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I

There is a general consensus that human rights 
are universal en�lements that stand aginst the 
power of the state, which are deserved by 
everyone without discrimina�on. However, 
there is also an equally strong consensus that 
certain groups within communi�es require 
more protec�on in addi�on to the general 
rights guaranteed to everyone. Some of these 
groups are women, children, displaced persons, 
the elderly, disabled persons and persons living 
with HIV AIDS. The interna�onal community - 
via trea�es and policy documents - has erected 
systems (despite impending debate on efficien-
cy) at regional and interna�onal levels for the 
protec�on of such vulnerable groups. 

Migrant workers and their families are the 
other important group of people which have 
been iden�fied by interna�onal human rights 
law and its prac��oners as vulnerable groups 
requiring special protec�on. This led to the 
adop�on of the Conven�on on the Rights of All 
Migrant Workers and Members of their Family 
following a UN General Assembly decision on 
18 December 1990. Granted, such protec�on is 
necessary to all workers who are in alien terri-
tory, far from the protec�on of their parent 
country. However, it must be noted that 
migrant workers in the Gulf - usually migra�ng 
from Asia and Africa - are in need of this docu-
ment and protec�on it offers more than any 
other type of migrant worker. 

This is because of several jus�fica�ons includ-
ing the problema�c Kafala system (discussed in 
depth in the report), the irregularity of migra-
�on and the limited capacity and willingness of 
parent states such as Ethiopia to adequately 
protect the human rights and other rights of 
their ci�zens. The following report - which is 
part of Addis Zeybe’s inves�ga�ve journalism 
and fact checking project - discusses the trends 
in viola�on of human rights of domes�c work-
ers in the Gulf from several perspec�ves and 
with several appropriate stakeholders. 

Viola�ons which occur en-route to des�na�on 
countries, at des�na�on countries and upon 
returning to Ethiopia are raised in discussions 
the researchers had with migra�on experts, 
NGOs and human rights prac��oners. 

About this report



Towards a right sensi�ve migra�on 
of Ethiopians: 
The Human Rights of Ethiopian Mi-
grant Workers in the Gulf States

Alem Dechasa le� Ethiopia in January to work as 
a maid in Lebanon, where she apparently killed 
herself. Her journey started in Burayu, a poor 
se�lement outside Addis Ababa. Alem's journey 
to a lonely death started in this one-room hut in 
Burayu, a bere� se�lement outside Addis Ababa 
where mothers like her and fathers like Lemesa 
face a Herculean struggle to survive each day.
Alem was one of many women who defied an 
Ethiopian government ban to work as house-
maids in Lebanon, hoping to make life be�er for 
their children. In February 2012 a video 
captured on a mobile phone showed Ethiopian 
domes�c worker Alem Dechasa being dragged 
by her hair and violently forced into a car in front 
of the Ethiopian embassy. It went viral. Lebanese 
society and the wider world were shocked by 
the public scene of abuse.

Days a�er the video was aired on LBCI, news 
surfaced that Alem - who had been put in under 
psychiatric supervision - hung herself. Alem’s 
death was received by public outcry against the 
abuse she faced and the lack of protec�on she 
received by Ethiopian authori�es. Calls for policy 
reform and support for her family were orga-
nized following the emo�on triggering video. 
But it all quickly died away. Thousands of Ethio-
pian women have since traveled to Lebanon and 
other Gulf states in the hopes of making their 
respec�ve lives be�er. Even though, Alem’s case 
is one of the most public cases, it's one of thou-
sands of documented and undocumented 
abuses in the Gulf States. Human Rights Watch 
es�mates that an average of one death a week 
due to unnatural causes has occurred in 2008 
which includes suicide and falls from buildings. 

Alem's case has li�ed the lid on the plight of 
migrant workers in Lebanon, where human-rights 
groups say they are regularly abused. Human 
Rights Watch says one migrant worker dies each 
week in Lebanon from suicide or other causes. 
They have no legal protec�on, and this is why 
three years ago Ethiopia banned its na�onals from 
travelling there to work.

A decades long human rights issue concerning 
both Ethiopia - as a country of origin - and the Gulf 
states - as countries of des�na�on - the working 
condi�ons and treatment of Ethiopian migrant 
workers has been a rights challenge withstanding 
the test of �me. The problem was further put in 
focus during the coronavirus pandemic as both 
the treatment of migrant workers and the protec-
�on (or lack thereof) by the Ethiopian authori�es 
was seen more than ever. In countries like Leba-
non, Ethiopian workers were le� at the doorsteps 
of the Ethiopian embassy in mass numbers to find 
their repatria�on requests received minimal 
a�en�on. 

In Yemen, reports suggested that the Houthi 
groups killed and expelled Ethiopian migrant 
workers under the pretext of the coronavirus 
pandemic and workers contribu�ng to its spread. 
Further viola�ons of human rights also occurred 
and con�nue to occur in Saudi Arabia for those 
workers who escaped death at the hands of the 
Houthi resistance in Yemen. In addi�on to these 
recent a�acks against Ethiopian migrant workers 
contextual to the pandemic, preexis�ng condi-
�ons of work are also of great concern in the Gulf 
region for Ethiopians. From the Kafala system 
which is described as the cornerstone of human 
rights abuses in the Gulf states to the physical, 
sexual and mental abuse workers are subjected to 
while working in these states, the situa�on is of 
dier concern. 

The following report - which part of the monthly 
inves�ga�ve report of Addis Zeybe - seeks to 
understand the situa�on in these states, with a 
par�cular focus on Saudi Arabia and Lebanon. It 
aims to understand the du�es of the Ethiopian 
authori�es in Interna�onal human rights law 
generally and labor rights specifically. Stories from 
previous and current migrant workers in the Gulf 
regions are also part of the current report. 

www.addiszeybe.com
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1. Ethiopian Migrant Workers in the 
Gulf: Driving causes, trends in vio-
la�on and Ethiopia as a parent 
state.

