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Qatar	hosts	over	one	million	migrant	workers,	many	of	whom	are	men	from	South	Asian	countries	
drawn	 to	 the	 current	 construction	 boom	 in	 preparation	 for	 the	World	 Cup	 in	 2022.	 In	 Qatar,	 no	
placement	or	recruitment	fees	are	to	be	charged	to	migrant	workers,	and	salary	deductions	are	illegal;	
nonetheless,	many	workers	continue	to	pay	recruiters	exorbitant	recruitment	fees	due	to	weak	law	
enforcement	and	poor	bilateral	cooperation	between	Qatar	and	countries	of	origin.	Visa	trading	also	
adds	substantially	to	migrant	workers’	recruitment	and	placement	costs.	Other	fundamental	problems	
associated	with	the	kafala	system,	such	as	contract	substitution,	minimal	job	mobility,	and	the	right	of	
the	employer	to	repatriate	the	employee	at	will	heighten	the	vulnerability	of	migrant	workers.	The	
current	international	spotlight	on	Qatar	is	spurring	the	government	to	make	changes;	some	parts	of	
the	private	sector	have	also	begun	to	lead	the	way	forward	with	commercial	incentives	to	encourage	
fair	recruitment	practices.			
	
	



	
	 	 	
		

Recruitment	Costs	–	Qatar,	July	2016	 	 	Page	2	of	9	

Background	

The	Gulf	has	been	one	of	the	largest	recipients	of	the	world’s	labour	migration	flows	since	the	‘oil	crisis’	

and	the	Iran-Iraq	War	in	the	1970s-1980s.	The	pre-eminent	labour	migration	management	system	in	the	

Gulf	is	known	as	the	kafala	system,	in	which	each	migrant	labourer	is	attached	to	a	single	employer	–	also	

known	as	the	sponsor,	or	the	kafil.	A	migrant	worker’s	legal	right	to	stay	in	the	country	is	conditional	on	

his	or	her	employment.	Within	this	system,	the	migrant	does	not	enjoy	job	mobility	and	the	employer	has	

the	right	to	cancel	his	or	her	worker’s	visa	and	repatriate	the	worker	at	will.	Family	members	are	allowed	

to	accompany	migrant	workers	only	if	the	migrant	earns	a	minimum	of	10,000	QAR1	per	month,	an	income	

ceiling	that	is	beyond	the	pay	received	by	most	low-waged	labour	migrants.	Otherwise,	family	members	

are	not	allowed	to	accompany	migrant	workers	or	join	them	later.	

Qatar	 has	 come	 under	 the	media	 spotlight	 because	 of	 its	 use	 of	migrant	 labour	 to	 construct	massive	

stadiums	and	other	forms	of	physical	infrastructure	in	preparation	for	the	FIFA	World	Cup	in	2022.	Common	

themes	surrounding	migrant	labour	in	Qatar	which	are	explored	in	media	articles	and	non-governmental	

organisations’	(NGOs’)	reports	are:	the	withholding	of	salaries,	the	confiscation	of	passports,	the	lack	of	

union	representation,	contract	substitution,	and	perilous	working	conditions,	which	have	led	to	a	number	

of	fatalities,	the	exact	toll	of	which	is	disputed	(Fottrell	2015),	but	which	some	reports	have	asserted	have	

reached	1200	(Ingraham	2015).		

In	Qatar,	only	12%	of	its	population	is	local	while	the	rest	consists	of	foreign	labourers	(Snoj	2014);	while	

these	 numbers	 include	 expatriates	 from	 India	 and	Nepal	who	work	 in	Qatar	 (Worrall	 2015),	 estimates	

indicate	 that	 there	 are	 approximately	 1.5	 million	 low-waged	 migrant	 workers	 in	 Qatar	 (Amnesty	

International	2015a).	Most	of	these	labourers	perform	unskilled	jobs,	primarily	in	the	construction	work	

and	domestic	work	sectors.	The	2010	Qatar	census	shows	that	over	80,000	women	work	in	the	domestic	

work	 sector	 as	 cleaners,	 cooks,	 and	 care-givers;	 nearly	 50,000	men	 also	 fall	 under	 the	 classification	of	

‘domestic	 workers’	 as	 drivers	 and	 gardeners	 (Amnesty	 International	 2013)2.	 Domestic	 workers	 are	

excluded	from	Qatari	labour	law	and	enjoy	few	legal	protections.	For	example,	domestic	workers	cannot	

lodge	claims	at	the	Labour	Court	or	make	a	complaint	to	the	Ministry	of	Labour	(International	Trade	Union	

