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Ensure Better Governance
for Safe Migration

MD HARUH-DR-RASH]D
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labour-sending countries of the

world. Each year a large number
of people migrate overseas for both long
and short-term employment from
Bangladesh. The remittances they send
have been rapidly growing, contributing
significantly to economic growth and
substantially improving the nation's
balance of payments position. In spite of
such contributions of Bangladeshi
migrant workers, the migration process
here is still a major area of concern. The
extremely long and complicated migra-
tion process, high costs of migration,
resulting debts incurred by migrants prior
to departure and unscrupulous migration
agencies are glaring examples of this.
Reports of inhumane working condi-
tions, unfair employment practices and
breaches of migrants’ human rights are
common in local media, as are inade-
quate responses to these situations from
the government. The poor treatment that
Bangladeshi migrant workers are sub-
jected to while abroad and their lack of
protection by the Bangladesh government
are causes for severe concern.

At the broadest level, there are many
international instruments which guaran-
tee all migrant workers, irrespective of
their status, their entitlements to univer-
sally accepted human rights. Among
them, the International Convention on
the Protection of the Rights of All
Migrant Workers and Members of Their
Families (ICRMW) is considered as the
core convention. Bangladesh signed it in
1998 and ratified it on August 24, 2011,
However, a quick stocktaking of the
impact of these existing conventions and
standards reveals that overall the world
map of signatories documents a great
disparity between signing countries,
where migrants tend to originate, and
non-signatories, where migrants tend to

wortk. This lack of commitment can be
seen as one indicator of governance fail-
ure. Nationally, till 2013, the central piece
of legislation relating directly to migration
in Bangladesh was the Emigration
Ordinance 1982, In October 2013, the
government enacted a new law titled
Employment and Migrants Act 2013, in
order to conform with the ICRMW and
other international labour and human
rights conventions and treaties ratified by
Bangladesh. In terms of legal mechanisms,
it is evident that there have been substan-
tial improvements in the national and
international legal framework for labour
migrants, whereas the implementation of
these is extremely problematic. The pro-
cess actually plays out with the interven-
tion of illegal middlemen and interference
from multiple sources. They act as subcon-
tractors and agents, using illegal payments
to insert chosen groups of workers into
contention for job selection. Thus, workers
are not neutrally selected and processed
from the job seeker’s lists maintained by
BOESL, BMET and other reputable agen-
cies, but through contacts, process manip-
ulation and influence mongering.
Corruption and influence mongering exist
at almost every operational level of the
migrant's recruitment, administrative and
departure process.

As per existing legislation, the state
should not only regulate the institutional
framework of labour migration, but also
monitor the process and arbitrating griev-
ances. The most common offences are
related to collecting far higher service
charges than permitted under law.
Bangladeshi migrants often pay double
the amount paid by their counterparts in
neighbouring countries for the migration
process, due to the severe lack of imple-
mentation of policies and legislation and
an absence of monitoring. In other cases,
ruthless agents send workers without
proper work permissions resulting in
workers stranded upon arrival. Many

malpractices are related to wages; workers
are often forced to agree to wages that are
below that specified in their contracts
and in many cases, wages are not only
lower than specified in the contract, but
even lower than the minimum wage of
the country they are working in. Contract
substitution by employers is a widespread
phenomenon. In this case, instead of
being able to work in the jobs they were
promised, workers are forced to sign a
second contract upon arrival. This usually
means lower wages and terrible living
and/or working conditions. Very often
migrant passports and documentations
are not handed to the workers, until
the day or point of their departure, mak-
ing it difficult for the workers to ensure
the correct paperwork or visa provisions.
In several instances, a considerable num-
ber of workers try to leave their 'new’' jobs
and seek alternate employment. Through
networks of Bangladeshi workers who are
already working in the host country,
some migrants manage to obtain jobs
with better terms and conditions.
However, by leaving the jobs for which
they had obtained visas, they risk becom-
ing undocumented workers, vulnerable
to many additional forms of exploitation.
A huge issue is that there is a wage differ-
ential according to the worker's national-
ity of origin that works against them,
with Bangladeshi migrant workers often
ending up at the bottom of the scale. Two
reasons are generally given for this: the
first is that they are generally unskilled
compared to migrants from other coun-
tries and the second is the Bangladesh
government's failure in effectively bar-
gaining with destination country govern-
ments. Along with general mistreatment,
there are serious concerns regarding the
safety of migrant workers. Most of the
jobs taken up by Bangladeshi migrant
workers are classified as ‘3D, i.e. dirty,
difficult and dangerous. Apart from that,
working conditions for Bangladeshi

The Pledge of December 18,
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N December EHDI‘.} the UN General

Assembly declared December 18 as

the International Migrant Workers'
Day. The civil society in Bangladesh has
been commemorating this day since
1997 and the government began to par-
ticipate in the celebrations from 2009,
This year, the day is being observed at
local, district and national levels by vari-
ous government and civil society organi-
sations.

