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General Studies – 2 Topic:  Effect of policies and politics of developed and developing 
countries on India’s interests, Indian Diaspora 

‘Kafala’ Labour System 

1) Introduction 

 The kafala system is a system used to monitor migrant labourers, working primarily in the 
construction and domestic sectors, in Lebanon, Bahrain, Iraq, Jordan, Kuwait, Oman, Qatar, Saudi 
Arabia, and the UAE. 

 Under “kafala”, all foreign workers working in these countries require a local sponsor, in the form 
of an individual or company, and need their permission to switch jobs or leave the country. 

 This allowed for the exploitation of labourers and was at the core of criticism of Qatar’s labour 
practices. 

 Ever since Qatar was chosen to host the 2022 World Cup, its labour laws have been internationally 
condemned and “kafala” has been at the heart of that criticism. 

 Qatar has now replaced Kafala system by modernised, contract-based system that safeguards 
workers’ rights and increases job flexibility.  

2) ‘Modern-day slavery’ 

 The system was compared to modern-day slavery and left vulnerable workers with little protection 
and open to abuse 

 Employer consent was required to change jobs, leave the country, get a driver's license, rent a 
home or open a checking account.  

 The kafala system was the main reason for abuse of the rights of low-income migrant workers 

 High-income professional expatriate workers are also deeply affected by the abuse of the system by 
companies.  

 This practice has been criticised by human rights organizations for creating easy opportunities for 
the exploitation of workers 

 Migrant workers are often denied the right to justice for violation of their rights under the Kafala 
system. 

 The Kafala system denies the migrant worker the basic human right to freedom of movement. 

3) End to Kafala system 

 There are 2.1 million migrant labourers in Qatar from countries including Nepal, Bangladesh and 
India.  

 Qatar formally announced the end of its controversial “kafala” system, arguably the biggest ever 
labour reform undertaken 

 Contract-based system to govern the gas-rich Gulf emirate’s foreign workers would take its place. 

 Under the new law, foreign workers must still obtain their employer’s permission to travel abroad, 
but the interior ministry has created "grievance panels" to adjudicate disputes if a worker is not 
allowed to leave. 

4) Significance 

 The new law is the latest step towards improving and protecting the rights of every expatriate 
worker in Qatar 

 Freedom of movement is guaranteed under the new rules, including giving workers the right to 
change jobs. 
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 The exit visa formally needed to leave the country under “kafala” will be abolished, although 
workers will still need their employers' permission to go home. 

 The new law should also offer greater contract protection 

 Any workers mistreated will automatically be allowed to change jobs 

 It will boost the global image of Qatar as a responsible country 

 It will have a burgeoning effect on economy and now more workers prefer to come to Qatar. 

 A sense of social security in the form of free movement 

5) Concerns 

 Amnesty International says these inadequate changes will continue to leave workers at the mercy 
of exploitative bosses 

 Rights groups say that migrant workers will still need employer's consent to return home. 

 This new law may get rid of the word ‘sponsorship’ but it leaves the same basic system intact," says 
Amnesty International, 

 Human Rights Watch said the changes left the "fundamentally exploitative characteristics of the 
kafala system in place". 

 the new law does not go far enough to protect, in particular, South Asian manual and semi-skilled 
labourers who have been hired to build billions of dollars of infrastructure projects related to World 
Cup 2022 

6) Recommendations 

 An employment visa, rather than the sponsor should regulate the migrant workers’ entry to the 
destination country.  

 The migrant worker must be in possession of her passport, travel documents and mobile phone at 
all times.  

 Migrant workers basic human right to freedom of movement must be upheld, particularly for 
migrant domestic workers who should not be forcibly confined in the home. 

 Workers must be able to change or terminate employment at will without losing valid immigration 
status and without having to obtain the employers permission.  

 Policies on labour mobility should be developed with reference to the ILO Multilateral Framework 
on Labour Migration (2006) to ensure a rights-based approach. 

 Strict enforcement measures should be introduced for recruitment agencies and employers that 
violate migrant workers rights.  

 Countries of origin and destination should ratify and implement key ILO conventions related to 
Migrant workers 

 
 


