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Dedication


To Sauda, Latifa, Taqiu and Hadijja. I feel blessed having you all in my life.







Preface


I arrived in Doha, Qatar on 19 June 2014. It had been two months since I was terminated from The National newspaper and expelled from the United Arab Emirates (UAE) for publishing my autobiographical book The Ambitious Struggle. The whole of Doha currently is like a construction site and workers can be seen busy on construction sites even well after midnight, as I discovered when I arrived in the city and a taxi driver transported me to my hotel. The driver told me the city’s biggest problem is rent prices rising every day and more people from everywhere coming to work in Doha. He told me he already had taken five clients that night, four of whom (including myself) had arrived in Doha for work. Although I was coming to look for a job, my mind was already set that I was not going to stay in any GCC country for much longer. I was trying to set moderate targets and this time was mainly needed to complete this book.


My expulsion had come when I was about to complete this book’s first draft, but still a lot of work needed to be done including the editing, proofreading, designing and even publishing, all of which required money that I could not raise easily in my native country of Uganda. I set my sights on completing the book, paying all the necessary expenses, and then quitting the Gulf Arab countries.


My Doha visa proved to be an expensive one. While Qatar Airways has direct flights to Uganda and an office in Kampala, the tickets sales assistants insisted they could not issue any visa without confirmation of proper employment and an endorsement from my employer that I would be returning. I went to Mombasa again where a friend conferred with his contacts at the Nairobi Qatar offices, who eventually approved my visa with conditions of a US $1,000 deposit, a hotel booking of at least three paid days (US $400), a return air ticket of $1,100 and finally a tourist visa of US $110. If one is a European or an American who is given a visa on arrival at the airport, that individual could never imagine what a hassle it is for countless millions to visit these GCC countries.


Therefore, as I present this book, I am quite sure there will be many other books about the plight of migrant workers in the GCC countries, but very few will be written from the perspective of a poor migrant worker who lived and shared these squalid accommodations with other workers. No, an expatriate journalist from Africa cannot make a comfortable, stable livelihood, especially for a family with young children, in the GCC, given the current rules that impose many restrictions upon immigrants especially from the poorest subcontinental regions of Africa and Asia.


The book comprises five sections. The first section offers a brief history of Kafala and the power of the sponsors’ lobby which has worked aggressively to sustain the system even as serious moral challenges to its continuing existence are raised. The introductory section also focuses on the perils that immigrants face as they seek work in Qatar and neighboring GCC countries, and the troubles of those who remain in the shadows because of their undocumented status.


The second section goes into extensive detail about the second-class status of immigrants who labor under Kafala sponsorship and the effects and impact of societal discrimination that borders on humiliation and indecency. It explores how societal exclusion is enforced through punitive threats and strict controls that prevent migrant workers from traveling freely and safely at their own will. The extent of abuses under Kafala covers a disturbing range in which fraud and wage exploitation are rampant, and workers dissatisfied with their employers or employment conditions soon discover they have virtually no recourse for remedying their circumstances. They are forced to live in cramped accommodations and often have little hope of securing long-term financial stability. Even if a few immigrants are fortunate enough to have their disputes adjudicated, many of those challenges reach a dead end where sponsors and employers – who knowingly abuse the legal requirements of Kafala – often are beyond legal reproach.


The third section focuses on the manifestations of modern-day slavery in which racism plays an unfortunately significant role. Hate propaganda, stigmatization and subjugation are rarely challenged with any rigor or clarity by the local or national media, which dutifully respects the ruling elite’s objective of maintaining the status quo without any threat of disruption or change. Even cases involving violence and murder are persistently framed in a way that demonizes immigrants, especially when the evidence would suggest that employers and sponsors were irresponsible about their own legal obligations. Few manage to escape with any hope of having their own human dignity and respect fully and rightfully restored.


The fourth section chronicles the immense hurdles of bureaucracy that immigrants encounter, where the economic self-interests of Kafala sponsors and employers always trump the concerns or expectations of workers – and even the well-being of members of immigrant families.


The fifth section includes accounts about how the most basic emotional, sexual, and personal rights of immigrants are controlled and ignored. One’s own right to intimate and sexual dignity is denied, as one essentially loses control over the right to one’s body. The most unsettling accounts of sexual abuse and exploitation are consistent with all other forms of abuse that are witnessed within the practice of Kafala sponsorship. To dramatic effect, one’s soul is starved in ways that permanently damage one’s emotional capacity for true and sincere intimacy. Prostitution and human trafficking occur with a level of frequency that should upend the most popularly conceived notions about moral decency and strictness in the Gulf Arab region.


The concluding portion of the book is an epilogue about my own experience as an immigrant employee (journalist). In it I discuss how rigorously sustained press censorship thwarts even the capacity to ask simple questions about the propriety of a sponsorship system undermining the most basic principles and tenets of a faith and culture that have defined the long and incredible history of the Gulf Arab region.





Section 1
Kafala: The Greatest Insult to Islam


1.1 Understanding Kafala


After winning the bid to host the 2022 FIFA World Cup, Qatar, a small Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) state, promised to prepare the most extravagant and expensive World Cup ever.


A massive infrastructural project of $100 billion was announced to incorporate building: nine stadiums equipped with the most advanced cooling technology to beat the intense summer temperatures which can rise easily to 120 degrees F and higher; a new airport with a sail-shaped terminal; public transport infrastructure including $20 billion worth of new roads, a bridge to neighboring Bahrain, and a rail system; luxury hotels; and 54 team camps.1


The small emirate emerged into the global spotlight for several reasons – for the bribery related to attaining the bid, for its hostile climate, and for the extraordinary costs of the projects associated with the world’s largest sporting event after the Olympic Games. Though the world knows they are rich, questions of how they are able to meet the requirements of these undertakings continue to arise with little in terms of freshly revealing information.


