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Foreword

Over the past two years, discussions among 
decision makers, experts, policymakers, 
the media and the public have been 
dominated by the COVID-19 crisis that 
has severely impacted people across 
the world. Migrants, refugees and other 
forcibly displaced individuals were hit 
particularly hard, in terms of their livelihood 
opportunities, mobility and health. Two 
years after the outbreak of COVID-19, there 
is mounting evidence that the pandemic’s 
disproportionate effect on migrants and 
refugees is closely linked to pre-existing 
structural barriers and vulnerabilities. 

These findings are particularly relevant in 
the Arab region, which continues to be a 
prominent region of international migration 
and forced displacement. In 2020, Arab 
countries hosted around 41.4 million migrants 
and refugees, representing almost 15 per 
cent of international migrants and refugees 
worldwide. Although migrant workers make 
up the largest group, nearly 9.3 million 
refugees have also sought protection in the 
region, including 3.6 million refugees under 
the UNHCR mandate and 5.7 million Palestine 
refugees registered with UNRWA. At the same 
time, migration and forced displacement from 
Arab countries has continued to increase, 
reaching an estimated 32.8 million people in 
2020, 44 per cent of whom stayed within the 
region. Refugees are a prominent group, with 
a staggering 43 per cent of all refugees under 
the UNHCR mandate (8.9 million people out of 
a global total of 20.7 million) originating from 
Arab countries.

The great volume of migration and forced 
displacement within and from the Arab 
region masks significant divergences across 
subregions and countries, and tremendous 
variation in the individual experience of 
migrants and refugees. Since its first edition 
in 2015, the biennial Situation Report on 
International Migration in the Arab Region has 
brought nuance to discussions on migration 
and forced displacement in the region by 
providing a detailed analysis of the different 
profiles and movements of migrants, refugees 
and other forcibly displaced individuals and by 
contextualising the policies and regulations 
adopted by Arab countries to manage migration 
and forced  displacement.

The 2021 edition of the report is the result of 
joint efforts led by ESCWA, IOM and UNHCR, 
and has been supported by 11 other United 
Nations agencies and members of the Issue-
based Coalition on Migration in the Arab 
Region. In addition to the periodic analysis of 
migration and forced displacement patterns, 
trends and governance, the report has a 
special focus on the impact of the COVID-19 
crisis, including its effects on remittances, 
the specific policies and measures adopted 
by Arab Governments to respond to the 
pandemic, and the experiences and coping 
strategies of migrants and refugees. It also 
features extensive policy recommendations 
that build on lessons learned from the 
pandemic, and provides guidance for 
policymakers and practitioners to adopt 
policies and measures that protect migrants 
and refugees, strengthen their resilience to 
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face existing and potential future adversity, 
and empower them to contribute to 
sustainable development in their home and 
host communities. In so doing, the report 

hopes to help communities build forward 
better in the aftermath of the pandemic, by 
including migrants and refugees in the Arab 
region in this collective effort.

Rola Dashti

Under-Secretary-General 
of the United Nations
Executive Secretary of ESCWA  

António Vitorino

Director General
IOM

Filippo Grandi

High Commissioner 
UNHCR
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Preface

The 2021 Situation Report on International 
Migration in the Arab Region builds on three 
previous editions of the same report, published 
biennially in 2015, 2017 and 2019. Since its first 
edition, the ambition of the Situation Report 
has been to provide an update of migration 
and forced displacement trends, patterns 
and drivers in the Arab region, and to take 
stock of all relevant policy developments in 
Arab countries. Moreover, each edition of the 
report has highlighted a specific issue closely 
related to migration and forced displacement, 
which is either highly relevant to the region 
or particularly timely. As such, the 2021 
release of the report has a special focus on 

the implications of the COVID-19 crisis on 
migrant and refugee populations, and offers 
a set of recommendations for policymakers 
and  practitioners.