Confederation	2014).	The	majority	of	migrant	workers	are	men	who	are	drawn	by	the	construction	boom	

in	Qatar,	which	has	increased	its	population	by	40%	since	the	2010	announcement	that	it	would	host	the	

2022	World	Cup.		

The	major	countries	of	origin	for	labour	for	Qatar	are	Nepal,	India,	Bangladesh,	Sri	Lanka,	the	Philippines	

																																																								
1	QAR	are	Qatari	riyals,	which	have	a	fixed	exchange	rate	of	3.64	to	the	US	dollar,	so	this	would	be	about	USD2,750	a	
month.	
2	Apparently,	fishermen	may	also	be	considered	to	be	domestic	workers.	The	broad	scope	of	the	term	“domestic	workers”	
in	Qatar	means	that	a	researcher	must	be	on	guard	against	presuming	that	any	reference	to	a	domestic	worker	necessarily	
implies	that	the	person	in	question	is	a	woman	who	performs	paid	housework.		
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and	Egypt	(Agunias	2012).	Qatar	has	announced	the	construction	of	seven	‘cities’	to	house	its	male	labour	

migrant	population;	the	largest,	called	‘Labour	City’,	can	host	up	to	70,000	migrant	workers	and	boasts	of	

residential	 apartments,	 entertainment	 and	 business	 districts,	 a	 bustling	 market,	 a	 cricket	 field,	 four	

cinemas,	and	two	mosques	(Laylin	2015).	Video	footage	of	the	new	‘Labour	City’	shows	brand-new	streets	

and	buildings;	reports	of	‘Labour	City’	mention	that	two	police	stations	are	situated	within	the	compound,	

and	the	surveillance	of	migrant	men	is	supported	by	a	network	of	surveillance	cameras	to	closely	monitor	

entry	and	exit	(RT	2015).		

	

Details	of	policies	regulating	placement	fees	

There	are	a	number	of	regulations	that	govern	the	levying	of	high	placement	fees	on	migrant	labourers	

who	move	to	Qatar	to	work,	stemming	both	from	the	country	of	origin	and	the	country	of	destination.	The	

Philippines,	Nepal	and	Sri	Lanka	stipulate	that	workers	are	only	expected	to	pay	agents	one	month’s	salary;	

in	Bangladesh,	workers	are	to	pay	no	more	than	three	months’	salary;	and	in	India,	one	and	a	half	months’	

salary	is	the	maximum	cost	a	worker	should	pay	an	agent	subject	to	a	maximum	of	20,000	rupees.	However,	

other	costs	such	as	visa	fees,	transport,	accommodation,	airfare,	medical	check-up	costs,	advertising,	pre-

departure	orientations,	and	government	taxes	are	also	charged	to	workers	at	inflated	rates,	often	bringing	

the	 recruitment	 fees	up	 to	an	exorbitant	amount	 (Jureidini	2014).	Agents	generally	 flout	 salary	 caps	 in	

these	countries	with	impunity;	for	example,	low-skilled	male	migrants	travelling	out	of	Bangladesh	should	

pay	agents	at	most	USD	$1027,	but	field	studies	show	that	workers	pay	an	average	of	USD	$2445	instead,	

and	profits	for	the	agent	may	be	as	high	as	USD	$1833	(Agunias	2012).		

Qatari	law	–	which	is	only	available	in	Arabic	with	no	official	English	translation	(Higham	2014)	–	forbids	

migrant	workers	from	paying	a	placement	fee	and	from	undergoing	any	form	of	wage	deduction	organised	

by	employers	or	placement	agencies	 (Agunias	2012).	 The	extent	 to	which	 this	 is	 enforced,	however,	 is	

debatable,	 as	workers	end	up	paying	 thousands	of	dollars	 to	work	 in	Qatar	nonetheless.	 Furthermore,	

extractive	recruitment	fees	are	eventually	funnelled	into	bribes	that	recruitment	companies	and	agencies	

pay	 to	 corrupt	businesses	 to	entice	 the	businesses	 to	hire	workers	 through	 them.	 Jureidini	 (2014:	p.6)	

writes	that	it	is	“well-known”	that	recruitment	companies	in	countries	of	origin	charge	workers	for	visas	

and	work	permits,	and	use	the	informal	hawala	system3	to	circumvent	the	law	when	remitting	these	fees	

to	 placement	 agencies	 in	Qatar.	 Interviews	with	workers	 in	Qatar	 and	 returnees	 show	 that	many	 pay	

between	USD	$600-$3000,	and,	in	some	cases,	up	to	USD	$5000;	to	fork	out	this	sum	of	money,	workers	