Suddenly, and surprisingly to some, the treatment of foreign workers came to light and was revealed to be as hostile as the hot regional climate. The plight of workers who have long toiled at the front of the Gulf Region’s construction boom is coming into sharp criticism ahead of some of the world’s most lavish building activity. What few really know is just how tiny Qatar has perfected the practice of worker exploitation in ways that would have inspired the Europeans during their colonization of the New World and the arrival of the Industrial Revolution. For those skeptical about where Qatar could meet the demands of building an infrastructure that in magnitude and scope would even trip up larger, more experienced nation-states, the questions would be swiftly answered by observing Qatar’s disturbing capacity to draw countless thousands of poor, vulnerable people from East and West Asian countries who desperately want a modicum of the global economic pie. As global wealth imbalances continue to widen inexorably to the point where increasing numbers of families find it difficult even to provide basic food needs to their families, the migration of the poor citizens of East Asia and Africa will accelerate. Yet these migrants will go not to Europe or America where financial crises have rendered even local citizens jobless, but instead to the rich GCC countries, regardless of the probable yet significant human costs of exploitation and abuses.


Qatar has learned all too well how to leverage the misery and desperation of workers to a point rivaling the economic impact of petrol dollars.


The New York Times predicted in 2013 that perhaps a million foreign workers are expected to arrive in the next few years to build the Qatar projects.2


Even before Qatar won the honors to host the World Cup, some had begun to scrutinize the country’s immigration system, which has relied on the provisions of Kafala ‘sponsorship’ that has enslaved millions of workers in the whole GCC region.


The UK’s Guardian newspaper laid out the initial groundwork in December 2010 in a piece asking that “Qatar 2022 not be built on brutality,” in which the writer discussed the “systematic exploitation of the country’s migrant workforce and the possible enslavement of thousands, if not hundreds of thousands, of impoverished south Asian migrant workers, who will be imported to meet the demands of a construction sector.” The article branded Qatar’s treatment of foreign workers as “crude and brutal” and urged the country to use the World Cup hosting opportunity to clean and abolish the Kafala system.3


Four years later, as construction began, another Guardian journalist revealed how exploitation and abuse of the impoverished workers in the rich emirate had taken a priceless toll: “This summer, Nepalese workers died at a rate of almost one a day in Qatar, many of them young men who had sudden heart attacks,” the report said. The report found workers not being paid their wages, as well as without access to free drinking water in the desert heat with temperatures rising above 50 C (122 F).4


In October 2013 Amnesty International published a report, “The Dark Side of Migration: Spotlight on Qatar’s Construction Sector Ahead of World Cup,” also revealing widespread and routine abuse of migrant workers that was likened to forced labor. “It is simply inexcusable in one of the richest countries in the world, that so many migrant workers are being ruthlessly exploited, deprived of their pay and left struggling to survive,” Salil Shetty, Amnesty International’s secretary general, commented on the research. “FIFA has a duty to send a strong public message that it will not tolerate human rights abuses on construction projects related to the World Cup.”5


As Qatar was troubled with explaining its Kafala system to critics who demanded the World Cup be an opportunity for them to change and respect other human beings, nearby Dubai won its bid to host another massive global event: Expo 2020. In my Al Ittihad office as we celebrated the Dubai victory with a big feast of local Yemeni food known as Mandi, my colleagues debated whether Qatar or Dubai had won a bigger bid. One Emirati female reporter declared Dubai’s Expo 2020 to be bigger, justifying her claim by explaining that the World Cup was childish entertainment while the Expo would be about business, productivity, and maturity. I cut in, arguing that if the World Cup was for children, her husband would always be a child, even at 70 years, but no one heard or seconded my sentiments. I decided to keep my critical comments to myself and stay peacefully in the office.


There were, of course, forthcoming reports criticizing Dubai’s ‘sponsorship’ system in the international media, while the local media ran tributes about the country’s great achievements.


All of the reports came to the same conclusion: dismantle Kafala. It is pure slavery, not sponsorship, and soon many came to realize that even high-profile events could not force changes in the practice. Another GCC nation, Saudi Arabia, plays host regularly to the largest religious ritual gathering in the world (Hajj) but its appalling mistreatment of poor foreign workers has never abated and the Kafala system remains securely in place. With the sonorous texts of Islam calling for justice and equality of all human beings, regardless of their race or country of origin, the continued implementation of Kafala in the holy lands is the gravest insult to Islam.


1.2 So what is Kafala?


The words and phrases “Kafala sponsorship” and “Kafeel” (representing the sponsor) come from the Arabic root “Ka Fa La” meaning “guardian,” “vouch for,” or “take responsibility for” someone.


The term comes from the Bedouin customs of temporarily granting strangers shelter, food, protection, and even tribal affiliation for specific purposes.6


There are a few verses in the Quran that also have some references to Kafala and in each of these verses the translations have referred to the word as “in care of”; for example, in one verse God places Maryam (Mary) in the care of Zakariya.7 In another reference when two disputants come in front of the prophet Daudi (David) seeking his counsel, one complains that his brother has 99 ewes while he possesses only one. The brother demands that he put even that one he has in his care.8 If one draws similarities between what is written in the Quran and the Kafala in the GCC countries today, one quickly encounters problems. Today the term “care” has been replaced with exploitation and abuse in the relationship between the GCC citizen sponsors and their sponsored immigrants.


