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LEXICON 

● CBB – Central Bank of Bahrain
● GCC – Gulf Cooperation Council
● GoB - Government of Bahrain
● ILO – International Labour Organization
● INGO - International Non-Governmental Organization
● IOM – International Organization for Migration
● ITUC- International Trade Union Confederation
● Kafala - System of sponsorship for migrant labour
● Kafeel – Sponsor
● LMRA – Bahrain Labour Market Regulation Authority
● OHCHR - (the UN’s) Office of the High Commission for Human Rights
● UAE – United Arab Emirates
● UN – United Nations
● WPS – Wage Protection System
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ABSTRACT 

This text analyses how the legal and socio-economic status of migrant workers in Bahrain shaped 

aspects of their health outcomes amidst the Covid-19 pandemic. Through criteria including their 

mental, physical and financial well being, even if the pandemic has been an excepMonal 

occurrence, this report will conclude that the Government of Bahrain (GoB) must re-evaluate the 

construct and operaMon of the sponsorship (Kefala) system in order to enable migrant workers to 

be more resilient and beRer able to protect - or have access to means to protect - themselves. 

Such measures will enable the GoB to adhere to internaMonal best pracMce and standards in 

respect to its treatment of migrant workers.  

This article finds that the working terms and conditions under which migrant labourers work in 
Bahrain can amount to internationally recognisable forms of abuse. Such conditions, which appear 
to have eroded in the course of the pandemic, all too often impact upon workers’ physical and 
mental health: the migrant worker population appears to face rates of  musculoskeletal problems, 
sunstroke and sunburn that far exceed other cohorts, regionally or internationally while  a lack of 
effective (in practice) access to mental health facilities has led to a rise in the number of those 
trying to take their own lives. 

In respect to the advent of the Covid-19 pandemic, it sets out how poor living conditions resulted in 
the speedy and rapid rates of spread of the virus amongst migrant workers in comparison to 
Bahrainis at the outset of the pandemic. It examines the phenomena in which employers have 
used the pandemic as an excuse to delay or outright suspend pay to migrant workers. 

The text is, in short, an appeal for the GoB to step up engagement, bi- and multilaterally with state 
partners; intergovernmental bodies such as the United Nations’ (UN) Office of the High 
Commission for Human Rights (OHCHR) and the International Labour Organization (ILO) as well 
as international trades union bodies relevant to specific sectors as well as the International Trade 
Union Confederation (ITUC). The time to improve the living conditions and health outcomes of 
migrant workers and foster a culture of inclusion and respect towards human rights in Bahrain is 
now.
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INTRODUCTION 

The Kingdom of Bahrain is an island nation located in the Persian Gulf between the Qatar 
peninsula and the north-eastern coast of Saudi Arabia. After declaring independence from the 
United Kingdom and becoming an emirate, the GoB established a constitutional monarchy at the 
beginning of the 2000s.

Bahrain is part of the Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) which is a regional intergovernmental 
political and economic institution established in 1981 for the promotion of cooperation among the 
member states in order to reach the objectives of ‘the Arab nation’. The five other GCC member 
states are the United Arab Emirates (UAE), the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia, the Sultanate of Oman, 
the State of Qatar and the State of Kuwait.

To meet domestic, regional and international long term socio-political demands relating to social 
and economic growth and development, commensurate with revenues derived - historically - from 
extractive commodities, the GoB has, for decades, turned to migrant labour in order to fulfil its 
socio-economic objectives, including in relation to its military and domestic security bodies. 

Bahrain’s population of 1.78 million means that its domestic workforce is small.  In 2019, the GoB 1

stated that “In 2017, the total population stood at around 1,500,000, of whom some 45 per cent 
were Bahraini nationals.”  As a result, the workforce is overwhelmingly non-Bahraini: while the 2

International Organization for Migration (IOM) estimated that at least 63% of Bahrain’s workforce is 
made up of overseas workers coming from nearby states  the Bahrain Labour Market Regulatory 3

Authority (LMRA) estimated, in 2021, that 77.5% of the entire labour force comprises migrant 
workers . In the private sector alone, this rises to 79.4% of the workforce.4 5