According to the Interna�onal Labour Organiza-
�on, the Arab states are one of the key des�na-
�ons for labor migra�on, with most of the work-
force engaged in construc�on, hospitality and 
domes�c work. Even though some por�on of 
the migrant workers in these countries are 
engaged in other forms of work such as agricul-
ture and industry, an overwhelming amount of 
these workers are engaged in either construc-
�on or domes�c work. The UN Department of 
Economic Affairs es�mates that there are over 
35 million migrant workers employed in the Gulf 
Coopera�on Council as well as Lebanon and 
Jordan. The UN agency also es�mates that 39% 
of these workers were female as well as claiming 
that the region represents one of the highest 
rates in terms of local and non-local members of 
the workforce. 

While most of the workforce in the Gulf States 
arrives from Asia, Africans (most specifically 
Eastern Africa) contribute in large numbers to 
the workforce in the region. Ethiopia has also 
been a historic and contemporary country of 
origin contribu�ng to much of the workforce, 
usually in domes�c work and largely by female 
workers from the outskirts of the country. As a 
result of the lack of adequate employment 
opportuni�es, every year tens of thousands of 
Ethiopians travel to these states both via legal 
avenues and illegal ones. More o�en than not, 
viola�ons begin en route to the des�na�on 
countries at the hands of travel agencies and 
other personnel. Even though, in recent �mes 
the meditranean route to European countries 
has become more and more prevalent, it is argu-
able that the tradi�onal labour route for Ethiopi-
ans has always been the Arab states.

A survey conducted by Addis Ababa University’s 
School of Economics in March 2014 found that 
both male and female Ethiopians migrate to 
Middle Eastern na�ons and other countries of 
des�na�on with female migrants making up 
54.2% of these migrant workers and 45.8% being 
male. Interes�ngly , however, the propor�on of 
male returnees (standing at 51.4%) is slightly 
higher than female returnees who are at 48.6% 
according to the study. In addi�on to this, the 
study also found that a majority of the migrant 
workers travelling to these countries for work 
came from rural areas of the country. The study 
was conducted in 52 woredas and 97 kebeles 
showcasing a history of high levels of migra�on. 
The study covered 2,750 households and 1,450 
migrants in the Amhara, Oromia, SNNPR and 
Tigray Regional States as well as in the Addis 
Ababa city administra�on. 

Another study conducted in 2017, also suggests 
that Ethiopia has long been one of the major 
contribu�ng country to the workforce in several 
Gulf states with an es�mated 1,500 female 
migrants travelling to these countries on a daily 
basis before the government temporarily closed 
the route to these countries in 2013 following an 
outcry of human rights viola�ons and atroci�es 
commi�ed against domes�c workers prior to the 
decision. The authors of the study also argue that 
this decision further escalated movement of 
migrant workers via unorthodox and illegal routes, 
pu�ng migrants in further danger and vulnerabili-
ty as they travel to these des�na�ons with the 
help of illegal agents and in life threatening 
circumstances.

According to a study the book “Ethiopian Labor 
Migra�on to the Gulf and South Africa” wri�en by 
Asnake Kefalle and Zerihun Mohammed and pub-
lished by the Forum for Social Studies, migra�on 
of Ethiopian workers to the Gulf and South Africa 
has passed through three major stages. Labour 
migra�on from Ethiopia to the Gulf passed 
through three major phases. The first phase spans 
the period from the 1980s �ll the downfall of the 
Derg in May 1991. The majority of migrant work-
ers in this period went to Saudi Arabia in the 
pretext of the Muslim religious pilgrimage (Hajj 
and Umrah).

www.addiszeybe.com
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The second phase covers the period from 1991 
�ll 1998. In this period, the majority of the 
migrant domes�c workers went to Lebanon 
(Emebet, 2002). There is no accurate data about 
the actual size of Ethiopian domes�c workers in 
Lebanon during this period. According to some 
es�mates, the number of women travelling to 
Beirut steadily grew and the average number of 
women travelling to Beirut per month increased 
from 23 in 1996 to 413 in 1999 (Yoseph et al, 
2007). By the beginning of 2000s, according to 
some es�mates, there were thousands of Ethio-
pian domes�c workers in Lebanon. 

The third phase of labour migra�on spans from 
1998 to 2014. This phase has many interrelated 
features. First, the dominance of Lebanon was 
taken away by Saudi Arabia; and Saudi’s receipt 
of Ethiopian domes�c workers reached its peak 
in 2013. In 2012, the Ethiopian government with 
li�le prepara�on decided to fill the vacuum 
created by what commentators called the Asian 
Backlash in providing domes�c workers to Saudi 
Arabia (Davison and Clark, 2013). The tradi�onal 
large suppliers of domes�c workers to the Saudi 
market put a moratorium on the employment of 
their ci�zens in Saudi Arabia for different 
reasons. Accordingly, Indonesia decided to 
curtail the sending of its ci�zens a�er the 
beheading of a maid from that country who was 
convicted of killing her employer in June 2011. 
Similarly, the Philippine government decided to 
ban the employment of its ci�zens in the King-
dom due to low salaries and a catalogue of 
abuses (Davison and Clark, 2013). In order to fill 
the vacuum created by the sanc�on of the two 
major suppliers, the Saudis approached the Ethi-
opian government. The Ethiopian government 
without properly considering the reasons why 
the tradi�onal suppliers at least temporarily 
banned the sending of their ci�zens gave a nod 
to the Saudi request. In spite of the expressed 
desire of the Ethiopian government to regularize 
the sending of its ci�zens for employment 
abroad by entering bilateral agreements.

Driving Factors 

According to Beydoun (2006) Ethiopian women 
ini�ally migrated as domes�c workers into Leba-
non and suffered from various stereotypical 
discrimina�ons and violence as early as 1989. 
Similarly, Fernandez (2010) in his research states 
that a large number of Ethiopian women and girls 
are migra�ng to the Gulf States with the displace-
ment disguised by voluntary labour migra�on and 
be�er employment opportuni�es. The demand 
for domes�c workers, par�cularly Ethiopian ones, 
is likely to con�nue in the long term, according to 
Fernandez. 