The term Kafala has traditionally been applied in the canon of Islamic literature to refer to “security” in financial terms or “guarantor” in legal court language. When the Islamic court, like other courts, asks for a Kafeel (a sponsor), it requires an individual to stand in for the person requesting sponsorship as a guarantor, to guarantee the court to which your request for Kafala will be heard.9 It is this connotation that one scholar from the Sharjah Awqaf Mosque explained in relating to Kafala as an immigration system. He added that by instituting Kafala the GCC governments wanted a local who would guarantee the visiting person stays within the designated limits of visit or work time and would promise to turn the individual over to authorities if he (or she) went missing.


However, the scholar said the system could not be defended on identifiable merited ties to Islam and that the topic demanded further research by Islamic scholars, especially concerning its modern-day applicability in all GCC countries.10 The Kafala system was adopted as an immigration protocol for the GCC countries in the late 1950s when oil revenue started flowing in the region. The GCC nations needed more foreigners to work in their oil fields and to do most of their domestic work that they no longer could (nor wanted to) do, given the raise in status and flow of oil money.11


Today the system prevails in all GCC countries of the UAE, including Kuwait, Qatar, Saudi Arabia, Oman, and Bahrain as well as other Arab states such as Jordan and Lebanon.


The Kafala system gave every citizen in a GCC state the right to sponsor a certain number of people for the purposes of coming to their respective countries as employees or domestic workers. Foreigners from European or American countries are exempted from having a Kafala if they are on visit or tour in some of these countries. Saudi Arabia is the exception here. But if they want to work in any of these countries they need a Kafala as well, and generally that sponsor would be their employer.12


The employment relationship in the Kafala system is the only legal basis by which a worker can remain in the country, as overseas nationals are largely ineligible for permanent residency status or citizenship.13 In business, employers in all categories had been assumed to be the sponsors of their employees. But foreign business persons or investors also needed to have a local citizen sponsor before they could turn around and sponsor their employees.


Children of expatriates are only sponsored by their fathers and their ability to stay in the UAE is contingent upon this sponsorship. Boys must seek alternative sponsors when they become employees after their 18th birthday, or, in some countries like Saudi Arabia, it is illegal to have a young male of 21 on parental sponsorship while young women would be eligible for their husband’s sponsorship at marriage.14


Kafala regulates foreign labor through citizen sponsorships. This functions as a built-in enforcement mechanism for temporary residency by holding citizens directly responsible for the residency violations of non-citizens. This process of vouching for someone is unlike the enforcement mechanism often used by banks or bail-bond agencies when they require a third party to co-sign a loan or bond with the borrower being potentially held responsible in the case of defection. This sponsorship arrangement effectively privatizes some of the costs of migration and enforcement by directly holding individual citizens financially and legally accountable for each and every non-citizen. Through Kafala the states delegate to private citizens the surveillance of migration.”15


Under the Kafala system the GCC countries were able to abdicate their responsibilities of protecting the rights of migrant workers and having them delegated entirely to the purview of sponsors.16


This is not an open system that allows foreign workers to have residency visas to legally enter the country and then compete in the labor market for jobs. Rather, each non-citizen worker enters the country already tied to a particular job that is sponsored by a national citizen or company (Kafeel).


The system is centrally administered and regulated through the Ministries of Interior of each GCC country.17


The worker is not free to choose his or her sponsor, as the recruitment agents do this and even when the sponsor is abusive the worker is also not permitted to transfer or change the sponsor lest he or she will be deported.


Kafala also does not place the worker and his/her employer on equal levels with regard to the salaries or benefits allowable to take home, and once a worker is in the GCC and discovers the employment arrangement either to be poor or deceptive, that worker has little choice and cannot back out and find another sponsor.


There is no other currently operating system that is as widely criticized as Kafala. It ranks as badly as apartheid in South Africa. Kafala is ruthless system devoid of any compassion which embeds insensitivity among local citizens concerning the suffering of immigrant workers. The researcher Pardis Mahdavi compared the Kafala system to structural violence favoring the sponsors. The rules operate in only one direction with regard to whom they protect.18


The Migration Forum in Asia called Kafala a costly, bureaucratically flawed restrictive immigration system.


It is appalling to consider that so many people enter a labor migration system that carries such significant detrimental risk to their long-term physical and psychological well-being. Despite their numbers, migrant workers have limited options for protection or influence under the sponsorship system.19


1.3 The Kafala Lobby


The calls for abolishing Kafala continue to grow, as stories of inhumane treatment continue to spread in the press and through social and digital media channels. Still few, even of those directly involved in Kafala arrangements, grasp the negative impacts. There is still wide confusion about Kafala, given its roots in the 1950s when it was adopted as a hospitable gesture of Bedouin Arabs toward foreign travelers. Others say that claims about the inhumane nature of Kafala are heavily exaggerated and do not rise to a level sufficient to warrant abolition. There are also the benefactors of this exploitative system. Local citizens enjoy the power the system puts into their hands and Kafala has emerged to help locals assert their socioeconomic status in their communities, especially if they can publicize how many immigrants they sponsor through Kafala.