 According to MacroTrends the current - 2022 - population of Bahrain is 1,783,983. This represents a 2.04% 1

increase from 2021. The population of Bahrain in 2021 was 1,748,296, a 2.75% increase from 2020. See: 
https://www.macrotrends.net/countries/BHR/bahrain/population-growth-
rate#:~:text=The%20current%20population%20of%20Bahrain,a%204.57%25%20increase%20from%202018 

 See paragraph 7, Common core document forming part of the reports of States parties - Bahrain - July 2

2019; UN reference HRI/CORE/BHR/2019. See: https://docstore.ohchr.org/SelfServices/FilesHandler.ashx?
enc=FhOD6sgqgzAhFXD9F%2feKaFMm83LbFY75RhkIFGrig%2b4BHH%2fjXiZEcBclKFW4m8%2fppdiN4d
NJnNYGj6r5RXO79ibBdsiDidR5sALwWEYa34psH15fIBVNfn1EsMSWuFpP 

 “Bahrain”, International Organization for Migration https://www.iom.int/countries/bahrain 3

 See the table issued by the LMRA at: http://blmi.lmra.bh/2021/03/data/lmr/Table_A.pdf 4

 See the LMRA data at: http://blmi.lmra.bh/2018/03/mi_dashboard.xml but also Françoise De Bel-Air, 5

Demography, Migration, and the Labour Market in Bahrain (s.l.: Gulf Labour Markets and Migration, 2019), 3
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According to Françoise De Bel-Air, the majority of foreign nationals are of South Asian origin, 
especially Indian nationals who make up 47.4% of the foreign workers: Asian nationals who 
migrated to Bahrain to contribute to the labour force of the country historically form a large cohort 
of the migrant worker community.  6

Like other GCC and all states that rely on seasonal, temporary or other forms of migrant labour, 
the GoB has sought to find a balance between the - limited - scope of rights accorded to migrant 
workers with terms and conditions that will ensure a steady, reliable source of workers. Such laws 
and practises have evolved as quasi autonomous state bodies now regulate key features relating 
to migrant labour and its flows. Nevertheless, even with these, the GoB, as with other GCC and a 
range of other states, globally, creates a context in which working conditions fail to meet 
international standards and/or best practice. 

The legal status of migrant workers and the terms and conditions under which they work is one in 
which the host government can curtail or extend, depending upon need. This system, as in other 
GCC states, is called  the Kafala (the Sponsorship System) was established in some Asian 
countries in the 1950s.  While in other countries, where foreign workers need a specific visa in 7

order to work in their host country, the GCC member states give work visas to an employer or 
sponsor (Kafeel) who issue the visas to migrant workers, and whose immigration and residence 
status remains legally bound to the national until the end of the sponsorship . This framework, with 8

 Françoise De Bel-Air, Demography, Migration, and the Labour Market in Bahrain (s.l.: Gulf Labour Markets 6

and Migration, 2019), 7 

 “Reform of the Kafala (Sponsorship) System”, International Labour Organization https://www.ilo.org/dyn/7

migpractice/docs/132/PB2.pdf

 Evidence indicates that some employers sell visas, but this is illegal and recognised as such.8
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limits upon workers’ rights, is not possible with domestic labour.  Crudely, within margins that 9

exceed international standards, migrant workers can be exploited and disposed of. 

Kafala, as it operates even today - both before and after Covid - has repeatedly been shown by 
independent assessors, including UN and INGO bodies to be flawed, including abusive and unfair. 
A commentator observed that:

“Multinational organizations including the European Union and the United Nations have 
also criticized the kafala system, though none has taken concrete measures against it. 
In 2014, the UN special rapporteur on the human rights of migrants called for Qatar to 
abolish the system and replace it with a regulated, open labor market that allows 
workers to freely change employers and leave the country.”10

It is not consistent with international best practice in the field of migration, for example, for a 
migrant to work for many decades in a given location and not be accorded anything more than the 
temporary or restricted legal status under which they work. This legal framework carries many 
negative, including corollary effects which directly impact on migrant workers. These can include 
effective deprivation of freedom, modern forms of slavery and physical abuse to mental health 
issues. For example, fear over regular payment of salary; personal safety or of a summary or 
arbitrary deportation remains ever-present in the minds of many workers. 