Studies conducted by Kebede (2002), Reda (2012) 
Endeshaw (2006) also show that a large number of 
Ethiopian women have become vic�ms of traffick-
ing in recent �mes; with movement influenced by 
false promises of be�er opportuni�es and com-
fortable livelihoods. The studies suggest that most 
of these domes�c workers are subject to numer-
ous viola�ons of human rights generally and labor 
rights specifically at the hands of their employers 
with low income, overworking and sexual abuse 
forming a common theme of the findings in all the 
above studies.  

According to a research conducted by IOM (2006), 
however the official Ethiopian migra�on records 
indicate that the number of female migrants has 
been steadily increasing, the exact number and 
magnitude of trafficked women is not clearly 
recorded due to the extensive migra�on of 
women and children through unofficial and illegal 
channels. This in turn creates further problems 
with regards to the documenta�on of workers in 
the Gulf states making official figures and 
es�mates of migrant workers lesser than the reali-
ty on the ground. It is also clear that numerous 
viola�ons en route to countries of des�na�on 
form a key part of the human rights narra�ve 
surrounding migrant workers in the Gulf states. 

To Yordanos Seifu- author and researcher with 
ample experience in migra�on - the driving factors 
behind migra�on to other countries for Ethiopians 
is mul�faceted. He told Addis Zeybe that the 
primary driver of migra�on for most Ethiopians is 
related to the natural desire for human beings to 
explore new things.

www.addiszeybe.com
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 “As humans we are born with the desire to know 
the unknown. That has a big part in the migra-
tion of Ethiopians legally and illegally.” But he 
believes poverty - absolute and rela�ve - is at 
the heart of the problem. “When I say absolute 
poverty, I mean not being able to access food, 
water and other basic necessities. And this is the 
reality of most Ethiopians, especially in the rural 
setting.” In addi�on to this Ethiopian and African 
migrants also migrate because of what is called 
rela�ve poverty which Yordanos explains as the 
desire to access be�er opportuni�es despite 
basic necessi�es being fulfilled. “Migration 
caused by relative poverty is very common now-
adays when you study the trends in migration.”

The author of the books Alafi Mengedegna parts 
one and two, Yordanos also said that returnees 
play a crucial role in the migra�on cycle con�nu-
ing despite documented abuses of rights. 
“When you talk to returnees the experiences 
they share with you are heartbreaking. But 
because of a number of social and psychological 
reasons, they do not share these experiences 
with their families or friends. Instead, they 
choose to share only the good things, existent or 
not.” This plays a huge part in migra�on s�ll 
being an op�on for many to crack the code to life 
and lead a successful life for the migra�on 
expert. This is also further compounded by the 
youthful demography of the country and its 
inability to create job opportuni�es to meet the 
demands of this young popula�on. 

Finally, Yordanos discusses what he calls 
network migra�on as a key determinant behind 
the strong business model of those involved in 
the legal and illegal migra�on of Ethiopian work-
ers from different parts of the country.
“There is a tendency to take members of their 
family or area of residence once migrants reach 
Gulf states. A girl who successfully makes it to 
those countries is expected to work on taking her 
sister or neighbour’s child after a short while.” 
says Yordanos explaining what he meant by 
network migra�on.

“One thing is clear. The  business model those 
engaged in migration have is dynamic. It adopts 
quickly to changing legal and administrative 
circumstances.   

The agents work closely with key governmental 
and intergovernmental officials as well. That is 
what makes it challenging to control.” says 
Yordanos. The flee�ng image of globaliza�on, the 
increased observance of mobility rights (as com-
pared to the restric�ve Derg regime) and the 
accessibility of informa�on even in rural areas 
through smartphones and other technologies 
were also other contribu�ng factors to the high 
numbers of migrants to the Gulf states and other 
parts of the world.

Hirut Debebe is the Director and Co-founder of the 
Good Samaritan Associa�on - a local NGO which 
has been working with migrant workers and 
returnees for the past twenty four years - and she 
concurs that the desire to access be�er opportuni-
�es and means of living is natural to human 
nature. She also believes peer pressure from 
family members and friends coupled with several 
socio-economic and poli�cal reasons drives 
migrants to different parts of the world, mostly to 
the Gulf and South Africa. The Good Samaritan 
Founda�on thus works on poverty allevia�on and 
reintegra�on of returning women and children 
and has helped support over 4,000 returning 
women and children. With centers in Addis Ababa 
and Gondar, the NGO plays a crucial role in an envi-
ronment where li�le to no support from the 
government and non-governmental organiza�ons 
is available to returning domes�c workers. The 
associa�on provides shelter, food, clothing as well 
as psychosocial support in the two centers based 
in the Addis Ababa and Gondar.
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Understanding norms in vio-
la�on of rights 
The treatment that migrant workers receive to a 
large measure depends on the social, economic 
and poli�cal condi�ons of the receiving as well 
as sending countries. Some of the major factors 
that contributed to the eventual se�lement of 
‘guest workers’ who were brought to Western 
Europe a�er the Second World War were ‘legal 
and political constraints of democratic countries 
[that] make large-scale deportation difficult’ 
(Hollifield, 1992 cited in Bartram, 2005: 6). 
Whereas, in Gulf countries where ‘migrant 
workers’ are given lower class and racial status, 
and denied basic human rights, severe crack-
down on ‘undocumented’ migrant workers with-
out due process of law is likely if not inevitable. 

The 2013 Saudi crackdown on undocumented 
Ethiopian migrant workers in which the lives of 
scores of people were lost is a good example of 
how authori�es in the Gulf countries with scant 
regard to the wellbeing of the migrant workers 
could undertake massive expulsions at will. The 
treatment of the Saudi government and the 
vigilantes a�acking presumed “illegal” workers 
in late 2013 and early 2014 was not an isolated 
incident. Rather, abuse and brutal treatment of 
domes�c workers in the Gulf is a systema�c 
problem, which happens frequently to workers 
from countries like the Philippines, Indonesia 
and Sri Lanka. Such abuses usually happen with 
li�le interna�onal outcry except efforts by inter-
na�onal human right groups like Human Rights 
Watch (HRW). The fact that the people who are 
involved in labour migra�on come from the 
lowest social and economic strata of some of the 
poorest countries in the world contributes to the 
muted reac�on of global powers and western 
media to maltreatment of migrants in such 
countries like Saudi Arabia.