The GCC countries lack the bold political will to replace the Kafala system with a fairer immigration system and this is exacerbated by the perception that the poor countries in East Asia and Africa, which are responsible for funneling the largest numbers of migrant workers into the Emirates, lack bargaining power given their economic dependence on remittances sent home by these migrant workers.20


Of course, the strongest opponents against reforming the Kafala system and replacing it with more fair immigration reforms are the ruling elites. As architects of this inhumane system, they can profit and leverage the fruits of exploitation with locals. Thus, citizens can safely abuse housekeeping employees or default on their payments but they would still not be blacklisted or denied more victims. The ruling elites have consolidated a unilateral laissez-faire arrangement that has virtually shut out locals from any potential form of relief or redress for abuses. So entrenched is the system that even those who find it disturbing would have no choice as it is being fostered by the governments or rulers as a normal way of doing business. In effect, the GCC has shut off any pragmatic channel for addressing the real and urgent concerns of worker abuses and exploitations.


The local citizens also fear that abolishing Kafala would wipe away all the wealth they have accumulated as individuals from the work of these immigrants. Everything has been so intricately interwoven that a single strand could unravel the system in total and cause widespread economic damage.


An economically strong local business community is expected to oppose any systematic reform even if its members are not within or closely allied to members of the ruling families because many also have enjoyed the halo effect of surpluses, courtesy of Kafala. A recent survey from Qatar University’s social and economic survey research institute found that 88 percent of Qataris sampled did not want the Kafala system reformed, and, in fact, 30 percent wanted it strengthened.21 Other locals also have become so accustomed to accept any policy the ruling elites throw their way, mainly because they risk losing economic stability if they challenge the status quo. Such citizens deem Kafala as a prescription, not choice, but once they are sensitized toward viable fair and just alternatives, they can articulate arguments to ban Kafala and to replace it with a system that is universally based on economic justice and common welfare for all workers.


The Kafala lobby group has regrettably persuaded many citizens that things would be worse for many of the immigrants in their countries without the system, and that whatever oppression and abuse they might experience in the GCC could never be harder than the economic uncertainty. Trying to sell the merits of the argument on the glass-half-full philosophy is as intellectually dishonest as it is unethical, especially when the glass unfortunately is empty from the vantage point of the Kafala worker. The Kafala lobbyists know that their arguments are precarious, because once stripped naked of these mildly socially appreciative virtues, many would understand just how cruelly unjust the system has become. There is historic precedent, as we see in the United States, which even to this day still struggles with the aftermath of the Civil War and the absolute moral wrongness of slavery. To wit: “a slave on board a Guineman, in respect of Food and Attention, is as well, perhaps better, situated than many kings and princes in their country. The slaves here will sleep better than Gentlemen do on shore … they are comfortably lodged in Rooms fitted up for them … They lie on the bare boards, but the greatest princes in their own country lie on their mats, with a log of wood for their Pillow.”22


In fairness, it should be noted that there are many GCC citizens who believe the Kafala system must be dismantled and new immigration protocols put in place. Khawla Al Mattar expressed openly a sentiment that is shared by conscientious GCC citizens: “Any real solution will need to abolish the sponsorship system and combat the trade in work permits, which in itself represents a form of forced labor and human trafficking. Both these issues are covered in the eight agreements of ILO [International Labor Organisation].”23


Unfortunately, there are too few citizens free and confident enough to voice their dissatisfaction with anything that the ruling families desire because they know to challenge them is to run serious risk. These citizens are bound into a system where virtually all ideas are beyond discussion. Giving voice and visibility to Kafala will be essential if the feelings of human compassion and Islamic morality can be stirred to raise the appropriate debate about the Kafala system.


Kafala is not a concept unique to the GCC region. Prior to 1998, Italy had its own version of citizen sponsorship for migrant workers but the Italian framework operated with more flexibility even if the principle was the same. By 2002, the system was reformed and replaced with a “stay permit for employment purposes” that allows foreigners to enter and stay in Italy as long as they have a job.24


Bahrain is the only GCC country that has attempted to change the Kafala system, as its ruling elites claimed to be like everyone else in seeing the system’s flaws and injustices.


In a public statement repealing the Kafala system in Bahrain the Labor Minister Majed Al Alawi also likened Kafala to slavery.25 The government was the first in the GCC to abolish the Kafala system shifting the responsibility of local sponsors to a government authority – the Labour Market Regulation Authority (LMRA).


In the aftermath, there have been several lapses in the new system and a lack of willingness on the government’s part to enforce the new rules. Some analysts have found nothing really changed from the past rules of sponsorship. While the government agency acted as the sponsor, workers still required an individual or company to guarantee their legal stay in Bahrain.26


The other GCC countries have played games of syntax, playing around with the terminology. Workers are considered to be temporary contract labor and the official use dictates “guest workers or expatriate manpower.” Therefore the restrictive immigration policies of the Kafala system have acted in theory to limit the stay of overseas workers to the duration of their contract.27


While the Ministries of Interior in various governments have effectively foreclosed non-citizen access to citizenship, they have not successfully prevented temporary workers from increasingly becoming permanent residents.28


1.4 Kafala: The Ownership of People


The legislators in these countries and initiators of the Kafala system have given the local sponsors absolute power over the sponsored foreigners in almost the same way old edicts gave masters power over their slaves. Kafala laws bring about metaphors of chains that tied slaves in the previous generations. The laws tie immigrants from doing anything without the approval and consent of their sponsors. Immigrants must seek permission from their sponsors for tasks many of us consider routine: getting a phone card, obtaining a driver’s license, buying a car, changing jobs, going back to school, traveling outside the country and even making arrangements to get married or bring family into the country.


