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International contract migration in Sri Lanka:
Dynamics, Issues And Policy Implications

Sunethra Perera

Introduction

A contract labour migrant is a person who migrates to a foreign country for a
limited period of time, for employment on a contract basis. International contract
migration has become a timeless global phenomenon. Changing demographic and
labour market scenario has been responsible for pull and push dynamics of migration
in many developed and developing countries of the globe. The magnitude and
characteristics vary between countries. Since mid 20" century, the rapid decline in
fertility, increased level of urbanization, technological advancement, rapid
industrialization,  global economic integration and political stability recently
occurring in middle eastern countries have created an increased demand for foreign
labour. Such labour market situations have opened doors for contract migrants
migrating for employment from developing countries. This is a good opportunity to
utilize the unused labour and reduce poverty and unemployment of many developing
countries. Thus international labour migration has been identified as an important
element of economic development of both sending and receiving countries.

Global Dynamics

The rate of growth of the world's migrant population more than doubled
between the 1960s and the 1990s, reaching 2.6 percent in 1985-1990 period. In 2005,
there was around 191million international migrants worldwide (3 percent of the total
population), nearly two and a halftimes the figure 75million in 1965, and it is likely to
be in excess of 250 million by 2050 (Huguet & Punpuing, 2005; IOM, 2008).
According to IOM (2008) “approximately one-third of the world's migrant workers
live in Europe, with slightly fewer residing in Asia and North America. Africa hosts
approximately eight per cent of migrant workers, while Oceania, Latin America and
the Caribbean are each home to three per cent of migrant workers ... The majority of
migrants move from one developing country to another rather than from a developing
country to a developed one. Almost half of all migrants are women (49.6%), with only
slightly more living in developed than in developing countries.

More women are migrants than men in every region of the world, except in
Africa and Asia .1t is also notable that more women are now migrating on their own as
the primary bread earners for their families"(I0M, 2008, P.32).

. International migrant is defined as persons residing in a country other than their country of
birth for a period of 12 months or more, both in regular and irregular situations.
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The volume of international migration for contract employment from and
within the Asian region expanded rapidly during the last 30 years due to eeconomic
globalization and it will further continue in future. According to the International
Organization for Migration, during 1995-1999 about 2 million Asian workers left their
country every year for contract employment. Another 600,000 went overseas for
employment without reporting to their national authorities. Approximately 1.2 million
labour migrants were from South Asia, 1.3 million from South-East Asia and 100,000
from China (Huguet & Punpuing, 2005). During late 1970s to 1990s more and more
governments in developing countries of Asia liberalized their economic policies to
recognize, establish and improve their laws, policies, practices and administrative
structures encouraging contract migration. Today different categories of migrant
manpower such as semi-skilled and un-skilled and high skilled labour from less
developed countries are sent to oil producing countries as well as industrializing and
industrialized countries. The migrants' earnings; remittances represent the second
largest international monetary trade flows, that exceed only that of petroleum. In
addition, Asian countries are receiving a considerable proportion of remittances. In
2006, the region received the over $60 billion. Some of the largest recipients included
India $30 billion; the Philippines, $12 billion, and Pakistan $4 billion (ILO, 2008).

Sri Lankan context

International migration has been a contributory factor to the population
growth in Sri Lanka during the colonial era due to the immigration of South Indian
labour to work in the plantation sector. It is important to highlight that 67 percent of the
population increase during inter-censal period 1871-1881 was due to these South
Indian immigration. The migration to foreign destinations had been negligible (United
Nations 1976). The net migration rate indicated positive figure up to 1953. However
since the late 1950s, the contribution of immigration has declined while emigration
has been increasing which causes negative effect of international migration on the
population growth of the country. That was mainly due to two reasons first,
repatriation of Indian labour migration under the Sirima-Shasthri Pact in 1964 and
second, the rising foreign employment demand for Sri Lankan skill manpower from
developed countries (De Silva & Perera 2007; United Nations, 1976). During the
1950s, 1960s and early half of 1970s, the key feature of emigration was country's
skilled manpower moving to developed countries, (e.g. Europe, Australia, Canada and
the United States) as a result of removal of emigration barriers for Asian citizens
(Gamburd, 2000). Thus situation caused outflow of country's professional and
technical manpower that brought the 'brain drain' experience to the country, since
1960s (De Silva & Perera, 2007).
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High population growth that country experienced during 1950s and 1960s
coupled with an unplanned educational output from the free education system created
problems of labour absorption particularly among the educated, due to a stagnant
economy. International labour migration was good solution for country's
unemployment. The contract labour migration from Sri Lanka started in 1976, with
first major rise in oil prices in Middle Eastern countries. Initially high demand created
for males to work in construction sites and later largely female domestic workers were
absorbed (housemaids). As a result, annual number of emigrants (out-migrants)
exceeded the number of immigrants (in-migrants) and country's the net migration rate
has become negative since 1970s.