CONTEXT & DEVELOPMENTS PRIOR TO THE 
PANDEMIC 

Kafala constitutes GCC states’ legal framework regarding labour migration. At one end, for 
example, a very small number of educated people tend to get high-earning jobs, while a 
significantly larger number of  lower-skilled migrants are forced to take “vulnerable job categories 
and are prone to marginalization.”   11

 Center for International and Regional Studies, Migrant Labour in the Gulf (Washington: Georgetown 9

University Press, 2011), 1.

 Council on Foreign Relations, Kali Robinson: What Is the Kafala System? 23 March 2021. See: https://10

www.cfr.org/backgrounder/what-kafala-system#chapter-title-0-7 

 Huda Alsahi, COVID-19 and the Intensification of the GCC Workforce Nationalization Policies (Bawader: 11

Arab Reform Initiative, 2020), 4
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In a context in which there remains no minimum wage in the private sector, despite having chosen 
to come - presumably on a prospectus that accurately represented what they would face - it is 
therefore difficult for many lower-skilled migrant workers  to survive and remit the expected amount 
of money to their families. 

According to the ILO, “minimum wages should afford adequate protection to all workers in an 
employment relationship, including women, youth and migrant workers, regardless of their 
contractual arrangements” , but this is not the case in Bahrain, where migrant workers often take 12

on considerable debt while paying off the fees that their sponsors impose.

Workers - including domestic workers - can and do 
make complaints over their conditions of work, 
problems in the payment of salary and other 
challenges. The Labour Market Regulatory Authority 
(LMRA)’s Grievances’ Unit Counter is the responsible 
body in this regard (see screenshot). Its limited working 
hours may pose a challenge to those wishing to make a 
complaint. But many workers may also fear reprisals if 
they make complaints, including threats of deportation 
or being rendered irregular in terms of legal status, 
making their presence incredibly precarious. They may 
be, accordingly, reluctant to report violations and seek a 
resolution from a position of relative vulnerability. 
Another challenge is the scope and nature of written 
material required to make a complaint.  The website of 
the Overseas Filipino Worker (OFW) Community in 
Bahrain reminds workers that they must have: (1) letter 

explaining complaint/grievance; (2) Copy of employee ID card; (3) Copy of passport with residence 
visa; (4) Copy of documents supporting complaint/grievance, such as attendance sheets, salary 
statements, resignation letter, and other files that prove or support your complaint/grievance.13

Challenging financial conditions can have a detrimental impact upon the mental health of the 
migrant workers. Immigrant workers in Bahrain all too often struggle with mental health and many 
commit suicide. According to Americans for Democracy & Human Rights in Bahrain, there was an 

 “Who Should Be Getting Minimum Wages?”, International Labour Organization https://www.ilo.org/global/12

topics/wages/minimum-wages/beneficiaries/lang--en/index.htm 

 Overseas Filipino Worker (OFW) Community in Bahrain - How to File a Complaint as a Worker in Bahrain, 13

undated. See: https://bahrainofw.com/file-complaint-worker/ 
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increase in suicide rates among migrant workers due to “physical abuse, forced labour, debt 
bondage, poor living conditions, and isolation”.  In 2013 it was estimated that the suicide rate in 14

Bahrain was 12.6/100,000 for non-Bahrainis under 35 years for financial problems.  Living and 15

working in isolated and abusive conditions can result in the development of mental illnesses. 
According to Migrant-Rights.Org, a non-governmental organisation focusing on migrant workers’ 
rights, due to language barriers migrant workers are all too often unable to adequately articulate 
their symptoms, which prevents accurate diagnosis and appropriate treatment.  The effective, or 16

in practice inability of migrants to access healthcare violates Article 28 of the Convention on the 
Protection of the Rights of All Migrant Workers which Bahrain signed in 1990. The article grants:

“[...] migrant workers and members of their families the right to receive any medical 
care that is urgently required for the preservation of their life or avoidance of irreparable 
harm to their health on the basis of equality of treatment with nationals of the State 
concerned.”  17