Everything, minor or major, requires a sponsor’s approval. Some even joke half-heartedly that they should just keep praying that one day the sponsors don’t require their sponsored immigrants to seek their permission to sleep with their women every night. Kafala chains people completely. Even when an immigrant dies, the body remains chained by these Kafala laws and it cannot be moved anywhere, buried, repatriated or cremated without the sponsor’s explicit consent. One anecdote from Saudi Arabia told of a local sponsor who refused to consent to the repatriation and burying of his Indian worker’s body, claiming that he owed him 170,000 Saudi riyals and that he had stolen from him.29


The Indian had worked for the sponsor for about 20 years and though the sponsor claimed he had stolen his money on his road to death, the deceased’s family claimed instead it was the sponsor who had not paid the deceased’s wages. In such instances where the deceased cannot be consulted, the Indian family could not easily win that battle and the body of their loved one remained unburied in the mortuary for months.


A sponsor also does not need to explain any reasons for canceling the immigrant’s visa and any disagreement however minor could lead to the sponsor taking such drastic action. Many sponsored immigrants endure absolute submission and obedience to their sponsors as the only hope for staying in the country and earning a living that will help their families back in their home countries. However, there are no guarantees. Even a sponsor’s casual dislike can lead to termination of a Kafala arrangement. In Abu Dhabi an Emirati woman terminated her maid because she thought she was more beautiful and likely to attract her husband.30


The threat of deportation is extremely stressful for any immigrant or foreign worker anywhere in the world. It’s even more challenging if the virtues of being good, obedient and law-abiding cannot save a foreigner or immigrant from deportation, especially when the jealous and ill-advised emotions of a sponsor cannot be re-examined. But such instances of jealously are not uncommon among GCC Arab sponsors. Feelings of jealousy could arise from virtually anything, from one’s good looks to genius and merit at work. And once any of these spiked bad emotions are inflamed in a sponsor’s heart, the unassuming worker has just earned a one-way ticket out of the Arab land.


The Emiratis have themselves tasted this kind of deportation from Saudi Arabia. Three Emiratis were deported from a Saudi festival because they were considered too handsome and some feared that Saudi women could fall for them. The April 28, 2013 story became a sensation online and in the Emirati media which carried a few pictures of one of the “handsome men,” along with comments from women about him being irresistible and others overlooking it because he was Arab who believed that women should wear burkhas.31 Despite all the sensationalism behind the account of the trio being deported, the stories of many other workers who have been deported from the UAE or Saudi Arabia for petty reasons are rarely if ever covered or highlighted. Not one worker among those deported could even afford a single press interview, as for them doom had already descended on their livelihood along with deportation.


And it was not only due to the whims of individual sponsors that some foreigners found themselves unable to renew their visas or even get new ones. The government also often blacklisted some nationalities.


Kenyans, for example, had trouble getting UAE visas after immigration officials interrogated four members of the UAE royal families in Kenya as terror suspects and deported them. The men were reportedly on a holiday in Mombasa during Easter of 2010. As a response the UAE authorities stopped issuing visas to Kenyans and announced that it would only accept Kenyan graduates.32


The Kenyan foreign minister traveled to Abu Dhabi to defuse the row, but still Kenyans complain of trouble getting visas especially those for residency. Four years later poor Kenyan workers are still being affected by the actions of their security men against the ruling family’s members. Two Kenyan nationals working for Emarat in Sharjah told me they were unable to get Abu Dhabi visas when the Abu Dhabi-based Adnoc took over the operations and staffs of Emarat in a fuel-related crisis that had long gripped the Northern Emirates. The two workers – a man and woman – were both told by Adnoc human resources administrators that they had tried everything but there were no security clearances coming from the Abu Dhabi government.


The security clearance required to work in Abu Dhabi is the most difficult one to obtain in the region. Many colleagues who were recruited had to wait for four months to get these clearances. A journalist colleague had to shave his long beard completely before undergoing the clearance procedure because it was widely believed that a suspected Islamist could not be cleared when the government was striking Islamists in countries such as Egypt and Mali as well as in its own backyard. The fortunate thing for these Kenyans was only that the Dubai-based Emarat accepted them back and they were allowed to relocate to Dubai. In interviews, both workers said they missed out on a higher salary that Adnoc was offering just because of their Kenyan nationality.


The Bangladeshi community has experienced some of the most severe visa problems with the UAE, as there was a time when a no visa announcement for Bangladeshis was given.33 And then it would be followed by an official denial of a visa ban to Bangladeshis by the same sources.34 A Pakistan journalist friend of mine in the UAE (who asked not to be named) told me most Pakistanis worried about getting UAE visas or renewing them after a local UAE English-language newspaper ran an editorial demanding answers from Pakistan about why it did not vote for Dubai in the Expo 2020 bid campaign.35


The editorial criticized Pakistan and Afghanistan for betraying the UAE, which is a key financial supporter and investor for both nations and for their large communities in the UAE.36 The Pakistani foreign minister called the allegations baseless and malicious, insisting that his government had voted for Dubai in the later stages of the Expo 2020 vote. The minister also explained that Turkey, which was bidding against Dubai for the event, had contacted them first long before Dubai entered the bid process. Pakistan had sustained its support up until the time Turkey withdrew from the process and then Pakistan voted for Dubai in subsequent rounds.37


Afghanistan did not even respond with a general indication or explanation, but most Pakistanis and Afghanis thought the anger of their governments’ actions could well be turned on them.