																																																								
3	An	informal	money-transfer	system	that	is	trust-based	and	dependent	on	a	sprawling	network	of	brokers.	A	person	
wishing	to	‘transfer’	money	will	pass	money	on	to	a	broker	in	location	X;	the	broker	calls	another	broker	in	location	Y,	who	
will	then	pass	the	same	sum,	minus	a	commission,	to	the	family	or	individual	the	first	person	wishes	to	remit	money	to.	
Broker	Y	then	trusts	broker	X	to	pay	him	or	her	at	a	later	date.	It	is	also	known	as	“money	transfer	without	money	
movement”.	
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take	out	loans	at	exorbitant	interest	rates	ranging	from	30%-60%	per	year	and	sell	family	assets	(Jureidini	

2014).	Up	to	46%	of	workers	take	out	loans	to	pay	for	recruitment	(Gardner	et	al.	2013).	Although	bilateral	

agreements	between	Qatar	and	several	countries	of	origin	(including	Nepal,	the	Philippines	and	India)	hold	

employers	responsible	for	any	fees	associated	with	the	employment	of	a	worker,	agencies	may	charge	both	

the	worker	 and	 the	 employer,	 thus	 doubling	 the	 payment	 received	 (Jureidini	 2014).	 Furthermore,	 the	

enforcement	of	these	agreements	is	“inconsistent,	 limited,	or	non-existent,	and	Qatar	has	not	provided	

any	details	on	how	it	will	address	[problems	of	enforcement]”	(Amnesty	International	2015a).		

Some	migrant	domestic	workers	undergo	salary	deductions	to	repay	recruitment	costs	to	their	employers,	

who	are	expected	to	pay	upfront,	but	the	main	problem	that	they	face	is	contract	substitution,	through	

which	they	receive	much	lower	pay	than	was	initially	promised,	or	are	not	paid	at	all	(Amnesty	International	

2014).	

Qatar	has	a	‘grading	system’,	created	by	Decree	No.	8	of	2005,	for	domestic	worker	recruitment	agencies	

to	incentivize	good	behaviour	and	impose	penalties	for	non-compliance.	Recruitment	agencies	(over	100	

of	which	operate	to	place	domestic	workers	in	Qatar)	rated	‘C’	may	lose	their	licenses,	while	those	rated	

‘A’	may	receive	preferential	treatment,	such	as	an	increased	number	of	visas	that	they	may	process.	Of	132	

companies,	79	agencies	were	given	a	‘C’	rating;	however,	the	assessment	criteria	were	never	released	by	

the	Ministry	of	Labour	and	Social	Affairs.	(Amnesty	International	2014).	The	grading	system	also	does	not	

create	 legally	 binding	obligations	 for	 recruitment	 companies	 to	 follow	 in	 the	 case	of	 poor	 ratings,	 and	

enforcement	mechanisms	have	been	criticised	as	weak	(International	Trade	Union	Confederation	2014).		

Additionally,	the	Qatari	government	does	not	announce	which	specific	agencies	have	received	a	‘C’	rating;	

they	have	only	made	known	the	names	of	agencies	which	have	received	an	‘A’.		

The	 Qatar	 Foundation,	 a	 private	 organization	 which	 enjoys	 “high-level	 support	 from	 the	 Qatari	 state	

authorities”	(Jureidini	2014:	p.	8),	has	adopted	a	set	of	“mandatory	standards”	for	migrant	worker	welfare	

for	 the	 20,000	migrant	workers	who	 are	 employed	 under	Qatar	 Foundation	 projects.	 These	 standards	

suggest	that	commercial	requirements	instead	of	legislative	change	are	more	effective	in	ensuring	ethical	

behaviour;	 from	 January	 2014	onwards,	 these	 requirements	 applied	 to	 contract	 tenders	 from	 the	pre-

qualification	 stage,	 requiring	 potential	 contractors	 to	 demonstrate	 a	 willingness	 to	 adhere	 to	 these	

standards.	They	include,	for	instance,	commercial	penalties	for	non-compliance,	monitoring	and	auditing	

from	 welfare	 officers,	 holding	 contractors	 responsible	 for	 all	 recruitment	 charges	 and	 fees,	 and	

collaboration	with	accredited	ethical	recruitment	agencies.	