The Wage Protection System (WPS) should now protect workers from the delay or the non-
payment of salary by employers. After some years’ delay, in January 2022, the Labour Market 
Regulation Authority (LMRA) and the Central Bank of Bahrain (CBB) embarked upon the final 
phase of its enactment.  In this regard, Bahrain now follows other GCC countries that have 18

enacted a WPS, which is “an electronic salary transfer system that allows institutions to pay 
workers’ wages via banks, bureaux de change, and financial institutions approved and authorized 
to provide the service”.  The WPS should allow for transparency in payments, but non or late 19

payment of wages is not necessarily a consequence of non-implementation of the WPS as wage 
theft - or delays in payment - may occur even in the context of the WPS. 

 “Rise in Suicides Among Migrant Laborers in Bahrain Gives Testament to Abysmal Conditions and 14

Treatment Workers Endure”, Americans for Democracy & Human Rights in Bahrain https://www.adhrb.org/
2018/07/rise-in-suicides-among-migrant-laborers-in-bahrain-gives-testament-to-abysmal-conditions-and-
treatment-workers-endure/ 

 Suhail Akhtar Abdul Latif Sarwani, Kunhaleema B Abdulla, Mohammed Ali Jafar Mandeel, “Prevalence of 15

Stress, Anxiety and Depression among Expatriate Workers”, Bahrain Medical Bulletin, 35, n.3 (2013), 2

 “The Precarious Health Situation of Migrant Workers in the Gulf”, Migrant-Rights.org https://www.migrant-16

rights.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/02/Health-Assessment-Editorial.pdf 

 Office of the United Nations High Commissioner for Human Rights, “The International Convention on the 17

Rights of All Migrant Workers and Members of Their Families” (1990)

 Migrant-Rights.Org - Bahrain begins the final phase of its “Wage Protection System” / Scheme falls short 18

of adequately protecting migrant workers from wage theft, 17 Janaury 2022. See: https://www.migrant-
rights.org/2022/01/bahrain-begins-the-final-phase-of-its-wage-protection-system/ 

 “Wages Protection System (UAE)”, International Labour Organization  https://www.ilo.org/dyn/migpractice/19

migmain.showPractice?p_lang=en&p_practice_id=186 
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Turning to healthcare, it is not mandatory for employers to provide health insurance for their 
employees and the ramifications of this are set out below. There are a few factors that pose 20

challenges to access to health care by migrant workers:
● Status -  those rendered irregular by their employers have limited access on the basis of 

legal status; 
● Location - those working in rural areas rather than urban areas may face further 

challenges;
● Cost - In the absence of medical insurance, medical care - like everywhere - is costly and 

low paid workers may not be able to afford it. Analogously, pre-pandemic in any case, 
migrant workers who lacked funds could have been admitted into a medical facility for a fee 
of $18.60 for every visit , though some may have found even this prohibitive. During the 21

pandemic, however, the government waived this fee.  22

● Overwork - those working in physically demanding roles, working long hours, may not have 
the wherewithal to file a complaint (see below).

Even before the arrival of Covid-19 into Bahrain, the environment that some workers faced each 
day was deadly: those in the ‘3D industries’ (“dirty, dangerous and degrading”), such as 
maintenance, construction, agriculture, extraction, petroleum and others routinely faced highly 
dangerous work environments.   23

Some of these workers faced extreme and near-constant heat at work, especially during the 
summer. While working around noon is currently banned in GCC countries,  many workers are still 
required to work more than 12 hours a day in very high temperatures.  Many migrant workers 24

develop heat-related illnesses such as sunburn and heat stroke.  Moreover, the materials that 25

they work with – like solvents, cleaning agents and pesticides – can be highly damaging to the skin 
and other organs, even causing cancer while working with oil because of benzene.  26

 Ibid20

 “Comparison of Health Care Coverage for Migrant Workers in the GCC”. Migrant-Rights.org https://21

www.migrant-rights.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/03/Comparison-Of-Health-Care-Coverage-For-Migrant-
Workers-In-The-GCC-.pdf 