While observing this year's
International Migrants Day, we must
remember those migrants who perished
in the Bay of Bengal while pursuing their
dreams to migrate to Malaysia through
maritime routes. We shed tears for those
who rest in mass graves of Thailand and
Malaysia, express our deep condolence to
those families who have lost their bread
earners and console the mothers who
cannot answer their children when they
ask about their traceless or deceased
fathers.

This is the day to extend the commit-
ment of the government to the welfare of
these families.

In the recent past, the day provided an
opportunity to the government to high-
light its achievements in managing
labour migration. After successive years
of low or negative growth in sending
workers and receiving remittance and loss
in traditional markets, this year the gov-
ernment has accomplishments to share.
Since mid-2015, there has been a major
growth in the number of migrants going
overseas compared to last year. Up to
October 2015, the flow has grown by 7
percent. After a long hiatus, a sizeable
number of workers have migrated to
Kuwait and Malaysia. These were major
breakthroughs in securing back tradi-
tional labour markets. We have also seen
an upward trend in remittance flow.

In September this year, the UN
General Assembly adopted the SDGs that
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are to be achieved by 2030. As migration
did not feature in the goals or indicators
of the MDGs, it could not be pursued as a
tool for development. Bangladesh played
a leading role in advocating that migra-
tion receives its due place in the goals
and indicators of the SDGs. In collabora-
tion with the Swiss government,
Bangladesh hosted a major international
event where governments and experts
from 80 countries and concerned UN
and other international agencies partici-
pated. Along with initiatives of others, its
efforts resulted in the inclusion of migra-
tion in at least four of the 18 goals of the
SDGs and many of their indicators. This
has major ramifications for future devel-
opment programmes to be pursued in
various countries, including Bangladesh,
by bilateral and multilateral development
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partners.

Bangladesh will host the 2016 UN
Global Forum on Migration and
Development. Government representatives
of more than 150 countries, both origin and
destination, will discuss migration and
development issues in that meeting. Civil
society organisations will either take part or
run parallel sessions. Among other items,
Bangladesh has proposed a social cost of
migration, and the state of children and
families left behind as issues of discussion.
All these steps are praiseworthy:.

The draft of the Seventh Five Year Plan
has been made available on the internet.
The document has identified migration
as one of the tools for development. This
is indicative of the fact that labour migra-
tion is gradually carving its niche in
mainstream development planning,

migrants are often appallingly bad. In
addition to difficult working conditions,
female migrant workers face additional
abuse.

Given that most countries "hosting’
Bangladeshi migrant workers have not
ratified international instruments of
worker protection including the ICRMW,
bilateral agreements or memoranda of
understanding (Moll) are important
instruments through which the protection
of rights of migrants can be ensured.
Successive Bangladeshi governments have
sent high-level delegations to various
labour receiving states to negotiate such
agreements. However, there is a general
reticence on part of labour destination
countries to sign any bilateral agreement
and Mol that are legally binding. Given
that sending countries like Bangladesh are
in the weaker position in negotiations
such as these and cannot dictate terms to
their liking, the minimum that the govern-
ment of Bangladesh could do is develop a
minimum set of standards for sending
labourers on conditions under which
migrant labourers have to work.

From an international perspective, good
governance needs to safeguard the interests
of the labour force vis-a-vis the host state
and employers. If the latter are reluctant to
adhere to the regulatory framework, there
need to be mechanisms from the side of
both sending and receiving countries to
penalise these companies. Counselling
and legal services need to be provided to
migrants both at home and abroad. While
there is a pressing need for a plethora of
institutional and governance reform pro-
cesses to take place, the most urgent gover-
nance issue is the lack of implementation
of already existing legislation that seeks to
make the process transparent and pro-
migrant workers,

The writer is a Research Faculty at the BRAC Institute
of Governance and Development (BIGD), BRAC
University.
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However, the parents who lost their
sons, women who lost their husbands
and children who lost their fathers in
their fateful voyage to Malaysia through
maritime routes, would like to see more.
They demand punishment of the perpe-
trators who lured unsuspecting, aspiring
poor migrants. Instead of holding the less
literate migrants responsible for tarnish-
ing the image of the country, the govern-
ment may concentrate on decisively
acting against the politically powerful
quarters, who are engaged in heinous
human trafficking syndicates. Let this be
the pledge of the government to the
perished and traceless on this
International Day of Migrants.

