ESCWA, 
1994a). 

2Unfortunately, the data on the citizenship of foreign workers, 
published in the Annual Statistical Abstracts of Kuwait, do not spec-
ify the countries making up each regional group. 

3According to this estimate, the Arab workers consist of nationals 
of Bahrain, Iraq, Jordan (East Bank), Kuwait, Libyan Arab Jama-
hiriya, Oman, Qatar, Saudi Arabia, the United Arab Emirates and 
Yemen. 

4The data are based on the Kuwait Labour Force Survey con-
ducted in May 1990. The Kuwait census scheduled in 1990 was 
cancelled because of the Iraq-Kuwait conflict. 

5Scalabrini Migration Center, Asian Mig-ration Atlas, 2000 
(http://www.scalabrini.asn.au/ atlas/amatlas.htm). Accessed on 16 
November 2001. 

6Document A/48/486-S/26560, annex; see Official Records of the 
Security Council, Forty-eight Year, Supplement for October, Novem-
ber and December 1993, document S/26560. 

7In 1982, the Overseas Employment Development Board (OEDB) 
was joined by the National Seamen Board (NSB) to form the Philip-
pine Overseas Employment Administration (POEA). 

8The numbers do not include seamen from the Republic of Korea 
working on foreign vessels whose number increased from an annual 
average of 28,000 in the early 1980s to one of 39,300 in the late 
1980s, and then declined to an annual average of 22,900 in the early 
1990s. 

9From 1 April 1998 to 31 December 1999. 
10The numbers refer to those deployed for land-based employ-

ment. 
11The funding mandate of the Office of the United Nations High 

Commissioner for Refugees defines refugees as persons who are 
outside their country and cannot return owing to a well-founded fear 
of persecution of their race, religion, nationality, political opinion or 
membership of a particular social group. They are persons recog-
nized as such by Governments who have signed the various United 
Nations or regional instruments regarding the legal status of refugees, 
or by UNHCR. Note that UNHCR also provides protection and 
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assistance to a wide range of people living in refugee-like situation, 
including internally displaced persons. 

12Under the operational definition of the United Nations Relief and 
Works Agency for Palestine Refugees in the Near East (UNRWA), 
Palestine refugees are persons whose normal place of residence was 
Palestine between June 1946 and May 1948, who lost both their 
homes and their means of livelihood as a result of the 1948 Israeli-
Arab war. The UNRWA definition of a refugee also covers the de-
scendants of persons who became refugees in 1948. 

13S/19835, annex I; see Official Records of the Security Council, 
Forty-third Year, Supplement for April, May and June 1988, docu-
ment S/19835. 

14See document A/44/523, annex, sect. II. 
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