“They can’t cut any relations with the government because all our deposed leaders get shelter in Dubai and bring with them a lot of money that promote businesses here even though the opinion did not mention this,” one of my journalist colleagues told me. “All they can do is to punish us, the poor people who have nothing to do with their Expo bids voting by stopping to issue us visas or renewing them.”38


The practice has a fairly long precedent. After the Gulf War in 1990, work permits were issued in relation to nationality. For example, many Palestinians, Jordanians, Yemenis and Iraqis had their visas cancelled or not renewed and were thus forced to leave the country following the war.39


A government system that completely subjects its immigrant workers to the whims of its locals cannot be distinguished from slavery. It was only during the times of slavery that people were considered to be like a commodity. These people had no rights whatsoever although they were burdened with enormous duties. What difference is there between slavery and Kafala, a system that subjugates and makes other people completely dependent on their GCC sponsors? The only difference would be the presence of people in impoverished countries willing to surrender their freedom and honor and accept servitude of GCC sponsors in order to earn a living. Slavery has always been forced upon innocent victims. However even this understanding can be drained by the fact that the deceptions behind today’s recruitment of GCC workers is tantamount to forced labor. It is therefore only disturbing to learn that the anti-slavery activists have yet to take up the cause against Kafala, which is engendering racism in the Gulf Arab states precisely in the manner in which it flourished in the United States. Simply, if you give someone complete power over whether someone else can live in a country – a favor suggesting one-sided superiority – then how can you convince people they are equal to their dependent workers and not above them in rights and privileges.


The understanding of ownership of a worker in the Kafala system is standard knowledge. At The National we had a local news desk editor who punctuated most of his emails to the group with the “ifs of firing”:




If anyone receiving this e-mail does not want their job or they are prepared to resign today, then please fucking do so.


If you are not happy find another place to work.


If anyone wants to have a conversation with me, then do so.


If I can do without you for a month then I can do without you for good.


If you want to resign, then fucking do so.40





One reporter friend told me that even though the editor sounded like he would fire any reporter or sub editor without any consultation, the fact was he would not and that he needed to convince his superiors that a certain reporter was useless and should be fired. But if one knows the realities of having been fired once and surviving without a job in a GCC country, that individual would never try to test the possibility of being fired again. I think most of the reporters who were fired in the first months of the editor taking on the local desk all had these delusions that firing is not as simple as he made it sound, and some realized quite dramatically how wrong that perception was.


And one time after such an email was sent, we received more correspondence with the “ifs of apology,” saying that the earlier email had been “unprofessional, unkind, and wholly inappropriate. I am sorry! If anyone would like me to apologise in person, please give me a call and we can talk.” A new female Arab reporter, not used to the use of the word “fuck,” had found the emails offensive and reported so to the management.


Then a day later a fellow reporter wrote a long email entitled “petition to keep” and said that the boss’s job was up for review in two days because of one of his recent emails. She wanted all reporters and sub editors, former victims of these rude emails, to sign a petition she had set up in Google documents to save the local editor. And she indicated she had received approval from the executive editor to do so and submit the petition to the human resources office on Sunday before their meeting. When I opened the petition in Google documents, of course just to see but not sign, I found that only 14 members of his local desk team of more than 40 members had signed. Those who didn’t sign like me were also voting on the other side and no matter whether our voice was heard as we were the majority, at least he would learn something. Most of his juniors did not want to be motivated with obscene language, as this was work, not a casual setting of friends teasing each other. And it was not his job alone in the balance but also his stay in the UAE, as the two go hand in hand, so the man who always used obscenities to threaten the jobs of his juniors was now desperate for the same juniors to come up with kind words describing him and save his own job. This was the Kafala system at its best, as no expatriate would grow so big as to be immune from the potential tremors of being fired and thrown out of the country even by way of an act that might normally be seen to be inconsequential.


Kafala created a permanent culture of dependency that not only affected unskilled workers or those working in the tourist and hospitality industries but also in the professional working classes.


Kafala also made it difficult to discern just how much worth or value truly lay in the hands of the worker or employee. Many sponsors – even those working in the media – believe they own our thinking and ideas as well as part of their Kafala package to employ us. Thus, many must endure this kind of servitude to obtain permission when we are talking to other people or interacting with friends on social media. In one instance, I replied to a tweet of a story about Abu Dhabi in the western media. The writer had praised the development of the capital and dismissed critics of the rulers’ crackdown on opposition voices. A colleague in the paper had first commented on the story as the best ever to highlight the capital’s positive elements. I responded on her tweet and said, “You must pocket generously to write such a piece.”


A day later the editor in chief, who was an American Iraqi, called me, the first phone call he had made to me in five years, and asked why I had written such an insensitive tweet. It was a Thursday evening prior to the weekend and he wanted me to come to his office first thing on Sunday, making it sound like there was too much at stake. He followed up his demand with a formal email copying the news editor and my cluster editor.


It was a long weekend full of worries and panic, wondering how the editors who were supposed to stand by and protect me were themselves turning up to taunt me for anything I wrote even on social networks. It was hard to believe that a tweet that was just nine words had without any notice compromised all the countless thousands of good words and praises I had written in newspapers about the country and its rulers, and was now threatening my job and stay in the UAE. And even though all tweets were supposed to go through editors, so that if those words were damaging they would have been ‘held’ and not published. That was the purpose of editors like the one that was summoning me. They helped to filter what came from our minds to go to the public and by doing so, some of us with critical minds were still employed and allowed to remain as legal residents.