The Director and Co-founder of the Good Samar-
itan Associa�on, Hirut Yibabe says the viola�on 
of rights - especially for those traveling using 
irregular routes starts en route to des�na�on 
countries.

“A majority of migrants travel using illegal means 
and routes. As a result they are susceptible to 
physical and sexual violence even before they 
reach the countries they seek to work in.” says 
Hirut telling Addis Zeybe that the viola�on of 
human rights begins even before domes�c 
migrant workers reach their country of des�na-
�on. In addi�on to that, because most of the �me 
domes�c workers are engaged in informal or small 
scale employment (e.g. Domes�c Work), they are 
immensely suscep�ble to viola�on of labor rights, 
overworking, inhumane working structure and 
schedule as well as the denial of remunera�on. 
“The problem is in addition to their vulnerability 
they find themselves incapable of accessing 
redress mechanisms because of their exclusion 
from the local labor law.” said Hirut reflec�ng on 
the circumstances that escalate the viola�on of 
rights against Ethiopian migrant workers in the 
Gulf states. 

Another layer to this problem is the vulnerable 
posi�on migrants find themselves in because a 
number of psycho-social, poli�cal, economic, 
racial and other determinants. The most plausible 
and convincing explana�on to this ques�on lies in 
the makeup of the migrant workers themselves. 
The majority of those who migrate to work as 
domes�c workers in the Gulf countries originate 
from the fringes of their own communi�es with 
lower economic, poli�cal and social status. Kevin 
Bales, who produced the bestseller book on 
modern day slavery en�tled Disposable People, 
iden�fied two important factors that characterize 
modern day servitude. First, those who use the 
labour of people under servitude have the power 
to control their subjects – control could come in 
the form of unfair contracts, debt bondages and 
also the use of sheer violence. Second, people in 
modern servitude workers are disposable; they 
can be easily thrown away and replaced by newer 
individuals or groups (Bales 2012: 26). 

On the other hand, most of the countries that 
send domes�c workers are poor with li�le ins�tu-
�onal capacity and poli�cal will to regulate labour 
migra�on; and li�le bargaining power to nego�ate 
good working condi�ons and protec�on for their 
migrant ci�zens in the host countries. It also does 
not help that migrant workers - especially domes-
�c workers - operate in secluded environments. 
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Naturally, this means that domes�c workers 
o�en than not conduct their tasks in the homes 
of their employees with li�le to no supervision 
available or possible. This creates a conducive 
environment  for employees to abuse the  basic 
rights of migrant workers working in their house-
hold. However, perhaps what is at the heart of 
the abuse of the labor and human rights of Ethi-
opians working as domes�c and other migrant 
workers in the Gulf is the Kafala system. Below is 
a synopsis of how it works and why it contributes 
to the systema�c rights abuse of migrant work-
ers in the Gulf Coopera�on Council as well as 
Lebanon and Jordan. 

The Kafala System and other human 
rights viola�ons: A snapshot
 
Migrant workers - especially unskilled migrant 
workers such as most of the Ethiopians in the 
Gulf states - face numerous challenges while 
working out of their parent country. This is 
further compounded by the coronavirus 
pandemic which showcased the apparent lack of 
humane treatment of Ethiopian migrant workers 
in the Gulf countries that host them in dire 
circumstances. At the cusp of the pandemic, 
images of large numbers of migrants dumped at 
Ethiopian Embassies who provided minimal 
support to these Ethiopian migrants captured 
the reality they lived in. In Lebanon, when the 
ammonium nitrate stored in Beirut’s city port 
exploded, Ethiopian workers found themselves 
in even worse circumstances, some living in 
homes with walls and doors blown away by the 
bomb. 

According to Fasil Demisse’s ar�cle on the 
African and Black Diaspora: An International 
Journal titled Ethiopian female domestic workers 
in the Middle East and Gulf States: an introduc-
�on, the viola�on of the rights  of migrant work-
ers (the scope of the ar�cle is limited to female 
Ethiopian migrant workers) is commi�ed by 
employment agents, employers and the govern-
ment agencies which systema�cally reinforce 
the vulnerable status of migrant workers. Fasil 
captures the severe viola�ons of the rights of 
migrants en route to their respec�ve country of 
des�na�on as follows:

Reports from the field by NGOs, local and interna-
tional media outlets have documented the horrors 
of clandestine migration to the Middle East, Gulf 
States, Northern and Southern Africa.7 From the 
Mediterranean Sea to the Bab el-Mandel crossing 
the Red Sea to the barren desert and war-torn 
transit point in Yemen, Ethiopian migrants face an 
array of personal and institutional challenges 
because of their subordinate position in the labor 
market. Deemed as easily disposable, personal 
violence, rape, and abuse by smugglers and 
border police in transit are a recurring feature of 
clandestine migration and one of the central 
features of contemporary transnational Ethiopian 
migration.  

Fasil’s ar�cle also iden�fies the condi�ons that 
migrant’s will eventually find themselves in due to 
the problema�c Kafala regime of employment as a 
serious viola�on of the rights of migrant workers 
in the Gulf countries. The products of the system 
such as physical assault, sexual violence, denial of 
renumera�on, confisca�on of travel documents, 
physical confinement and sleep depriva�on are 
well known viola�on of rights by employers and 
government agencies that enforce the system. 