 Bahrain News Agency - Health Ministry suspends BD7 fee for non-Bahrainis, 9 April 2020. See: https://22

www.bna.bh/en/HealthMinistrysuspendsBD7feefornonBahrainis.aspx?
cms=q8FmFJgiscL2fwIzON1%2BDvbi%2BsPq1k1eN15zFYF6aT8%3D 

 “The Precarious Health Situation of Migrant Workers in the Gulf”, Migrant-Rights.org 23

https://www.migrant-rights.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/02/Health-Assessment-Editorial.pdf 

 Ibid24

 Ibid 25

 Ibid26
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Furthermore, due to long work hours and carrying heavy materials, workers faced musculoskeletal 
implications such as:

“[...] strains, plantar fasciitis, stress microfractures, contractures, patellofemoral 
syndrome, iliotibial band syndrome, Osgood-Schlatter disease, prepatellar bursitis (aka 
the “housemaid’s knee”), and perhaps most notoriously arthritis” . 27

These factors, coupled with a risk of metal poisoning in some sectors , points to the dangerous, 28

harmful and exhausting environment faced by 3D industry workers. 

Beyond the physical toll that this takes upon their bodies, there is the mental and psychological 
strain associated with work in such arduous conditions for extended periods of time. Data on the 
mental health of migrant workers in Bahrain is limited while there remains, to some degree, a 
degree of social stigma surrounding the issue: migrant workers who attempt to take their own life 
are, in general, criminalized and deported, rather than cared for. As there is only one mental health 
hospital in the country – situated in the capital - anecdotal evidence suggests that migrant workers 
are inadequately served in this regard . Mental health concerns can be overlooked or missed, too, 29

on account of language barriers which can serve as an obstacle to getting the appropriate 
treatments. 

With respect to general living conditions and, say, hygiene, evidence suggests that 3D industry 
workers’ living quarters are of poor quality, where hygiene can be restricted though poor water 
supply or a lack of washing facilities. 

The quality of their food, too, may be poor.  As 3D industry workers - amongst others - work long 30

hours in onerous conditions, they require the respite of decent quality food and adequate rest: 
musculoskeletal illnesses referred to above can be caused by exhaustion and malnutrition 
exacerbated by arduous working conditions.

The very structure of Kafala and low level of resources allotted to the care of migrant workers 
accounts for poor or - over the long term, declining - health amongst migrant workers. According to 
the UN Human Rights Council “treatment interruptions, lack of follow-up and treatment failures are 

 Ibid27

 Ibid28

 M.K. Al-Haddad, Adel Al Offi, “Psychiatric services in Bahrain: past, present and future”, Int Psychiatry, 6, 29

n.1 (2009)

 “The Precarious Health Situation of Migrant Workers in the Gulf”, Migrant-Rights.org https://www.migrant-30

rights.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/02/Health-Assessment-Editorial.pdf 
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documented at higher rates among migrants than the stationary population” . Thus, even when 31

migrant workers have access to health care, Bahraini nationals are favoured over migrants 
because they are unable to attend the necessary follow-up appointments and treatments, as they 
continue to work for long periods in deplorable conditions.

As a result, migrant workers are often seen as disposable and dehumanised by and in comparison 
to the native Bahraini population.

THE COVID-19 PANDEMIC 

Increasing pressures brought by the Covid-19 pandemic exacerbated the challenging context set 
out above. The virus started spreading in Bahrain in February 2020 when the government decided 
to close only non-essential businesses instead of going directly into a lockdown.

The initial response of the Bahraini government was to relocate people from camps to many public 
buildings like schools to counter overcrowding. According to Migrant Forum in Asia it was ensured 
that “all employers designate extra accommodations that can hold up 10% of their workforce to 
better enforce social distancing precautions” , however the disproportionately high number of 32

cases among migrant workers in comparison to Bahraini nationals suggest that they continued to 
live in overcrowded accommodation.
Under Bahrain’s Labour Law, employers are not obliged to provide accommodation to workers 
unless it is expressly stated in the job contract.  This is not always the case.33

The International Monetary Fund (IMF) foresaw the economies in the GCC shrinking by 7.6% in 
2020 , therefore leading to “unemployment, unpaid wages through failing businesses or wage 34

theft, arbitrary detentions or deportations as legal residencies falter, and a growing need for food 

 United Nations Human Rights Council, “Report of the Special Rapporteur on the right of everyone to the 31

enjoyment of the highest attainable standard of physical and mental health”, (2013), 14.