Simel Esim of the International Labour Organisation did express it accurately. “With the Kafala system you are creating a total dependency of the worker on the employer for her food, sleeping, health, everything … Total dependency creates total vulnerability and opens the door wide open for exploitation.”41


1.5 Kafala in Moral Perspective


Morals are conceived and perceived differently in every society, even as there are common values of moral import shared across the globe. What is morally acceptable in one society might be considered even abominable in another and vice versa. In GCC society Islam serves as the main yardstick of what is perceived to be morally acceptable. The region is home to the birth place of Prophet Mohammed and is host to the two holy mosques of Mecca and Madina. To most of the world, it seems that any act in this region would be adjudicated according to Islamic standards and protocol. Contrary to that general perception, there are still several practices and policies not supported in the teachings of Islam which prevail in this region and would never be challenged by even the most pious modern-day scholars of Islam.


The government policy of the exploitative, abusive and discriminatory Kafala system without any doubt would fall into the category of non-Islamic practices flourishing in the region. There would be some disagreements – I am not a crowned Islamic scholar so cannot issue what is right and wrong, but I have asked and found several scholars who agree with this view. The major problem is that they cannot openly declare their stance on the government systems because they fear oppression from their respective governments. Still there is room to disagree with my understanding of Islam, especially for the scholars paid by the system and directly benefiting from its exploitation and abuses of the poor workers. Yet supporting clerics would still find it hard to explain why the Kafala would be acceptable under Islamic law. Why God would favor a certain few human beings and discriminate against the majority others, simply on the basis of nationality and race. Why?


There are already many scholars today who find the Kafala system disturbing at least and wonder who devised it and how it was implemented and tolerated for so long by its victim immigrants. To some GCC citizens this amounts to nothing so long as the critics are not GCC nationals. As many Emiratis have responded to any criticism: “This is our country, and our rulers and their people know what is best for their country, so those who cannot cope can leave.”


One popular Emirati blogger posted on his Twitter that he didn’t care what non-Emiratis said about the 94 political prisoners, echoing the contention that in the UAE only the Emirati voice mattered. The same blogger simply bought his popularity by posting blogs on the Egyptian revolution and he never cared whether Egypt also had its citizens called Egyptians. The thing is when people point at something being wrong it is not always intended to transmit negative sentiments. This is a common misconception of criticism in most of the GCC that prevents improvements or change. In fact more often than not they care so much to tell persons what is wrong other than others who simply back bite an individual in question. Emiratis or Saudis could insist that whoever finds fault with their Kafala or any other abuses perpetuated in their country should simply leave, but regarding these immigrants they also are justifying an injustice, too, simply because their countries of origin have partnered and contributed to the development of the counties in question. Becoming arrogant and oppressive to other people because of the wealth one has recently accumulated is synonymous to the stories told in the holy Quran of people like Qarun (Korah):




Verily, Qarun was of Musa (Moses)’s people, but he behaved arrogantly towards them. And we gave him of the treasures, that of which the keys would have been a burden to a body of strong men. Remember when his people said to him “Do not exult (with riches, being ungrateful to Allah). Verily Allah likes not those who exult.”42 But seek, with that (wealth) which Allah has bestowed on you, the home of the hereafter, and forget not your portion of lawful enjoyment in this world; and do good as Allah has been good to you, and seek not mischief in the land. Verily Allah likes not the Mufsidun (those who commit great crimes and sins, oppressors, tyrants, mischief makers, corrupters.)43


And the faithful slaves of the Most Gracious (Allah) are those who walk on the earth in humility and sedateness, and when the foolish address them (with bad words) they reply back with mild words of gentleness.44





Islam itself has honored human beings regardless of their colour, creed or citizenship. God has indicated in the holy Quran that they had favored the genealogy of Adam referring to all human beings. Laws that chain and degrade human beings on the basis of their migrant status are a result of sheer arrogance. As Ahmad ibn Hanbal said: “These genealogies of yours are not a reason to revile anyone. You are all children of Adam. No one has any superiority over another except in religion and taqwa.”45


However, migration is not new in Islamic history or the region. The history of Islam is full of anecdotes of early Muslim converts who migrated to other lands. Most of the early migrants were running away from oppression and looking for freedom to worship God. They were received hospitably in the Lands of Abyssinia (present-day Ethiopia) and Yathirb, which is present-day Medina. Among the early migrants were the beloved prophet of Islam Mohammed and his companions. When they arrived in Yathrib, the people of city gave up the name of their city and called it Medinatul Al Nabbi – “the city of the prophet.” They also ceded many possessions, giving them to the migrants, and with this generous gesture they came to be called the “Ansars” or helpers. Although the reasons for migration were different for those early counterparts, they all nevertheless are related to survival.


The early migrants wanted to escape the oppressors and thrive independently, and todays’ migrants want to escape their home poverty and earn a living on their own merits and skills. This is a justification for migration even in Islamic texts. I recited a particular verse of the holy Quran to a senior immigration officer in Dubai during my earliest days in the emirate when my visa was about to expire and I learned that I was not entitled to a renewal, which I needed badly.46 Fortunately, he understood and extended my visa, taking heed of the recitation from the Quran I offered.


Besides the early migrations, there were many other anecdotes that foreign workers wanted the local GCC nationals to reflect upon in the hope they would change their hostile attitudes towards foreigners. One Egyptian worker I met in Saudi Arabia told me his grandfather had a good tale of the state of affairs in Saudi Arabia 70 years back. Whenever they came for Hajj they brought with them food and clothing for Saudi people who were very poor at the time. It was free to enter Saudi Arabia at that time, something that changed with the oil boom. They had introduced the Kafala system to restrict the movement and freedom of Egyptians who had helped them build their infrastructure. Only the Europeans and Americans who did not need to have a sponsor to enter these GCC countries were rewarded handsomely.