In	 May	 2014,	 responding	 to	 widespread	 criticisms	 from	 the	 international	 community,	 the	 Qatar	

government	promised	a	set	of	reforms	to	address	the	widespread	exploitation	of	migrant	workers.	These	

announced	reforms	were	formally	published	in	2015	as	Law	No.	21	(also	known	as	‘the	New	Immigration	

Law’).	The	Qatari	government	states	that	its	provisions	will	come	into	force	on	14	December	2016	(Khatri	
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2015).	

	

The	 New	 Immigration	 Law	 has	 made	 some	 changes	 to	 the	 exit	 permit	 system.	 Previously,	 employers	

processed	exit	permits	for	migrant	workers	under	their	employment,	which	meant	that	workers	could	not	

freely	 leave	Qatar	without	 their	 sponsors’	permission.	Based	on	 the	new	 legislation,	employers	do	not	

disburse	 exit	 permits	 directly;	 instead,	 an	 employee	 who	 wishes	 to	 exit	 the	 country	 must	 inform	 the	

Ministry	of	Interior	at	least	three	business	days	before	the	intended	date	of	exit.	The	Ministry	of	Interior	

awaits	the	sponsor’s	approval	or	objection	before	permitting	the	worker’s	exit	(Khatri	2015).	If	a	sponsor	

refuses	to	approve	a	worker’s	exit,	the	Ministry	of	Interior	has	set	up	a	grievance	committee	that	migrant	

workers	can	petition	(Sheble	&	Fahmy	2015).	While	the	Qatar	government	frames	this	as	the	abolition	of	

the	exit	permit	system,	employers	ultimately	still	determine	a	worker’s	right	to	leave	Qatar.		

Previously,	if	an	employer	refused	to	grant	a	worker	a	“no	objection	certificate”	(a	type	of	‘release	letter’	

in	which	an	employer	gives	permission	to	a	worker	to	change	sponsors),	the	worker	had	to	leave	Qatar	and	

wait	two	years	before	he	or	she	could	re-enter	to	work	again.	The	New	Immigration	Law	states	that	an	

employer	is	no	longer	required	to	issue	a	“no	objection	certificate”	in	order	for	a	migrant	worker	on	a	fixed-

term	contract	 to	remain	 in	Qatar	and	transfer	 to	another	employer	at	 the	completion	of	 their	contract	

(Higham	2016).	The	worker,	however,	still	requires	the	approval	of	the	Ministry	of	Interior	and	the	Ministry	

of	Labor	and	Social	Affairs	(Sheble	and	Fahmy	2015).	Approval	from	these	authorities	is	also	required	for	a	

worker	to	move	to	another	sponsor	if	the	sponsor	is	dead	or	if	the	company	ceases	to	exist.	However,	this	

legislation	only	applies	on	workers	on	 fixed-term	contracts;	workers	on	open-ended	contracts	can	only	

switch	jobs	after	the	completion	of	five	years	of	work	(Sheble	and	Fahmy	2015).	Furthermore,	employees	

who	want	to	switch	 jobs	before	the	termination	of	their	contract	would	still	need	to	obtain	permission	

from	their	sponsors	as	well	as	the	two		aforementioned	ministries	(Dorsey	2015).		

Qatari	authorities	have	shown	an	interest	in	bolstering	work	safety	in	construction	sites	and	have	amended	

the	Labour	Law	to	make	it	compulsory	for	salaried	workers	to	be	paid	through	direct	bank	deposits,	which	

will	help	to	mitigate	against	salary	non-payments,	late	payments,	or	under-payments.	This	is	known	as	the	

Wage	Protection	System;	announced	in	February	2015,	this	has	come	into	force	across	all	companies	in	

November	2015	(Amlôt	2015).	However,	access	to	justice	is	still	 limited	and	details	on	law	enforcement	

continue	to	be	murky	(Amnesty	International	2015b).	Dorsey	(2015)	points	out	that	the	Wage	Protection	

System	streamlines	processes	but	does	not	change	the	 fundamentally	exploitative	nature	of	 the	kafala	

system.		
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Pros	and	cons		

Pros:	Unlike	Singapore,	the	‘no	recruitment	fee’	principle	is	enshrined	in	law,	even	if	enforcement	is	weak	

in	practice.	The	difficulties	of	governing	costs	paid	by	workers	across	transnational	jurisdictions	compounds	

these	 issues.	Qatari	 law	also	bans	the	practice	of	wage	deductions	organised	by	placement	agencies	or	

employers.	 In	 addition,	Qatar	 is	 a	 signatory	 to	 ILO	 Labour	Conventions	 (including	C020:	 Forced	 Labour	