 Migrant Forum in Asia, Policy Brief No.2 / May 2021, Inclusion of Vulnerable Migrant Groups in Covid-19 32

Vaccination Strategies in Bahrain (s.l.: Migrant Forum in Asia, 2021), 1.

 Bahrain: Migrant Workers Face Homelessness Amid Covid-19 Without Rent & Accommodation 33

Protections, Business & Human Rights Resource Centre https://www.business-humanrights.org/pt/latest-
news/bahrain-migrant-workers-face-homelesssness-amid-covid-19-without-rent-accommodation-protections/ 

 Covid-19 Pandemic Exposes Cost of MENA Government’s Lack of Human Rights Standards for 34

Businesses, Oxford Human Rights Hub https://ohrh.law.ox.ac.uk/covid-19-pandemic-exposes-cost-of-mena-
governments-lack-of-human-rights-standards-for-businesses/ 
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handouts”.  Moreover, the World Bank predicted a decrease in remittances in low and middle 35

income countries by 20%  which illustrates that the average wage amongst migrant workers has 36

decreased.

Despite the government’s stimulus package to protect the economic welfare of the Bahraini state, 
at the outset of the pandemic, some workers were not paid for months by their employers. The 
Bahraini Labour Law which states, in Article n.43, that in case of emergency, employers are 
allowed to reduce workers’ wages by 50%: “[…] if the worker showed up at the workplace and was 
prevented from executing his work for reasons of force majeure beyond the employer’s control, the 
worker shall be entitled to half his wage”.  This can be seen as an advantage to the employers at 37

the expense of migrant workers during the pandemic. While their employers would be exempt from 
municipal fees and industrial land rental fees for three months , the immigrant workers have been 38

treated as though there is no aid to employers at all: employers came to use the pandemic as an 
excuse to exploit migrant workers for maximum labour with minimum expense, with the state 
prioritising and protecting businesses and citizens over the migrant population, seeing them rather 
as a chattel or a resource to be used rather than the humans that they are, with the human rights 
that they are entitled to. 

While it can be said that at the start of the pandemic the government had took steps towards aiding 
workers by waiving health (see above) electricity and water bills for three months, landlords started 
taking legal action against tenants after the Bahraini government decided to renew this support, 
again  for three months,  but for nationals only. Non-nationals were unable to afford the bills.  39

At the very beginning of the pandemic, the Agency of Nationality, Passports and Residence Affairs 
(NPRA) gave people living in Bahrain the possibility to extend their residency permits and visas 
without fees until the end of January 2021. Moreover, it offered a period in which migrant workers 
normally resident in Bahrain but absent for a prolonged period had the possibility to “regularize 

 Pandemic Highlights the Vulnerability of Migrant Workers in the Middle East, Brookings https://35

www.brookings.edu/blog/future-development/2020/09/17/pandemic-highlights-the-vulnerability-of-migrant-
workers-in-the-middle-east/ 

 Ibid.36

 Law No. 36 of 2012: The Promulgation of the Labour Law in the Private Sector, Labour Market Regulatory 37

Authority https://lmra.bh/portal/files/cms/shared/file/labour%20law%202012.pdf 

 The Kingdom of Bahrain and Covid-19: Bahrain’s Reaction to the Global Pandemic, Lexology https://38

www.lexology.com/library/detail.aspx?g=d0314b97-e475-49f4-8af7-b7422c4561c0 

 Bahrain Migrant Workers Face Homelessness Amid Covid-19 Without Rent and Accommodation 39

Protections, Business & Human Rights Resource Centre https://www.business-humanrights.org/pt/latest-
news/bahrain-migrant-workers-face-homelesssness-amid-covid-19-without-rent-accommodation-protections/ 
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their status or return home without legal consequences”.  While this seemed to be a way to help 40

migrant workers, many of them, such as migrants with “overstayed visit visas or pending court 
cases” , were not eligible. 41

Among the major effects of this seemingly punitive measure are the financial aspects which weigh 
heavily upon migrant workers. Even before the pandemic, the rising trend of migrant workers being 
unpaid had led to rising suicide (see above). According to Al Ansari, Hamadeh, Ali and El Offi, the 
overwhelming majority of these suicide victims were under 35 years of age with “financial domestic 
problems being the most common reason reported ”. This trend gives a disturbing insight into the 42

lives of migrant workers during the crisis: where the virus has been used as an excuse to not pay 
them. With psychological pressures mounting, the rising incidence of suicide amongst the migrant 
population of Bahrain appeared likely.
  