The Situation Report has always been the result 
of collective efforts. The 2021 edition of the 
report was prepared under the leadership of 
ESCWA, IOM and UNHCR, in close collaboration 
between a number of United Nations agencies 
members of the Issue-based Coalition on 
Migration in the Arab Region. Since its 
inception, academics have also contributed 
significantly to the Situation Report, providing 
valuable input as peer reviewers.
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Introduction

The outbreak of the COVID-19 pandemic in 2020 
laid bare the extreme vulnerability of migrants 
and refugees to economic and public health 
crises, while underscoring the essential role 
they play in societies and communities in their 
countries of origin and destination. They have 
appeared at the forefront of the pandemic 
response by providing essential services, 
including health care, cleaning, domestic work, 
agriculture and food production. Moreover, 
fears surrounding a potential dramatic drop in 
remittances during the pandemic have re-
emphasised the crucial lifeline that remittances 
represent for families in several low-and 
middle-income countries.

The significant volume and complexity of 
migration in the Arab region, and the often 
protracted forced-displacement dynamics, 
underline the importance of policies, measures 
and response frameworks that reduce the 
vulnerabilities of migrants and refugees, and 
that build an environment which mitigates 
inherent challenges and harnesses benefits. 
The pandemic has reinforced the fact that 
countries need to accelerate their efforts 
to protect the human and labour rights of 
migrants and refugees, and to empower them 
as contributors to development, guided by 
roadmaps provided in global frameworks, 
namely the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable 
development, the Global Compact for Safe, 
Orderly and Regular Migration, and the Global 
Compact on Refugees. 

In this light, the present report builds on 
previous editions of the Situation Report on 
International Migration in the Arab Region, 
with a thematic focus on the plight of migrants 
and refugees in the COVID-19 crisis. It delves 
into how pre-existing structural barriers 

and historical challenges exacerbate their 
vulnerabilities, and presents actionable 
recommendations to policymakers and 
practitioners on protecting and empowering 
migrants and refugees, and strengthening their 
resilience to adversities.

The present report follows a mixed-methods 
approach, combining quantitative and 
qualitative analysis. It relies on multiple 
data sources, including statistical data from 
multiple United Nations entities, official 
government publications and information, 
United Nations reports, thematic studies 
and situation analyses, news resources, 
peer-reviewed academic literature, and 
primary data acquired through interviews. 
When relying on data from the Department 
of Economic and Social Affairs (DESA), the 
report uses the United Nations definition of 
an international migrant as “any person who 
changes his or her country of usual residence. 
A person’s country of usual residence is that 
in which the person lives, (…) where he or she 
normally spends the daily period of rest”.1  This 
definition is used only for statistical purposes. 
As noted by UNHCR, refugees are defined and 
protected in international law. Refugees are 
people outside their country of origin because 
of feared persecution, conflict, violence, 
or other circumstances that have seriously 
disturbed public order, and who, as a result, 
require international protection. The term 
‘migrant’, on the other hand, is not defined 
under international law and is sometimes 
used differently by different stakeholders. In 
the present report, ‘international migration’ 
refers to movement of persons who leave their 
country of origin, or the country of habitual 
residence, to establish themselves either 
permanently or temporarily in another country. 
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An international frontier is therefore crossed. 
This is distinct from forced displacement. 
Traditionally, the word ‘migrant’ has been 
used to designate people who move by choice 
rather than to escape conflict or persecution, 
usually across an international border. 
This can include finding work or pursuing 
education, but also for reuniting with family 
or other reasons. People may also move to 
alleviate significant hardships that arise from 
natural disasters, famine or extreme poverty. 
Those who leave their countries for these 
reasons would not usually be considered 
refugees under international law.2

Chapter 1 provides an overview of the latest 
migration and forced displacement trends 
and figures in the Arab region and at the 
subregional level, in line with the first objective 
of the Global Compact for Migration, which 
calls for the collection and analysis of accurate 
and disaggregated data on migration as a basis 
for evidence-based policies. The chapter also 
includes information on remittances to and from 
the region, on the cost of sending remittances, 
and an overview of key factors influencing 
migration and forced displacement in the  
Arab region.

