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per capita was USD 67. In 2018, it 
crossed USD 30,000. In Bangladesh, 
we are watching our demographic 
dividend go by almost in a state of 
paralysis. Human capital levels remain 
low throughout the country. And 
while our economy has shown steady 
growth in recent years, it seems to have 
nearly bypassed young Bangladeshis. 
The majority of workers (85 percent) 
remain within the informal economy; 
youth unemployment is significantly 
higher than the national average. The 
percentage of youth who are not in any 
form of education, economic activities, 
and training (NEET) is growing, civic 
engagement is low, and disaffection 
among youth is high. 

Meanwhile, the Holey Artisan 
and subsequent attacks demonstrate 
the deepening polarisation across 
identity, gender, and religion in the 

country’s young population. Add to 
this the spectre of climate change 
and widening income inequality, and 
you begin to see the hopelessness 
and frustration pervading the young 
population. When Bangladeshis leave 
the country in droves, it is not because 
they want to. Overwhelmingly, their 
motivation is their family’s welfare, an 

ailing parent, a sibling or a child who 
needs an education. They leave behind 
villages, towns, and cities with limited 
opportunities to build a life. They leave 
because they have to.
Unfortunately, we send them away with 
little preparation for the world beyond 
our borders. Migrant workers from 
Bangladesh are mostly unskilled and 
undertrained, forced to navigate new 
countries with limited information. 
Wherever they go, migrants typically take 
up the jobs that locals will not do. In 
most societies, they remain segregated, 
outside their host society’s social safety 
net and legal protections, particularly 
vulnerable to the shocks to their host 
economy. When war broke out in Libya 
in 2011, 60,000 Bangladeshis, mostly 
young men were stranded, deserted 
by their employers and left to fend for 
themselves. Combined efforts of the 
government, the IOM, and NGOs were 
required to evacuate thousands who 
brought back horrifying tales of conflict 
and torture. 

Even before the Covid crisis hit, rising 
nationalism and right-wing politics 
across the world was already reshaping 
Bangladesh’s labour migration prospects. 
Between 2014 and 2016, for example, the 
Gulf countries experienced a recession as 
oil prices fell. With economies slowing, 
countries rushed to protect domestic 
jobs. Oman banned foreigners from 
80 different categories of employment. 
Using the slogan “Let’s Put The ‘Saudi’ In 
Saudisation,” Saudi Arabia embarked on 
a campaign to increase its own citizens’ 
employment. Last year, the Bangladesh 
mission there predicted that up to 1 
million migrants are at risk of being 
deported.

Then came the Covid crisis. Hundreds 
of thousands of workers were laid 
off, furloughed, or unable to go work 
even in the most advanced economies. 
Without jobs or savings to secure flights, 
many faced unprecedented hunger and 

infection levels, virtually untouched by 
massive stimulus packages rolled out to 
provide relief. Even in wealthy Dubai, 
where the government mandated that 
employers support workers with food 
and accommodation, news of starvation 
and financial stress in the migrant 
community made global headlines. 
In Singapore, infection rates among 
migrant workers infections were three 
times higher than local Singaporeans. 

By the middle of the year, countries 
began asking Bangladesh to take its 
workers back. Brac’s Migration Program 
estimates that 400,000 migrant workers 
returned home last year (up from an 
estimated 50,000 returning workers 
in a typical year). They returned to a 
nation far more impoverished than the 
one they left. According to the South 
Asian Network on Economic Modeling 
(SANEM), poverty rates have doubled in 
Bangladesh because of Covid. Migrant 
workers have few employment prospects 
today, and studies show that their 
families’ monthly expenditures have 

dropped sharply. Reports of social stigma 
and ostracisation, based on fears about 
Covid-19, confirm that migrant workers 
will remain an at-risk population 
through the Covid recovery period. 

In recent decades, Bangladesh 
has moved to regulate migration, 
establishing a separate ministry in 2001 
and instituting a central national policy 
on migration, the Expatriate Welfare 
and Overseas Employment Policy. The 
country has long been criticised for 
focusing more on migrants who leave 
than those who return after service 
abroad. In the wake of Covid-19, 
the government has, therefore, 
established a Tk 700 crore fund aimed 
at rehabilitation, offering returnees 
investment credit at 4 percent interest 
(though complaints remain about 
the complicated process of obtaining 
credit). 

Globally, Bangladesh has disbursed 
close to Tk 10 crores to its workers 
through various missions for immediate 
relief and announced pockets of 

employment opportunities in Africa 
and Europe, particularly in agriculture. 
Under a new programme in Malaysia, 
undocumented Bangladeshi workers will 
have the chance to be regularised and 
recruited by employers. The government 
and ILO Bangladesh are working to 
measure and certify skillsets to help 
migrants reintegrate back home and plan 
for future migration. 

What is missing in the broader debate 
on labour migration is a promise of 
investment in the capacity of systems 
and institutions that regulate migration. 
For example, in key host countries, 
Bangladeshi missions are understaffed, 
notably lacking female labour attachés 
to support female migrants. Missing, 
also, is any inkling of deep investment in 
the capacity of our people themselves to 
capitalise on our demographic dividend 
and help migrants make the most of the 
opportunities they find. Our allocation 
in the national budget for education 
remains unchanged as a percentage of 
GDP. Covid may lead to increased labour 
migration levels in a few years, but lack 
of investment in learning will keep 
future migrant workers trapped in the 
same challenges as today.

A few years ago, I stood at the carousel 
next to a migrant worker from Dubai at 
the Dhaka airport where our luggage was 
inexplicably delayed. After two hours 
had passed, we found ourselves sitting 
on the trolleys with no clue if we would 
find our luggage that day. “Bangali 
hoye jonmaye bhul korsilam” (it was a 
mistake to have been born a Bengali), he 
told me with a blank expression. 

Without long-term investment in the 
systems of migration and in the very 
people who use them, it seems unlikely 
that we can promise our migrant workers 
the dignity they deserve.

Shoaib Alam serves as the Chief of Staff at 
Teach For Bangladesh.

What is the future of our migrant workers?

Migrants gathering at the Biman Bangladesh Airlines office in Chattogram for 
return plane tickets to the Middle East, in August 2020. 
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