ARAB LABOR MIGRATION TO THE GCC STATES

By Giovanna Tattolo

Arab migration to the Gulf dates back several decades and has undergone many changes. Systematic information on the stocks, flows, countries of origin and destination, or composition of migrants has not been easily available as lamented by various migration scholars.

The oil rich Gulf countries, especially the six countries (Bahrain, Kuwait, Oman, Qatar, Saudi Arabia and United Arab Emirates) within the Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) have been the main recipients of migrants moving to the Gulf primarily to take up employment. Iraq was also an important recipient of migrants prior to its occupation of Kuwait in 1990. Jordan has been a sending as well as a receiving country. The major Arab senders have been Egypt, Yemen, Jordan, Syria and Sudan.

The objective of my research is to outline the patterns of Arab migration in the Gulf region, to analyse the data sources and their quality, the characteristics of migrants in selected GCC countries, the governments’ views and policies on immigration and emigration and the volume of return migration. This research ends by making some observations for future migration in this region.

The percentage of foreigners in the GCC populations systematically grew over the last decades, increasing from 22,9 percent in 1975 to over 38 in the mid-1990 when it levelled. By 2002, about 32,5 million people lived in the GCC States. Among them were about 12,5 million foreigners, constituting 38,5 percent of the total population (see table 1). In Qatar, the UAE and Kuwait, foreigners constituted a large majority; in the UAE for istance, foreigners constituted almost 80 percent of the population. In Saudi Arabia, Oman and Bahrain foreigners also made up a substantial portion of the total population: 26-40 percent.

Table 1- Percentage of nationals and expatriates in the population of GCC countries, 

1995-2000 

	Country 
	1975a 
	1980 a 
	1985 a 
	1995 a 
	2000b 
	2001-2002d 

	BAHRAIN 
	
	
	
	
	BAHRAIN 

	Nationals 
	77.1 
	69.3 
	63.5 
	61.8 
	60.0 
	60.0

	Expatriates 
	22.9 
	30.7 
	36.5 
	38.2 
	40.0 
	40.0

	Total ('000s) 
	261.6 
	336.7 
	434.7 
	586.1 
	651.8 
	690.0

	KUWAIT 
	
	
	
	
	

	Nationals 
	30.9 
	28.5 
	27.7 
	36.1 
	37.4c 
	37.0

	Expatriates 
	69.1 
	71.5 
	72.3 
	63.9 
	62.6 
	63.0

	Total (‘000s) 
	994.9 
	971.3 
	1,697.3 
	1,958.8 
	2,363.3 
	2,360

	OMAN 
	
	
	
	
	OMAN 

	Nationals 
	86.9 
	81.8 
	81.6 
	72.7 
	73.3 
	74.0

	Expatriates 
	13.1 
	18.2 
	18.4 
	27.3 
	22.7 
	26.0

	Total ('000s) 
	766.0 
	984.0 
	1,193.0 
	2,149.0 
	2,441.8 
	2,420

	QATAR 
	
	
	
	
	QATAR 

	Nationals 
	43.1 
	40.9 
	47.7 
	29.6 
	26.3 
	28.0

	Expatriates 
	56.9 
	59.1 
	52.3 
	70.4 
	73.7 
	72.0

	Total ('000s) 
	147.7 
	206.6 
	241.0 
	547.0 
	580.3 
	585

	SAUDI ARABIA 
	
	
	
	
	SAUDI ARABIA 

	Nationals 
	86.7 
	75.4 
	69.3 
	67.9 
	74.6 
	70.0

	Expatriates 
	13.3 
	24.6 
	30.7 
	32.1 
	25.4 
	30.0

	Total ('000s) 
	7,026.3 
	9,688.0 
	12,642.2 
	19,534.0 
	20,278.8 
	23,000

	UAE 
	
	
	
	
	UAE 

	Nationals 
	37.0 
	28.7 
	36.2 
	25.1 
	24.3 
	20.0

	Expatriates 
	63.0 
	71.3 
	63.8 
	74.9 
	75.7 
	80.0

	Total ('000s) 
	525.1 
	977.4 
	1,116.8 
	2,378.0 
	2,889.6 
	23,000

	All GCC countries 
	
	
	
	
	All GCC countries 

	Nationals 
	77.4 
	67.1 
	63.5 
	61.4 
	65.1 
	61.5

	Expatriates 
	22.6 
	32.9 
	36.5 
	38.6 
	34.9 
	38.5 

	Total ('000s) 
	9,721.6 
	13,550.7 
	17,325.0 
	27,152.9 
	29,321.7 
	32.5 


Sources: 
a Girgis, 2002 
b ESCWA, 2001 (Data for 2000) 
c PACI, 2002 (Data for 2002) 
d Sources: for Bahrain, Oman, Qatar, Saudi Arabia and the UAE: The 2001 annual report by the GCC secretariat, released July 27, 2002 as well as The Economist Country Reports from mid-2002; for Saudi Arabia reports by different Saudi ministries were used as well; for Kuwait: Ministry of Planning data. Rough estimates made by the author are in italics. 
The dominance of foreigners is even more pronounced in the workforce than it is in the total population. In the GCC States in 1975 of the total labor force of 2,8 million workers, 39 percent were expatriates. In 1995 foreign labor in the Arab GCC comprises 74% of the total workforce. 