The Kafala system - applicable in all Gulf Coopera-
�on Council as well as Lebanon and Jordan - is the 
system at the heart of the migra�on policy and 
rules in most of the countries of des�na�on for 
Ethiopian migrant workers in Arab countries. The 
system - which finds its roots in the 1950s Bedouin 
principles of hospitality - traces its origin in the 
nomadic Bedouin communi�es that were known 
for their hospitable nature according to Azfar 
Khan and Hélène Harroff-Tavel’s ar�cle �tled 
Reforming the Kafala. The authors argue that 
while the system was introduced under the noble 
pretext of hospitality emana�ng from the posi�ve 
culture of the Bedouins, it has lost this noble rele-
vance through �me to become one of the stron-
gest threats to the rights of migrant workers. The 
applica�on of the Kafala system varies from one 
state to the other in the Gulf Region. While it 
applies across the board in all GCC countries, in 
Lebanon it regulates low skilled migrants from 
Africa and Asia (excluding those from Syria and 
skilled workers from elsewhere) and in Jordan the 
system is applicable only towards those who are 
recruited by na�onals and don’t work in special-
ized economic areas. 
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The general objec�ve of the Kafala system is 
bestowing the responsibility of controlling the 
ac�ons of the migrant worker to the employer 
who is known as the Kafeel in the system. 
Migrant workers and their status is a�ached to 
the employer and their task vis a vis such 
employer. This in turn results in the inability of 
migrant workers to change employers, pu�ng 
the kafeel in an onerous posi�on of power and 
the migrant in a tremendously disadvantageous 
posi�on. To make ma�ers even worse, migra�on 
is only possible via this procedure to most if not 
all GCC countries as well as Lebanon and Jordan. 
The Kafala system is defined as follows by a 
study on Employer-Worker Rela�ons in the 
Middle East by the ILO Regional Office for Arab 
States as 

“...an all-encompassing collection of laws, 
administrative regulations, norms and custom-
ary practices which places primary responsibility 
for regulating the relationship between worker 
and employer in the hands of the employer”

The above paper by the ILO regional office also 
argues that even though such systems of moni-
toring migrant workers are available in different 
forms in different regions, the Kafala system and 
the onerous power it gives to individual employ-
ers limits the chances of migrants securing 
be�er employment, creates conducive circum-
stances for employers and agents to commit 
different human rights abuses (most of which 
are serious and inhumane in nature) and makes 
redress inaccessible due to the lack of proximity 
of local authori�es to protect workers from 
abuse. In the Kafala system, the legal and migra-
�on status of the employee is linked exclusively 
to an individual sponsor without which the 
worker will be deported at his/her own cost. 
Consequently, migrant workers cannot seek 
other job opportuni�es or leave the country 
without securing permission from their employ-
ers first.  

In the above paper prepared by the Arab Region-
al Office to the ILO, the office designed five 
major indicators to help see if there is a system 
for rights viola�on in a specific country of 
employment or not.  

The first of these five ques�ons one should ask in 
assessing the rela�onship between the migrant 
worker and the Kafeel is whether the entry to the 
country is �ed to a specific employer in terms of 
work and residence permits. This ques�on tries to 
measure if the employee has to be �ed to a specif-
ic employer throughout his tenure in the country 
of des�na�on. The second ques�on is on whether 
the renewal of residence and work visa is depen-
dent on the employer. In other words, here we see 
if the employer’s will is a determining factor for 
the employees applica�on for a visa renewal. 

Third and fourth respec�vely, whether termina-
�on or transfer of employment requires the bless-
ing of the employer must also be addressed. This 
determines to what extent the employee can seek 
and u�lize other opportuni�es of employment 
without permission from his sponsor. Finally, the 
fi�h and final indicator to see if there is a system 
conducive to human rights abuse or not in a 
par�cular country of employment is the rules on 
exi�ng the country. This concept is very closely 
related to the right to liberty and the right to 
return to one's own country of na�onality albeit 
legal restric�ons such as judicial decision. Can the 
employee terminate her contract and return to 
the country of origin (in this case Ethiopia) is the 
final ques�on. 

According to the paper whenever the answer is 
not favorable in one or more of the indicators 
there is a strong likelihood that there is an envi-
ronment conducive to human rights abuses. Using 
these five indicators iden�fied by the regional 
office, the paper also analyzes legisla�ons in all 
GCC states as well as Lebanon and Jordan. For the 
purpose of this report, three of the top des�na-
�ons for Ethiopian migrant workers will be 
assessed. These are Saudi Arabia, the United Arab 
Emirates and Lebanon. 
In Saudi Arabia, the answer to all the above indica-
tors is not favorable as migrant workers are 
required to obtain permission from their employ-
ers to enter, to renew work and residence permits, 
to terminate employment, to transfer to other 
employers as well as to exit the country. In Leba-
non, all of this remains the same with the excep-
�on of exi�ng the country, which does not require 
the consent of the kafeel.
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Finally, in the United Arab Emirates, while the 
indicators suggest favorable condi�ons for 
migrant workers generally than other Arab coun-
tries, for  domes�c entry into the country, 
renewal of visa, as well as transfer and termina-
�on employment contract s�ll requires the 
consent of the kafeel.

Exacerba�ng circumstances such as the 
non-criminaliza�on of passport confisca�on and 
the lack of any labor law protec�ng migrant 
workers in Lebanon as well as the lack of any 
labor law in the UAE and a labor proclama�on 
that falls short of interna�onal human rights and 
labor standards further make the Kafala system 
an abusive system of employment pu�ng 
migrant workers in circumstances of increased 
vulnerability to human rights abuses. This is also 
further compounded by the fact that domes�c 
work - in its nature -  is conducted in the premise 
of the employer, far away from the eyes of the 
world.

Granted, like the above sec�on has a�empted to 
capture, the viola�on of human rights generally 
and labor rights specifically has been a common 
theme of the lives of domes�c migrant workers 
in Ethiopia and other parts of the African and 
Asian con�nents. However, there is another 
layer to the concerning working condi�ons in 
the Gulf na�ons for domes�c workers. For moth-
ers who give birth in the countries of employ-
ment or travel with children from Ethiopia, 
another layer of viola�on of human rights relat-
ed to access to educa�on, child rights abuses 
including child labor and others. In addi�on to 
this, in the context of COVID19 like men�oned in 
the beginning of this sec�on the frequency and 
impact of rights viola�on in Ethiopia has been 
exacerbated as well.
 
