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It is hard to overestimate the role of migrant labor in the Gulf, where jobs in
construction, sanitation and transportation are primarily undertaken by millions of
workers, mainly from South Asian countries. In the wake of the ongoing
coronavirus pandemic, millions of migrant workers in the Gulf countries have been
dismissed. In March, the government of Saudi Arabia announced a relief package
which would partly compensate for worker salaries. However, this relief only
applied to Saudi citizens. In the UAE, a new law was passed which authorized
businesses to slash wages momentarily or even permanently for non-citizen
personnel. Hence, as a result of COVID-19, migrants in the Gulf States have been
forced into lockdown in overcrowded, unhygienic environments with no income
and powerless to return home owing to travel limitations.
Repatriation: Efforts by the Government of Pakistan
According to government sources, there are almost 4.7 million recorded Pakistanis employed in the
Middle East.1 On April 10, 2020, the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, Pakistan announced that overseas
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Pakistanis would not be deserted and left to fend on their own.2 Foreign Minister Shah Mahmood
Qureshi stated that because of the termination of many businesses in the Gulf, many Pakistani
workers had been dismissed. He particularly noted how overseas Pakistanis have always contributed
significantly to the national economy and would not be abandoned during this challenging time. In
his briefing, he also talked about how Pakistani missions and consulates abroad are supporting
expatriates in every possible way such as through provision of food, accommodation and other
necessary demands. A Crisis Management Unit within the Ministry has also been formed for this
purpose.3
According to the plan authorized by the National Coordination Committee on COVID-19, stepwise
repatriation will be carried out. As of April 13, 1640 Pakistanis had been returned to the country
through twelve special flights, while 39748 Pakistanis have filed applications for returning home.4
Pakistanis in the United States and Canada have also requested they be brought back. This takes up
the number of repatriates to 40,000 people. The latest phase of special flights took place from April
14-19.5 The UAE has the largest number of Pakistanis registered to come back. Currently, more than
40,000 people have registered with the Pakistan Consulate in Dubai for returning home. More than
25 per cent of this number are people who have become unemployed due to the pandemic.6
Appropriate safety precautions are being enforced. All passengers, including the airline crew are
mandated to complete a quarantine period on arrival in order to contain the spread of the virus in
the country. Officials have said that once more quarantine facilities are in place, the number of
special flights will increase.
Impact on the Economy
The Coronavirus pandemic raises exceptional health and livelihoods challenges for the millions of
Pakistanis working in the Gulf, as well as for the communities that rely on them. This presents an
intimidating test for the Pakistani government. Migrant workers returning home could become
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carriers of the virus to unaffected areas. Even though satisfactory safety measures are being taken,
there is still a danger of the disease spreading. The Saudi Kingdom which has conveyed over 4000
cases has said that half of the cases were found in foreigners. Similarly, in Qatar, hundreds of cases
have been found in industrial zones where many migrants reside. In Pakistan, consequences could
be detrimental if the virus goes unbridled.7


Short-term Impact

Whether the home country benefits from returning emigrants depends on the emigrant’s success in
accumulating savings and human capital and on the home country’s ability to make use of returnees’
skills and investment. That said, a majority of the Pakistani workers returning from abroad do not
have much savings since they send money back to their families on a monthly basis.8 Shifting saving
is a one-time measure. So, from the very next month, the effects of the lack of remittances will be
highly visible.
Return migration can be beneficial to the economic development of the home country if correct
steps are taken. Emigrants who have managed to accumulate savings, may set up small businesses
when they return to Pakistan. Cottage and small-scale industries make up for 80 percent of
employment in Pakistan. However, it is a neglected sector of the Pakistani economy. Hence, while
setting up small businesses may help Pakistan in the short to medium term, unless correct measures
are taken by the government, in the long term they will face closure and only add to the burden of
the economy because of increased unemployment.
In light of Covid19, strict curfews have been enforced on daily functioning of the economy. In this
scenario, a huge influx of unemployed workers, causes anxiety and even in some cases resentmentboth from within existing circles and those coming in. This could have negative implications for the
society. Hence, re-integration of these workers into society must be one of the top priorities of the
government.


Long- term Impact

Resulting economic recessions from COVID-19 have meant tough breaks for migrant communities
across the globe. But the large numbers, not to mention the diversity of emigrants in the Gulf
countries means that harm to their health and finances will reverberate across continents. Many of
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the losses that the Gulf countries face have had the trickle-down effect on the labor force. This loss
in income will not only upset the workers, but also the countries where they send their remittances.
For Pakistan, remittances make up about 86 per cent of the secondary income balance of the
economy of Pakistan.9 Nearly 60 percent of these are from the Gulf countries.10 An. An official from
the Bureau of Emigration and Overseas Pakistanis has said that foreign remittances have already
halved in the past two months and are anticipated to decrease by $1 billion to $1.5 billion per year if
the situation perseveres. He also noted that an appraised 10,000 to 11,000 households will be
directly affected. 11
Moreover, before the COVID-19 hit, around 60,000 people were in the process of applying abroad
for jobs. Of these 20,000 Pakistani workers were in the process of entering Saudi Arabia. Given the
current situation, this will not be possible in the foreseeable future. The recession in global price in
oil and discontinuation of all tourist projects in the Gulf countries will mean that these countries will
close doors for all foreign workers. This raises alarm bells for Pakistan since the International
Monetary Fund has already estimated the unemployment rate projection for the country to be 6.2
per cent for 2020.12
That said, labour is going to find it increasingly difficult to get work as businesses slow down and
demand cripple. This would directly lead to massive unemployment. Unemployment has a high
correlation with a country’s crime rate. Already, there are reports that the crime rate in Punjab has
increased significantly in the backdrop of government curfews.13 Furthermore, if high rates of
unemployment persist, it could lead to a drop in literacy rate and a rise in domestic violence as well.
Recommendations:


The Government needs to develop a health security strategy for migrants so as to safeguard
the overall health of emigrants upon their return to Pakistan.
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Bureaucracy and red tape can impede returnees’ efforts to invest after they return. To
benefit from returnees, home countries need policies that encourage returnees’ investment
and labour market reintegration.



Insurance policies should be intensified and existing policies regarding overseas Pakistanis
need to be widened so as to encompass emigrants.



All concerned ministries should ensure minimum job loss of overseas Pakistanis by engaging
and cooperating with foreign governments so that those who people have already cleared
the application process can still be provided for in the future.



Data on return migration are sparse and inconsistent, making analysis difficult. A database
needs to be established for emigrants returning to Pakistan so that their families can easily
be provided for.



The Prime Minister’s economic package needs to expand in terms of including assistance for
the returning workers.



Government and relevant departments should encourage these cottage industries and
should facilitate them to register and to improve their production with quality and
international standards. Need for sound policies, secure financial & legal environment to
stimulate investment & other capital inflows



Even though Covid19, has halted major projects in the Gulf, once activities resume, there
will be a demand for a labour force. In this case, the Government of Pakistan should ensure
that proper training is provided to the labour force to make them more competitive.
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