The writer Is Professor of Political Science, University

of Dhaka and Chair, Refugee and Migratory
Movements Research Unit (RMMRLU).

Migrants shape a
better Asia and the

Pacific — if we let them
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Asia and the Pacific are on the move -

this is the finding of the forthcoming
Asia-Pacific Migration Report, the result of United
Nations research led by the United Nations
Economic and Social Commission for Asia and the
Pacific (ESCAP) and the International
Organisation for Migration. More than 59 million
migrants lived in receiving countries of the Asia-
Pacific region in 2013, while the number of people
migrating from countries of the region has dou-
bled since 1990, reaching more than 95 million.
Their destinations vary, but include countries such
as Singapore, Thailand, Malaysia, the Russian
Federation and Kazakhstan, as well as countries
further afield in the Middle East, Europe and
North America.

The factors underlying these mass movements
of men, women and children vary. Many
migrant workers leave home to seek jobs or
higher wages in the growing economies of
South-East Asia or the oil-rich countries of the
Middle East. Others are refugees fleeing violence
and persecution, stateless people trying to find
dignity and recognition, or students hoping to
access educational opportunities not available
in their own countries.

People move using formal channels where
possible, but informal, irregular ones where it is
not. Irregular migrants are at risk of people smug-
glers, who pack them onto overcrowded and
unsafe boats; traffickers and unscrupulous
employers, who exploit them for profit; and
authorities who do not recognise that even if
some irregular migrants may have broken laws,
they are all still human beings with rights.

Migrants risk isolation, xenophobia, and abuse
- and yet, still they come. Why? Because despite all
of these risks, migration is the single best opportu-
nity for many people to improve not only their
own lives but also those of their families and com-
munities. The remittances they send - Asia-Pacific
countries received more than $249 billion in
remittances in 2015 alone - lift people out of
poverty, feed children, pay for their health and
education, and help to build resilient homes and
communities.

But we should always remember that migrants
move not only for their own benefit. They are also
responding to needs in countries of destination for
labour. When they arrive, they work, generating
wealth, expanding GDP, sometimes even sustain-
ing industries. This is as true for those at the low
end of the skill spectrum as for doctors, engineers
and innovators.

This point is often overlooked. Instead,
migrants are often regarded as problems or turned
into scapegoats, accused of “stealing” jobs and
depressing wages. In fact, the evidence suggests
otherwise; generally, the impacts of migration are
positive. If all migrant workers were to leave
Thailand, for example, the GDP would shrink by
0.75 percent. A ten percent increase in the number
of labour migrants in Malaysia actually raises the
employment of national workers by one percent,
often releasing them to access better-paid, higher-
skilled jobs.

This is not to deny the real challenges that
migration can bring. Some national workers at the
lower end of the labour market may find their
wages depressed and employment opportunities
reduced - but only slightly. This is not an effect of
migration, but rather a result of the social and
economic conditions that kept these people in
vulnerable, low-paid employment in the first place,
and which enable the exploitation of migrant
workers.

The best way to ensure that migration supports
development is to enable people to migrate in a
regular way, with dignity and respect for their
rights, to meet labour market needs. The alterna-
tive of vulnerable migrant workers is not only
contrary to the values of human rights, it also
means that national workers are vulnerable too.

We should use the opportunity of the
International Migrants Day on December 18 to
recognise, celebrate and facilitate the contributions
that migrants make to the development of coun-
tries in Asia and the Pacific. Let us go further, and
reject the stereotypes, embrace the evidence, and
take the necessary steps to maximise this contribu-
tion and prevent negative impacts. In particular, we
should lend our support to meeting the challenges
set in the new Sustainable Development Goals to
build a new migration system that enables people
to move safely and prevents abuse for the benefit
of all.

The writers are Under-Secretary-General of the United Nations
and Executive Secretary of the Economic and Social Commission
for Asla and the Paclific (ESCAP), and former US Ambassador and
Director General of the International Organisation for Migration,
respectively.
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1 Close, asajacket

6 Instructional

11 Acid type

12 Stellar hunter

13 Accords

14 Sefior's squiggle

15 Stadium section

17 Track figures

18 Faithful

20 Skilled

22 Vert.'s counterpart
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26 Sung story

28 Texas player

29 No longer working
31 Racket

32 Chef's need

33 Golfer Norman

34 Paul Bunyan's ox
36 Be bold

38 Touches on

40 Head out

43 Electrician, at times
44 High points

45 Advances

46 Plane parts
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