The Duty to Protect Ci�zens: Domes�c 
ins�tu�ons and Ethiopian “Embassies”

A point stressed �me and again by Yordanos, the 
abuse of rights against Ethiopian migrant work-
ers in the Gulf states is also exasperated by the 
lack of capacity and resources as well as poli�cal 
will of embassies and consulates in these coun-
tries to support Ethioipan workers both in terms 
of capacity building and offering an avenue of 
recourse whenever rights are violated. 

“If you have had the chance to visit Ethiopian 
embassies abroad, you know the small staff com-
posi�on and professional incapacity they suffer 
from.” said Yordanos stressing that this is the 
heart of the problem related to migrant workers. 
Embassies do not conduct research into why and 
how rights are abused in these states. “To make 
ma�ers worse, Ethiopian embassies treat Com-
munity Associa�ons such as Diaspora Associa�ons 
as enemies. They are not willing to work with 
these associa�ons whenever they approach them, 
further pushing the migrant popula�on away from 
an already weak consular system.” says Yordanos 
explaining to Addis Zeybe that the lack of compe-
tent, well connected and properly staffed embas-
sies is an important determinant in the discussion 
of labor rights in the Gulf or any other part of the 
country.   
Regarding the local ins�tu�ons tasked with the 
protec�on of the rights of Ethiopian migrant work-
ers are the Ministry of Labor and Social Affairs, the 
Ministry of Foriegn Affairs and the Authority for 
Refugees and Returnees Affairs. These ins�tu�ons 
are tasked with sca�ered responsibili�es and 
migrant workers depend on the ins�tu�onal 
capacity and swi� ac�on of these ministries 
depending on which stage the migrant is. The 
above book by Asnake Kefalle and Zerihun 
Mohammed the ins�tu�onal incapacity - or rather 
the stretched mandate of each of these ins�tu-
�ons - is iden�fied as one of the contribu�ng 
factors to the immensely vulnerable posi�on 
migrant workers find themselves in. The authors 
of the book argue that the Ministry of Labor and 
Social affairs for instance has a very wide scope 
making it ins�tu�onally stretched to deal with the 
problem effec�vely. For starters, the ministry has 
two equally wide scopes in its responsibility to 
address ”labor”  and “social” affairs. More specifi-
cally, the ministry already has several domes�c 
labor issues it has to tend to making the list of its 
mandates and du�es even longer. The experience 
of the Philippines - another labor contribu�ng 
country - is cited as good prac�ce by the authors 
of the book because the country has been able to 
establish a specialized agency tasked with dealing 
with issues related to migrant workers, increasing 
its ins�tu�onal effec�veness. In the Ethiopian 
context a number of ministries, authori�es and 
other government offices are tasked with scat-
tered responsibili�es. With the demonstrated lack 
of coordina�on between government offices, this 
is a serious impediment in the effec�veness of 
ac�ons taken by the government. 
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2. Labor and Human Rights: An 
overview of interna�onal, 
regional and domes�c law

In their current form, it is known that human 
rights are guaranteed by interna�onal, regional 
and domes�c sets of rules and mechanisms. 
Though usually repe��ve, human rights (which 
also encapsulates labor rights), forms the princi-
pal purposes and func�ons of interna�onal and 
regional intergovernmental organiza�ons. Not 
only are labor rights fundamental parts of the 
rights guaranteed by human rights law - in its 
current form - they are linked with the emer-
gence of human rights as an interna�onally 
guaranteed set of rules.  

Historically, the emergence of labor rights is 
closely linked with the industrial revolu�on and 
the shi� in modes of employment that arises as 
a result. Even though there are claims that labor 
law and the protec�on of labor rights dated back 
in history to the Babelonean era’s Hammurabi 
Code (18th Century BC), the consensus is in its 
current form labor law emerged as a result of 
the industrial revolu�on. The rise of the steam 
engine and consequently the manufacturing 
sector resulted in the employment of large 
por�ons of the popula�on in factory work, 
usually under ques�onable circumstances. This 
was as a result of the inadequacy of employ-
ee-employer rela�onship to govern a civil 
rela�onship as well as due to the onerous power 
enjoyed by the employer vis a vis his employee. 

Slowly since the 18th Century industrial revolu-
�on - compounded by the Enlightenment and 
the French Revolu�on - labor rights started to 
become formulated, mostly in different Europe-
an states which were highly industrialized. The 
establishment of the Interna�onal Labor Organi-
za�on in 1901 was a landmark event in the 
development of a system for the protec�on and 
promo�on of labor rights.

The ILO is s�ll existent as the principal interna�on-
al ins�tu�on tasked with the responsibility of 
protec�ng and promo�ng interna�onally guaran-
teed labor and human rights. As such the ILO is the 
principal body tasked with crea�ng a pool of rules 
and mechanisms to guarantee the rights of work-
ers, including migrant workers. Under the ILO 
system it is important to give due a�en�on to the 
ILO’s Cons�tu�on and Declara�on concerning the 
aims and purposes of the Interna�onal Labour 
Organisa�on to understand the objec�ves of the 
specialized UN organ. Addi�onally, the ILO Decla-
ra�on on Fundamental Principles and Rights at 
Work also guarantees four major du�es by the 
memberstates of the ILO; namely the freedom of 
association and the effective recognition of the 
right to collective bargaining, the elimination of 
forced or compulsory labour, the abolition of child 
labour and the  elimination of discrimination in 
respect of employment and occupation 

There are also other sources of interna�onal labor 
law enshrined in different human rights conven-
�ons and trea�es which guarantee the rights of 
employees and laborers depending on the overall 
objec�ves the conven�ons have. These trea�es 
and conven�ons are the: 

The Universal Declara�on of Human Rights 

 The Interna�onal Conven�on on the Elimi-
na�on of All Forms of Racial Discrimina�on, 1965
 The Interna�onal Covenant on Civil and 
Poli�cal Rights, 1966
 The Interna�onal Covenant on Economic, 
Social and Cultural Rights, 1966
 The Conven�on on the Elimina�on of All 
Forms of Discrimina�on Against Women, 1979 
 The Conven�on on the Rights of the Child, 
1989 
 The Interna�onal Conven�on on the 
Protec�on of the Rights of All Migrant Workers 
and Members of their Families

These are all important documents within interna-
�onal law that form part and parcel  of interna-
�onal labor law in its current form. Regional 
instruments also complement these interna�onal 
instruments to guarantee the rights of workers are 
addressed poten�al. Each conven�on listed above 
has addressed labor rights vis a vis the par�cular 
objec�ve of the treaty and the par�cular sec�on 
of the community it is tasked with protec�ng.
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The CEDAW regulates viola�on of the rights of 
women to and during employment while the 
CRC is concerned with the right of children in 
employment or labor.
 