The ironic, funny if not tragic, story of this oppressive Kafala system is that most victims are fellow Muslims. They are deluded to think that the teachings of brotherhood and justice in the Quran will always be practiced and followed. Many East Asian Muslim workers who come to the GCC countries think they are coming to their spiritual home, and that they will find the citizens of the Holy Land to be like Ansars and will be treated like the earlier generations of migrants.


To find themselves rejected and abused by the inhabitants of the Holy Land – their religious brothers and sisters – is incomprehensible. More than one billion Muslims prostrate daily in worship facing these Lands and everywhere many wish to one day make the Hajj pilgrimage or the lesser Umrah pilgrimage. They envision these lands to be inhabited by God-abiding people who practice justice and treat every person well according to the instructions in the texts of Islam. To the contrary, the experiences of the few Muslims who have made it to these areas to earn a living betray the great image. And it is not only those who have turned up at airports of Saudi Arabia or Qatar to find these abuses. The question no one can answer is why can there be no justice in Saudi Arabia.


1.6 The Kafala’s Visa Mafias


It was in the days when my mother was struggling with cancer and the whole family was in a panic trying to find the best way to save her life. I wrote to my human resources office asking for help to obtain a visa on her behalf, with me as the sponsor. Unfortunately, the reply from the compliance officer was “Sorry, Yasin, the Abu Dhabi media policy only permits employees of your grade to sponsor their wife and children but not mother.” The restrictions disturbed me, but there was no time for grievances which would not make a difference. Feeling the weight of urgency, I checked into the visa black market to get my mother a visa. All the visa mafias could offer was a two-year residence permit at 10,000 dirhams – the equivalent of US $2,717. It was not feasible for me to spend such a large sum on the visa considering I had yet to make arrangements for my mother’s air travel and for her care and medications. I scaled the request back to a three-month visit visa and the offer was in the value of US $900. The visa would cover two months with a third month extension, but the mafia required – as customary – one to pay for the extension 1,000 dirhams (US $270) even though the official extension is 500 dirhams (US $135). I settled for this offer but my mother passed away before the deal could be sealed.


Four months later I tried to arrange for a visa for my younger brother, Wahab, who was hoping to land a job after graduating with a degree in radiography. Again, my employer could not help me make the arrangements. I went to the immigration office directly with all my documents but the policy was not just an office interpretation but an immigration one, and they did not approve sponsoring a brother even on a short visit. One employee at the immigration office advised that the rules had changed recently, and suggested that I wait for a few months in the hopes that the officials would again reverse course on their policy. It all happened like this. Their rules were like a prison. They serve as sponsors but the workers are not allowed to have visitors even if that visitor is a family member. I went back to the visa mafia guy, who had offered to help with my mother. At first he had trouble with the student status of my brother’s passport, advising that we change it to business but after some wrangling he could only manage to secure a two-month non-renewable visa, further advising that students could not get a renewal visa.


The visa mafia dictated arbitrary prices for visas, far different from the fees officially levied by the government. Visit and residency visas were among the most affected and the visa mafia applied discriminatory pricing depending upon one’s gender or country of origin. Women, for example, would be charged higher fees than male counterparts while some nationalities would also be charged higher fees depending on the intensity of need that country’s resident had for a visa to stay in the GCC. A residency visa for three years was often tendered out for about 10,000 dirhams for most countries but for one that was engaged in civil war such as Syria in 2013, the residency visa for the UAE was being tendered out by the Kafalas at 50,000 dirhams. One Syrian national who had secured a visa for his mother at that excessive price directed me to visit the Al Qasba mosque in the evening where groups of old Syrian women met to discuss their complaints about visas for the GCC countries.47


Whether one obtains this visit visa from a tourist company or another individual, it always links to an Emirati sponsor. And all categories are quite expensive; more so than the official fee schedules and the secret is one cannot obtain a visa directly without the intercession of a Kafala sponsor. The government has given citizens a chance to make money from the desperate expatriates struggling to come to their country. This source of income has also helped to diffuse the tension between ordinary citizens and the rich ruling families. One Emirati sponsor whom I had asked for help once put it to me this way: “The government says we gave you the money from visas and now leave for us the money from the oil contracts.”


However, this was not to suggest that all the money in immigration is an exclusive purview of the citizens minus their government. The government is, in fact, taking as much as the citizens collect. In the GCC, everybody technically is in the visa business.


John Willoughby, a scholar who has studied the flow of Indian immigration to the Gulf, argued that the officially declared total amount of money extracted from Indian workers entering Gulf countries in 1998 for visas, airfare, agent commission and even cheating – $1.7 billion annually – was heavily underestimated. Noting that it likely is more than $4 billion yearly, he adds, “Facilitating the entry and maintenance of Asian workers to the gulf is more than a billion dollar industry.”48


Human Rights Watch (HRW) quoting a World Bank study on Immigration from Nepal to Qatar also found that recruitment agents in Qatar received between US $17 million and $34 million in commissions from Nepal each year.49


Because the system is broadly lucrative, the magnitude of the opportunity tempts frequent abuses of the system, especially by the local citizens themselves. Ibrahim Ahmed Ibrahim Ali has pointed out some locals would apply for visas on behalf of some workers and then arrange with them the same workers just to have them abscond at a certain fee and brings others on board. Ali called it “free visa trading.”50
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