For example, workers at the construction company Fundament SPC continued to work despite 
eight months of unpaid salary . Those who did not resign - in desperation - are still (at the time of 43

writing)  working there in the hope that they will be paid. 

Unpaid labour in such circumstances can be likened to a modern form of slavery. For those who 
resigned, their outlook is also very bleak. These ex-workers remain stranded in their camp in 
Nuweidrat. Due to the Kefala system, they are now without visas, which has only further 
complicated matters, and are struggling to get through each day. In this way, migrant workers are 
being forced into unpaid work while being stranded within a country without a visa and no mobility.

Another similar case happened in February 2021 when a company stopped paying employees and 
in response to complaints due to lack of pay, the company stopped providing food and 
accommodation.  44

Moreover, not only have businesses demanded unpaid labour, but also many of them have 
replaced migrant workers with nationals in many countries like Bahrain, Oman, Kuwait and Saudi 
Arabia in order to reduce their migrant workforces. GCC states, on balance, now often tend to give 

 Migrant Forum in Asia, Policy Brief No.2 / May 2021, Inclusion of Vulnerable Migrant Groups in Covid-19 40

Vaccination Strategies in Bahrain (s.l.: Migrant Forum in Asia, 2021), 2.

 Ibid.41

 Ibid42

 Migrant-Rights.Org, Prestigious Construction Company in Bahrain Leaves Workers in Despair. See: 43

https://www.migrant-rights.org/2020/06/prestigious-construction-company-in-bahrain-leaves-workers-in-
despair/ 

 Open Democracy, How Migrants in the Gulf Are Fighting Discrimination During the Pandemic, https://44

www.opendemocracy.net/en/openindia/how-migrants-gulf-are-fighting-discrimination-during-pandemic/ 
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greater advantage to their nationals in employment at the expense of migrant workers, at least in a 
range of skilled sectors.

The plight of the migrant workers is further impacted by travel restrictions that  have effectively 
trapped them in Bahrain. This has meant that it is difficult for them to return to their home countries 
and are therefore forced to keep working in Bahrain. Beyond this, even when migrants can return 
home, some have been blocked by unscrupulous employers using flaws in the Kefala system, 
taking possession of their employees’ passports.  The fact that many employers withhold migrant 45

workers’ passports is a direct violation of domestic and international standards and human rights. It 
is a deeply unsettling dehumanisation of the workers.

In February 2021, parliament put forward a proposal to take punitive measures against migrant 
workers that left without employers’ permission, requiring that they pay their sponsors back and 
pay to get back to their home countries . Due to the extremely impoverished conditions of migrant 46

workers, it is unlikely that any would be able to afford to do this, effectively trapping them in a state 
of modern slavery.

Those migrants are now (at the time of writing) trapped in Bahrain, in different accommodations 
and camps. These camps can be either formal labour camps – which are provided by the 
employers – or informal – which are rented by free-visa workers . These camps are the only 47

choice for migrant workers who are forced into cramped conditions, and they are heavily 
overpopulated . Beyond this, the sanitary conditions within these camps are deplorable, with no 48

waste disposal. 