On the other hand the Interna�onal Conven�on 
on the Protec�on of the Rights of All Migrant 
Workers and Members of their Families (ICMW) 
is a unique UN human rights conven�on adopt-
ed in 1990 in recogni�on of the special and 
vulnerable circumstances migrants and mem-
bers of their families find themselves in. The 
preamble of the conven�on captures the ini�a-
�ve of the interna�onal community to build on 
the already exis�ng protec�ve conven�ons 
addressing the issue of migrant workers. Some 
of these conven�ons are:

 the Conven�on concerning Migra�on for 
Employment (No. 97); 
 the Conven�on concerning Migra�ons in 
Abusive Condi�ons and the Promo�on of Equali-
ty of Opportunity and Treatment of Migrant 
Workers (No.143);
 the Recommenda�on concerning Migra-
�on for Employment (No. 86); 
 the Recommenda�on concerning 
Migrant Workers (No.151);
 the Conven�on concerning Forced or 
Compulsory Labour (No. 29);
 the Conven�on concerning Aboli�on of 
Forced Labour (No. 105);
 the Conven�on against Discrimina�on in 
Educa�on of the United Na�ons Educa�onal, 
Scien�fic and Cultural Organiza�on;
 the Conven�on against Torture and 
Other Cruel, Inhuman or Degrading Treatment 
or Punishment;
 the Declara�on of the Fourth United 
Na�ons Congress on the Preven�on of Crime 
and the Treatment of Offenders and
 the Code of Conduct for Law Enforce-
ment Officials, and the Slavery Conven�ons 

While the defini�ons part of the conven�on lays 
out who a migrant is (as well as defining regular 
and irregular migra�on), who a family to a 
migrant is in the context of the conven�on as 
well as laying down important defini�ons of 
states of origin, transit and employment are.

Categories of migrant workers such as fron�er 
workers, seasonal workers, seafarers, workers on 
an offshore installa�on, project �ed workers and 
specialized employment workers are also defined 
under Ar�cle 2 of the conven�on. 

The specific rights of migrant workers and their 
families such as right to leave the country of 
employment at any point in �me subject to legal 
rules of the country of employment, the prohibi-
�on of torture and other inhumane and degrading 
treatment, the prohibi�on of slavery and servi-
tude and the prohibi�on of forced labor are 
provided for between Ar�cle 8 and 56 of the 
conven�on. The rights of specific types of workers 
(defined under Ar�cle 2) are also laid down 
between Ar�cle 57 and 63. The rest of the provi-
sions of the conven�on create the Commi�ee on 
the Protec�on of the Rights of All Migrants and 
Members  of their Families as well as providing for 
supervisory procedures for the promo�on of the 
rights of migrants and their families. The commit-
tee is composed of fourteen experts with high 
moral standards and equitable geographical 
representa�on at the heart of the selec�on criteri-
on. Ethiopia is not a member state to the conven-
�on. Neither are most of the states in the Gulf 
region, with Saudi Arabia, Qatar and Lebanon not 
signing the conven�on either. 

There  are also General comments relevant to the 
rights of migrant workers on the obliga�on of 
States par�es in respect of non-na�onals, includ-
ing migrants. Here it is important to note that, the 
general comments developed by the UN treaty 
bodies provide States with guidance to interpret 
and apply par�cular provisions of the human 
rights trea�es many of which are relevant to the 
rights of migrant workers. However, it is important 
to note the non-binding nature of such docu-
ments.

There  are also General comments relevant to the 
rights of migrant workers on the obliga�on of 
States par�es in respect of non-na�onals, includ-
ing migrants. Here it is important to note that, the 
general comments developed by the UN treaty 
bodies provide States with guidance to interpret 
and apply par�cular provisions of the human 
rights trea�es many of which are relevant to the 
rights of migrant workers. However, it is important 
to note the non-binding nature of such docu-
ments. 
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Some of the notable General Comments include 
General Comment No. 15 on the posi�on of 
aliens under the Covenant (1986),“Each State 
party must ensure the rights in the Covenant to 
“all individuals within its territory and subject to 
its jurisdic�on” (ar�cle 2, para. 1). In general, the 
rights set forth in the Covenant apply to every-
one, irrespec�ve of reciprocity, and irrespec�ve 
of his or her na�onality or statelessness” and 
“must be guaranteed without discrimina�on 
between ci�zens and aliens.”

General Comment No. 31 on the nature of the 
general legal obliga�on imposed on States 
par�es (2004),“The enjoyment of Covenant 
rights is not limited to ci�zens of States par�es 
but must also be available to all individuals, 
regardless of na�onality or statelessness, such 
as asylum seekers, refugees, migrant workers 
and other persons, who may find themselves in 
the territory or subject to the jurisdic�on of the 
State party.” 

General Comment No. 32 on the right to equali-
ty before courts and tribunals and to a fair trial 
(2007) states that, “The right of access to courts 
and tribunals and equality before them is not 
limited to ci�zens of States par�es, but must 
also be available to all individuals, regardless of 
na�onality or statelessness, or whatever their 
status, whether asylum seekers, refugees, 
migrant workers, unaccompanied children or 
other persons, who may find themselves in the 
territory or subject to the jurisdic�on of the 
State party.” 