Convention;	 C105:	Abolition	of	 Forced	 Labour	 Convention;	 and	C111:	Discrimination	 (Employment	 and	

Occupation)	Convention	[International	Labour	Organisation	2016]),	which	means	that	Qatar	can	be	held	

responsible	 by	 a	 number	 of	 international	 NGOs	 for	 poor	 labour	 standards.	 Private	 institutions	 and	

companies	with	strong	inroads	to	government	appear	to	take	an	ethical	stance,	and	are	exploring	routes	

to	 regulating	 placement	 fees	 through	 commercial	 incentivisation	 instead	 of	 depending	 on	 legislative	

enforcement.		

Cons:	Despite	 bilateral	 agreements	 between	Qatar	 and	 countries	 of	 origin	 for	migrant	 workers,	 there	

appears	 to	 be	 little	 transnational	 collaboration	 or	 political	 will4	 to	 enforce	 regulations	 surrounding	

placement	fees.	Recruitment	costs	charged	by	countries	of	origin	continue	to	be	un-monitored,	as	agents	

may	keep	to	the	law	in	charging	agency	fees	to	the	worker	but	may	inflate	other	associated	costs,	such	as	

that	for	passport	applications	and	transportation.	Furthermore,	illegal	visa	trading	–	in	which	recruitment	

agents	pay	Qatari	employers	or	sponsors	to	procure	work	visas	for	prospective	migrant	workers	–	is	both	

rampant	and	 lucrative	 for	migration	agents	 and	employers	while	 continuing	 to	extract	high	 costs	 from	

migrants	(Rahman	2012).	Prospective	migrants	are	also	caught	in	visa	scams	where	workers	are	enticed	to	

pay	large	sums	of	money	to	enter	Qatar	using	short-term	business	visas,	on	the	false	pretext	that	employers	

can	change	workers’	legal	status	to	a	more	long-term	one	(Soman	2013).	Finally,	while	male	construction	

workers	are	receiving	attention	due	to	media	and	international	NGO	spotlight,	female	domestic	workers	

continue	 to	 face	conditions	of	exploitation	and	extreme	 isolation.	This	 is	 compounded	by	 the	 fact	 that	

domestic	workers	are	not	covered	under	Qatar’s	labour	laws.		

	

The	author	wishes	to	acknowledge	Aakash	Jayaprakash	for	his	invaluable	comments	and	input	as	well	as	

John	Gee	for	help	with	proofreading	and	editing.		

	

	 	

																																																								
4	The	weakness	or	absence	of	political	will	in	enforcing	restrictions	on	recruitment	costs	that	may	inconvenience	agencies	
or	employers	in	countries	of	destination	is	perhaps	largely	attributable	to	the	persuasive	power	the	latter	have	with	their	
governments	compared	to	either	migrant	workers	or	their	own	governments,	which	themselves	often	seem	to	be	reluctant	
to	take	action	that	may	interfere	with	remittance	flows	and	the	revenue	of	country	of	origin	agencies.	This	question	will	be	
discussed	more	fully	when	a	survey	of	the	current	series	of	briefs	is	undertaken:	it	appears	to	be	a	common	problem	in	
countries	of	destination,	so	a	detailed	discussion	in	each	individual	country	report	would	probably	not	be	useful.		
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The	great	majority	of	migrant	workers	pay	large	sums	of	money	in	order	

to	 obtain	 jobs	 in	 other	 countries.	 The	 costs,	 often	 exorbitant,	 leave	

workers	 debt-ridden	 and	 in	 a	 more	 vulnerable	 position	 to	 pernicious	

labour	abuse.	 	At	TWC2,	we	recognise	the	consequences	of	recruitment	

costs	and	the	urgent	need	to	eliminate	such	fees.																																																												

This	 report	 is	part	of	a	 series	of	papers	analysing	 the	policies	 in	various	

countries	 regulating	 recruitment	costs.	Through	 this	evaluative	process,	

we	 hope	 to	 be	 able	 formulate	 effective	 policy	 recommendations	 in	

reducing	 the	 recruitment	 costs	 of	 workers	 who	 come	 to	 Singapore.																
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