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Abstract: The kafala (sponsorship) system in the Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) countries has been highlighted by a 
number of international labour bodies and human rights mandates, such as the ILO Committee of Experts on the 
Application of Conventions and Recommendations (CEACR) and the United Nations (UN) Special Rapporteurs (on 

urgent reform. Despite some changes, the kafala system continues to create heavy dependence of migrant workers on their 
employers for both their immigration and employment status. This system makes migrant workers vulnerable to labour 

has an adverse impact on Gulf economies and national employment. In particular, the kafala system is especially 
problematic for migrant domestic workers, who may become irregular as soon as they leave their employer’s residence 
without permission.  

Following years of modest reforms often labelled optimistically as ‘kafala abolition’, more meaningful transformations have 

permit. This paper provides a comparative analysis of the recent changes to the sponsorship regime across the six GCC 
countries, exploring the contextual foundations, and the possible relevance of the COVID-19 pandemic in hastening or 

economy barriers, which will likely continue to hinder worker mobility despite any legal changes, and highlighting the 
complementary measures that need to be considered. Despite GCC countries’ attempts to minimize recruitment and 
deployment of ‘low-skilled migrants’, the paper emphasizes the continuing need for workers in such sectors as care work, 
construction, facilities management and hospitality, and highlights why sponsorship reforms, together with 
complementary reforms such as improved job matching, can align with national development-related objectives of 
demographic ‘rebalancing’ and developing a knowledge economy.
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2 This is consistent with more recent research of 700 Kuwaitis in 2020, where more than half of respondents considered that 
the kafala system should be changed to make the workers more dependent on the employer (28 per cent) or kept the same 
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have been granted this ‘Golden Card’ (Alexandrova 2021).

 The conditions may include lawful residence for the purpose of employment in the country for up to two years or after 

alternative employment.

5 The exact stock of migrant workers during this period is unknown as the UAE only reports non-nationals as a percentage of 
the labour market in administrative data.
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to 10 per cent, removing the right to unilaterally terminate the employment contract during the contract period and limiting 
workers to a maximum of three changes of employer.
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allowances for food and accommodation, of 300 riyals (US$82) and 500 riyals (US$137), respectively.

per cent for GCC countries and that such sectors as retail, wholesale trade and construction have on average more than 50 per 
cent of automatable activities.

15 These estimates (from 2019 except for UAE where the data is for 2018) only cover migrant workers in a regular status. 

16 For example, between December 2019 and September 2020, the number of migrant domestic workers decreased by 8 per 

17 For example, in Lebanon, where ‘the General Directorate of General Security (GDGS) took it upon itself, in coordination with 
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19 Domestic worker recruitment agencies in some countries have indicated that they intend to increase recruitment fees and 
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new job offer through the Qiwa portal. The worker, taking into account their notice period, must submit a notice of the transfer 

to nationalization.

25 If the worker is on a trial period, this trial period shall be stated explicitly in the employment contract and not exceed 90 
days (but can be extended by written agreement between the worker and the employer) to up to 180 days.
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