More than 600 informal labour camps have been deemed “unfit for living” . Also, there is little to 49

no food provided as part of this. Due to these three key factors – overcrowding, poor sanitary 
conditions and little food provided, the pandemic has become endemic to the migrant population. 
Migrant workers have faced much higher rates of infection and cases in the first months and waves 

 International Labour Organization, Reform of the Kafala (Sponsorship) System,https://www.ilo.org/dyn/45

migpractice/docs/132/PB2.pdf 

 Huda Alsahi, COVID-19 and the Intensification of the GCC Workforce Nationalization Policies (Bawader: 46

Arab Reform Initiative, 2020)

 Migrant-Rights.Org, Food Woes for Quarantines Migrants in Bahrain. See: https://www.migrant-rights.org/47

2020/04/food-woes-for-quarantined-migrants-in-bahrain/

 Ibid48

 Ibid49
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of the pandemic – 90 percent of all cases being registered amongst migrant workers – than 
Bahraini nationals . Inevitably, it then spread to the Bahraini population. 50

In April 2020 workers were relocated to public facilities from their accommodation, but only 9,000 
of them were able to relocate. The remainder still inhabit (at writing) overcrowded 
accommodation.  While it can be said that the Ministry of Labour has made it obligatory for 51

employers to sterilise worksites and camps, to provide sufficient toilet facilities and to reduce the 
number of workers ,this has had little effect on the number of migrant workers with the virus, 52

which is growing at an exponential rate. This only extends to formal labour camps anyway, with 
informal labour camps being untouched by this ruling, meaning that many migrant workers are still 
being forced into deplorable conditions.

Summer is the season in which temperatures reach high degrees in Bahrain. Yet, electricity was 
cut off by many companies offering accommodation, seeing migrant workers suffering from the 
intense heat and being forced to spend “the hottest parts of the day in air-conditioned shopping 
malls and rely on a portable stove, provided by a Keralite charity, to cook.”  As has been seen, by 53

exposing migrant workers to extreme heat, these companies further endanger their health 
outcomes during the Covid-19 pandemic.

CONCLUSION 

This report has sought to show that the iniquitous socio-legal structure and construct of Kefala, 
pre-dating the advent of Civd-19 in Bahrain, was exacerbated by the pandemic and has imposed 
enormous human costs on migrant workers in terms of health and welfare. At the same time, it also 
appears that the global character of the pandemic has meant that suffering in Bahrain has come at 
little cost to the authorities. 

 Arab News, Major companies in Bahrain respond to government’s clean-up call in labour camps, https://50

www.arabnews.com/node/1662661/middle-east 

  “Migrants in Bahrain Face an Eviction Crisis Amid Covid-19 Pandemic”, Migrant-Rights.org https://51

www.migrant-rights.org/2020/09/migrants-in-bahrain-face-an-eviction-crisis-amid-covid-19-pandemic/ 

 “Food Woes for Quarantines Migrants in Bahrain”, Migrant-Rights-org https://www.migrant-rights.org/52

2020/04/food-woes-for-quarantined-migrants-in-bahrain/ 

 Open Democracy, How Migrants in the Gulf Are Fighting Discrimination During the Pandemic. See:  53

https://www.opendemocracy.net/en/openindia/how-migrants-gulf-are-fighting-discrimination-during-
pandemic/ 
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In the GoB’s report regarding its response to the Covid-19 pandemic, the government details the 
actions it has taken in order to combat the impact of the pandemic  migrant workers in Bahrain. 
Firstly, it says that the GoB has worked to improve the principle of equality in a comprehensive 
manner . This is, at best, inaccurate. This text has set out how the GoB has not only failed to do 54

so during the pandemic, but even before. Any aid given by the government has been either 
insubstantial or has never reached migrant workers themselves. Then, in its list of the ways in 
which the government has respected human rights during the pandemic, it states that the GoB 
enacted legislative measures recognising migrant workers’ human rights such as the right to 
health.  As detailed throughout this report, this has not been the case at all, with the right to 55

(access) health (care) being one the main human rights abuses.

The only way to explain GoB assertions in respect to its conduct is that it fails to see the essential 
human dignity of the migrant workers but at the same time, GoB officials have failed to abide by 
existing human rights obligations.

Through its actions, the GoB has consistently dehumanised and ‘othered’ migrant workers - to the 
point that they are not even recognised to have human rights. While the GoB operationalises - or 
mediatises its human rights engagement with global partners, it appears - sadly - largely for show.

 Bahraini Government’s Response to Covid-19, https://www.business-humanrights.org/sites/default/files/documents/54

Bahrain%20100-363-2020%20Updated%20version.pdf 

 Ibid 55
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