Expatriates also constituted a majority of the labor force in each country; in 2000 the average was almost 70 percent, while in Qatar and the UAE almost 90 percent of the workforce was foreign. Bahrain and Saudi Arabia had the lowest rates, but even there expatriates constituted 55 percent of the workforce; in Kuwait 80,4 percent of the workforce was foreign (see table 2). These rates did not change much in the last decade, implying that the percentage of foreign workers in the total GCC workforce has remained basically the same.

Table 2- Percentage of nationals and expatriates in the labour force of GCC countries, 1975-2000 a 
	Country 
	1975 a 
	1980 a 
	1985 a 
	1995 a 
	2000 a 

	BAHRAIN 

	Nationals 
	18.2 
	43.0 
	42.1 
	40.0 
	46.0 b 

	Expatriates 
	81.8 
	57.0 
	57.9 
	60.0 
	54.0 

	Total ('000s) 
	60.0 
	142.4 
	170.6 
	226.5 
	- 

	KUWAIT 

	Nationals 
	18.2 
	15.1 
	14.3 
	16.6 
	19.6 c 

	Expatriates 
	81.8 
	84.9 
	85.7 
	83.4 
	80.4 

	Total ('000s) 
	304.6 
	491.5 
	670.4 
	1,051.5 
	1,320.1 

	OMAN 

	Nationals 
	68.9 
	60.0 
	48.2 
	35.8 
	35.7 

	Expatriates 
	31.1 
	40.0 
	51.8 
	64.2 
	64.3 

	Total ('000s) 
	225.0 
	280.0 
	369.0 
	670.3 
	858.7 

	QATAR 

	Nationals 
	17.0 
	17.4 
	23.5 
	17.9 
	10.0 b 

	Expatriates 
	83.0 
	82.6 
	76.5 
	82.1 
	90.0 

	Total ('000s) 
	68.7 
	95.6 
	100.2 
	218.0 
	- 

	SAUDI ARABIA 

	Nationals 
	74.8 
	47.3 
	37.3 
	36.5 
	44.2 

	Expatriates 
	25.2 
	52.7 
	62.7 
	63.5 
	55.8 

	Total ('000s) 
	1,923.7 
	3,212.7 
	4,342.1 
	6,450.0 
	7,176.3 

	UAE 

	Nationals 
	16.0 
	7.6
	9.4 
	10.2 
	10.2 

	Expatriates 
	84.0 
	92.4 
	90.6 
	89.8 
	89.8 

	Total ('000s) 
	278.8 
	706.3 
	865.3 
	1,088.2 
	1,355.7 

	All GCC countries 

	Nationals 
	61.0 
	38.4 
	31.8 
	26.0 
	- 

	Expatriates 
	39.0 
	61.6 
	68.2 
	74.0 
	- 

	Total ('000s) 
	2,860.8 
	4,928.5 
	6,517.6 
	9,704.5 
	- 


- not available 
Sources : 
a Girgis, 2002; 
b The Economist, print edition, 2002 (latest statistics) 
c PACI, 2002 (Data for 2002) 
For historical, political and economic reasons, people of various nationalities traditionally went to work in the GCC States. The composition of these foreign populations has also changed with time. At the beginning of the oil era, the major of labor migrating to the lower Gulf countries came from the poor neighboring Arab states. The largest groups among them were Yemenis and Egyptians; they were looking for better employment opportunities, particularly in Saudi Arabia. Later, new waves of Arabs arrived in the Gulf States: Palestinians, who emigrated after the Arab-Israeli War of 1948 and the occupation of Palestine; some Iraqis, following the Ba’ath party coup in Baghdad in 1968; Yemenis after civil wars in their country; Omanis, that were traditional local migrant laborers. Finally, many Indian, Pakistani and Iranian traders and laborers went to the Gulf as a result of the long-time contacts their countries maintained with the region.

With the post-1973 economic boom Yemenis, Egyptians, Sudanese, Jordanians/Palestinians, Pakistanis and Indians began to arrive in the Gulf States in large numbers.

At the beginning the Arab workers were very welcome, but, relatively quickly, the preference of the oil states’ governments changed, and they began to be more open to Asian workers. They were less expensive to employ, easier to lay-off and thought to be more efficient, obedient and manageable.

Asian workers were also preferable as they were used to leaving their lamilies in their home countries, whereas Arab immigrants usually brought their families to the Gulf with the hope of settling there permanently. This possibility was not acceptable for the GCC authorities.

Significant changes in the composition of the foreign workforce occurred as a result of the events of the second Gulf War. Iraqis and those supportive of Iraq (including Palestinians, Jordanians, Yemenis and Sudanese) were distrusted and forced to leave the GCC States during and in the aftermath of the crisis. All together over 1.5 million people were displaced: up to one million Yemenis were expelled from Saudi Arabia, along 200,000 Jordanians and 150,000 Palestinians, mainly from Kuwait. An additional 158,000 Egyptians left Kuwait in the wake of the crisis.