Regionally, in the African human rights system 
under the auspices of the African Union and its 
predecessor the Organiza�on of African Unity 
(1963-1999), the number and relevance of trea-
�es introduced to address the problem migrant 
workers face is not encouraging. While the 1969 
OAU refugee conven�on and the 2009 Kampala 
Conven�on on the rights of internally displaced 
persons regulate strong issues related to the 
movement of persons, they are remotely if at all 
related to migrant workers. These conven�ons 
regulate and promote the rights of forcibly 
displaced persons, to which category migrants 
do not fall under. 

However, even though the treaty signifies regional 
economic coopera�on more than the rights of 
migrants, the Protocol to the treaty establishing 
the African free trade area rela�ng to the Free 
Movement of persons, the Right of Residence and 
the Right of Establishment introduces important 
rights in the context of the African Free trade area. 
Key principles of non-discrimina�on as well as the 
prohini�on of the mass expulsion of na�onals of 
one country as well as rights to residence and 
establisment in countries of employment are 
introduced by the protocol. As the con�nent takes 
a giant stride towards regional integra�on, this 
protocol is expected to provide for the protec�on 
of those who use the African Free Trade Area to 
seek employment in other countries. However, it 
is not accurate to say this treaty can be a strong 
regional instrument because of its lack of exhaus-
�veness  in the manner in which it lays out rights 
of migrant workers. To the contrary, it is immense-
ly vague. Ethiopia is not a party to this conven�on 
either.

Conclusion and Recommenda�on: 
Towards bringing an end to historical 
viola�on of rights

Finding themselves between exclusion from local 
labor legisla�ons by their respec�ve host states 
and a lack of adequate and competent methods of 
protec�on by their parent state - Ethiopia - 
migrant workers in the Gulf states have historically 
been at the forefront of discussions surrounding 
labor rights, the prohibi�on of degrading and 
inhumane treatment, the prohibi�on of slavery 
and serviturde as well as other major rights guar-
anteed by interna�onal and regional human rights 
instruments. With most of the des�na�on coun-
tries as well as Ethiopia not bound by most of the 
interna�onal and regional instruments, a legal 
discussion only goes to the extent of advocacy for 
these na�ons to accede into trea�es such as the 
ICMW in an effort to increase the obliga�on of the 
state to protect and promote human rights of  
domes�c workers. However, a review of literature 
and policy sugges�ons as well as interviews with 
several governmental, academic and professional 
experts, Addis Zeybe has iden�fied three areas of 
recommenda�on for government, intergovern-
mental ins�tu�ons and migrants to follow in order 
for a no�ceable shi� in norm to occur. 
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The second point of recommenda�on is the 
need for the Ethiopian government to create an 
independent ins�tu�on specialized in dealing 
with the complex issue of migra�on to the Gulf 
states. As opposed to sca�ered responsibili�es 
in three or four ins�tu�ons, a specialized 
government ins�tu�on with professionals capa-
ble of studying and addressing complex issues 
such as root causes of migra�on, the preven�ng 
illegal human trafficking, properly represen�ng 
the interest of migrant workers through policy 
recommenda�ons, documen�ng migrants and 
their status more in�mately and reintegra�ng 
migrant workers once they return to their coun-
try is a very important step the government 
could take. The example of the Philippines is one 
the Ethiopian administra�on could learn a lot 
from. There also exists the need to work on the 
ins�tu�onal capacity and human resources of 
embassies and consulates in the Gulf regions. 
Embassies in the Gulf must structurally look 
different from embassies in Europe because of 
the different challenges the delega�on are 
tasked to address in the respec�ve regions. 
Yordanos Seifu says professionals and diplomats 
versed in labor law, migra�on law, human rights 
law and other professions must be part of the 
delega�on in order to effec�vely address the 
issue. Yordanos also believes the embassies in 
these Gulf states must work closely with local 
associa�ons created by and for domes�c work-
ers in order to genuinely represent the interests 
of the migrant workers. “They must stop trea�ng 
them as adversaries. These associa�ons and 
community ini�a�ves have immense value in 
determining the capacity and ability of embas-
sies to represent the interests of their ci�zens.” 
Therefore, an important area of improvement 
for the government is building an ins�tu�on 
capable of addressing these issues in a holis�c 
manner as well as the reform of embassies.

The third and final recommenda�on is the need 
for an all inclusive and realis�c migra�on policy 
at a na�onal level. As discussed earlier because 
domes�c work as well as the manner of recruit-
ment of domes�c workers are both informal, it is 
prac�cally challenging to assess the need of 
communi�es and address them. 

However, Yordanos believes there is a prac�cal 
solu�on to this problem. He says the government 
ought to formalize the export of labor to the Gulf 
and other countries of des�na�on.  “It's not a 
short term solu�on. I am talking about designing 
an informed plan to recruit, to train (both in 
formal educa�on and through short courses) 
workers, to give them proper work related and 
legal knowhow, to sending migrant workers and 
return them whenever necessary as well.” This 
way - according to Yordanos - the government can 
mi�gate the level of harshness of the viola�on of 
human rights of migrant workers. States in the 
Gulf, should such a system be introduced, would 
get their employees through safer avenues both 
physically and in terms of their rights. The formal-
izing of the recruitment, engagement, remunera-
�on and return process of domes�c migrant work-
ers in the Gulf would go a long way in mi�ga�ng 
the human rights abuse of the migrant workers as 
well as increasing the capacity of the government 
to deal with the issue. For instance, the African 
Con�nental Free Trade Area and the amount of 
opportuni�es it is likely to bring about one fully 
opera�onal. Regional opportuni�es such as this 
one must be u�lized to divert labor into more right 
conducive and controllable environments. Job 
opportuni�es and youth as well as gender inclu-
sive economic policies are also important for the 
root causes of migra�on to be addressed. An 
informed government, professionally equipped to 
deal with a complex thema�c area such as migra-
�on and a poli�cal will to truly address it is neces-
sary if the viola�ons are to cease.
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