Objectives

The main objective of this paper is to examine recent dynamics and trends of
contract migration in Sri Lanka and to addresses issues and policy implications of such
migration.

Data & Limitations

The study uses the data collected by Sri Lanka Bureau of Foreign
Employment (SLBFE). The SLBFE is a public cooperation established in 1985 with
the aims of promoting foreign employment in Sri Lanka, regulation of licensed
foreign employment agents and to ensure protection for contract migrant workers and
their families. The people who migrate for contract migration through registered
licensed recruiting agencies and migrants who find foreign employments directly by
themselves should register with the SLBFE. However the data collected are subject to
certain limitations. The data base thus collected contains only limited information
about migrants. Socio-demographic data are limited to age, sex, country of destination
and manpower level. The data base does not include information about contract
workers those who did not register with the SLBFE. However the available SLBFE
data can be used to some extent to explore the recent dynamics of patterns of demand
and supply of contract labour migrants in Sri Lanka. The study also uses available
empirical evidence from other sources of literature in order to highlight issues relating
to contract migration. Such investigation is useful to address the policy implications
regarding contract labour migration in Sri Lanka.
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Theoretical aspects

The existing macro theories of international labour migration are aimed at
explaining the flow of migrants, macro level determinants and directions of migration
between countries. Neo-classical economic theory (equilibrium models), dual labour
market theory, world system theory based on the geographical disparities in
distribution of capital, income and employment provide key potentials for migration
(Lewis 1957 cited by Karunaratne, 2007; Todaro1985; Massay D. et al.,1993; Massay
D. etal.,1994). In examining international labour migration flows Stahl (2001) argues
that changes in the economic structure of Asian labour markets and the rise of global
integration has increased demand for international labour flows.

In early micro theories the migration differentials, characteristics, reasons for
migration considering an individual migrant's economic decisions are explained.
Such theories explain migration on the assumption that migration is driven by
individual level economic choices. Individual follows rational economic behaviour as
decision maker and try to maximize income calculating cost and benefits of migration
and the event of migration occur when benefits exceeds the cost (Todaro1985). But
later theories tried to establish a wider explanation of migration by including social
\ and psychological costs and benefits (Haberkorn 1981; DaVanzo 1981).

Human capital approach see migration is an investment in human capital. It
assumes that all individuals have the same opportunity to invest in human capital and
individuals make the choices to maximize the returns to human capital. It is not the
immediate benefits but the long-term benefits that often are measured as discounted
life-time earnings. DaVanzo (1981) expands the model to explain other types of
| migration, such as return migration (location specific capital), repeat migration
(accumulating capital — or learning by doing) which is useful to address the
implication of repeat and return process of contract migration.

| Household economic theory examines the migration, in taking household as a

: decision making unit. Households try to minimize risk in avoiding imperfect labour
market conditions. Relative income is more important than absolute income in
motivating migration. The household collectively decides who should migrate?
Usually the household decides to send its surplus labour considering those who are not
necessary for household economic activities and which member will send more
remittances back to the household (Bloom & Odded, 1985).

Social theories of migration such as social network, social capital and
cumulative causation describe the social processes and linkages associated with
individual migration behaviour. The network theory argues that migrants establish
interpersonal ties that “connect migrants, former migrants and non-migrants in origin
and destination areas through ties of kinship, friendship and shared community
origin”(Massay etal 1993; Massay et al., 1994).