The economic effect of the return of a large number of workers from the GCC States to their home countries due to developments related to the second Gulf war is unclear and needs further study. 
Many Arabs who left the GCC States during the Gulf war and in its aftermath did not return following the conflict. The resultant vacuum in the labor market, despite the GCC governments’ intentions, was not filled by nationals. Free market dynamics led Asians to take the vacant jobs, again enlarging again their share in the workforce. 
The workforce has witnessed further change in the 1990s, partly because of the end of the Cold War. Job seekers from China and from the newly independent states of the former Soviet Union began to arrive in the Gulf looking for employment opportunities. Cheap to employ and often quite well educated, these migrants created additional competition in the labor market. 
As a result of the policies adopted in the GCC States, the percentage of the expatriate population represented by Arabs in these countries decreased from 72 percent in 1975 to 56 percent a decade later.
The exact size of expatriate communities in the GCC States is difficult to establish, as authorities often do not reveal information about them. However, the available information suggests that of the 12.5 million foreigners, who lived in the GCC countries in 2002, there were about 3.5 million non-Gulf Arabs, 3.2 million Indians, 1.7 million Pakistanis, almost 1.0 million Bangladeshis, more than 700,000 Filipinos and more than 700,000 Sri Lankans (see Table 3).27 That is, the number of Asians was more than twice the number of non-Gulf Arabs. 

The non-Gulf Arab community has been mainly composed of Egyptians (over 1.5 million), Yemenis (1.0 million), Palestinian/Jordanians (0.5 million) and Syrians (0.3 million). 
Table 3 Major expatriate communities in the GCC countries 

(Estimates for 2002, in thousands) 
	
	Bahrain 
	Kuwait 
	Oman 
	Qatar 
	Saudi Arabia 
	UAE 
	Total 

	Indians 
	100 
	295 
	300 
	100 
	1,400 
	1,000 
	3,200 

	Pakistanis 
	50 
	100 
	70 
	70 
	1,000 
	450 
	1,740 

	Egyptians 
	
	275 
	15 
	35 
	1,000 
	130 
	1,455 

	Yemenis 
	
	
	
	
	1,000 
	35 
	1,035 

	Bangladeshis 
	
	160 
	110 
	
	450 
	100 
	820 

	Sri Lankans 
	
	160 
	
	35 
	350 
	160 
	705 

	Filipinos 
	
	60 
	
	50 
	500 
	120 
	730 

	Jordanians/ 
Palestinians 
	
	50 
	
	50 
	270 
	110 
	480 

	Syrians 
	
	95 
	
	
	170 
	
	265 

	Iranians 
	45 
	80 
	
	20 
	
	40 
	145 

	Indonesians 
	
	
	
	
	250 
	
	250 

	Sudanese 
	
	
	
	
	250 
	
	250 

	Kuwaitis 
	
	
	
	
	120 
	
	

	Turks 
	
	
	
	
	100 
	
	

	Bidoons 
	
	70 
	
	
	
	
	70 

	Total 
	280 
	1,475 
	630 
	420 
	7,000 
	2,488 
	


Source: Various estimates. 
Note: Numbers of only major expatriate communities in each of the GCC countries are included in the table. Due to this exclusion, the figures in the columns do not add to the total shown. 
The demand for foreign workers, and non-Gulf Arabs in particular, in the GCC countries in the years to come will depend on several factors: the number of young nationals entering the labor market, the effect of the nationalization of labor markets (mainly due to government regulations), the economy’s capacity to generate new jobs, the employment qualifications of national labor in relation to the requirements of the job market, the willingness of nationals to take low-prestige jobs, competition from other groups of foreign workers, especially Asians, as well as political and security considerations.(50) 
In terms of numbers, were the trend of the last five years to continue, between 2002 and 2007, the number of expatriate workers would grow by another 0.5-1.0 million. However, as employers in the GCC States will probably continue to substitute Arab workers for Asian migrants, and given that Arab workers constituted only about 25 percent of expatriate labor in 2002, the number of non-Gulf Arabs employed in the GCC States may increase by only 100,000-200,000 people over the next five years. It is equally likely that the number of non-Gulf Arabs in the GCC States will diminish. 
For non-Gulf Arabs, the competition in the GCC labor markets will also increase due to the globalization of world markets, the increasing ease of international travel, the liberalization of numerous political regimes, and the difficult economic situation in many parts of the world, all of which will allow and motivate emigration. Moreover, the tense political situation in the Middle East in general and conflicts between particular Arab countries will not provide the GCC regimes with incentives to employ more Arabs at the expense of Asians. The new crisis in the Gulf, like all previous ones, may further diminish the number of non-local Arab expatriates in the GCC countries. 
Therefore, non-Gulf Arab labor migration to the GCC States is a good example of the pattern observed in other parts of the world recently: in the era of globalization, governments are less willing to block flows of trade or capital, but are much more restrictive when it comes to people. While in the past inter-Arab labor migration helped Arab economies move closer together, today political considerations subdue this convergence. 
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