Chapter 2 presents an update of policy 
developments and international efforts on 

the governance of migration and forced 
displacement involving Arab countries 
between April 2019 and December 2020. Main 
policy areas under scrutiny include labour 
migration; irregular migration; trafficking in 
persons and smuggling of migrants; forced 
displacement and refugee protection; 
admissions, visas, residency permits and 
naturalization; expatriate and diaspora 
governance; and other measures and 
developments. The chapter also describes 
developments in global, interregional, 
regional, subregional and bilateral 
cooperation relating to migration and forced 
displacement that Arab countries have been 
involved in.

Chapter 3 examines some of the structural 
challenges experienced by migrant workers 
prior to and during the COVID-19 pandemic 
in diverse areas, such as health, education, 
employment, mobility, and connectivity, 
and discusses how the pandemic has 
disproportionately impacted migrant workers 
and refugee communities across the Arab 
region. The chapter concludes with a set 
of policy recommendations drawn from 
countries’ experiences, which serve as a 
basis for collective work towards building 
forward for a better future for migrants and 
refugees in the  region.
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Overview of international migration and forced 
displacement trends in the Arab region

1.

Summary statement 

International migration and forced displacement are widely recognized as major areas 
of concern and policy interest in Arab countries. The Arab region continues to be a 
prominent region of origin, transit and destination for international migration and forced 
displacement, hosting around 41.4 million migrants and refugees in 2020, constituting 15 
per cent of all international migrants worldwide. In the present chapter, the DESA definition 
of ‘international migrant’, which includes any person who changes their country of usual 
residence (excluding short-term movement for purposes of recreation, holiday, visits to 
friends and relatives, business, medical treatment or religious pilgrimage) is used solely 
for statistical purposes. There is no legal definition of international migrant. Although 
migrant workers make up the largest group, nearly 9.3 million refugees have also sought 
protection in the region, including 3.6 million refugees under the UNHCR mandate and 5.7 
million Palestine refugees registered with UNRWA. At the same time, Arab countries were 
the origin of an estimated 32.8 million migrants and refugees in 2020. Displacement induced 
by conflict and violence has continued, with almost 8.9 million refugees originating from 
Arab countries in 2020, comprising 43 per cent of the global total. The massive volume 
of migration and forced displacement within and from the region poses considerable 
challenges. To improve migration management and refugee protection in Arab countries, it 
is crucial to strengthen the evidence base in these areas, and to collect and analyse high-
quality, disaggregated data on international migrants, migrant workers, refugees, stateless 
migrants and refugees, international tertiary students, and other relevant groups.

Background

The availability and contextualisation of 
data on international migration and forced 
displacement is a prerequisite for evidence-
based policymaking and for a public discourse 
void of misconceptions. The first objective 
of the Global Compact for Safe, Orderly and 
Regular Migration3  calls for strengthening the 
global evidence base by collecting, analysing 
and disseminating accurate and disaggregated 
data. In addition, the Global Compact on 
Refugees4 emphasises the criticality of reliable, 
comparable and timely data for evidence-

based measures “to improve socioeconomic 
conditions for refugees and host communities; 
assess and address the impact of large refugee 
populations on host countries in emergency 
and protracted situations; and identify and plan 
appropriate solutions”.5  

Chapter 1 of the Situation Report on 
International Migration in the Arab Region 
contributes to this ambition, and has served 
to enhance the understanding of international 
migration and forced displacement in the Arab 
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region since the first edition of the report in 
2015. It provides regional data on the number 
of people on the move, including international 
migrants, refugees, internally displaced persons 
(IDPs) and stateless persons, disaggregated 
by sex, age and other diverse characteristics, 
including countries of origin or habitual 
residence, countries of transit and destination, 
and sociodemographic profiles. Nonetheless, it 
is difficult to have a single picture of migration 
and forced displacement in the Arab region, as 
it is characterised by a high degree of diversity 
across countries and over time. 

Chapter 1 of the present report offers a brief 
overview of the key trends and patterns of 
international migration and forced displacement 
in the Arab region, followed by a summary of 
the major factors influencing people’s decisions 
to cross borders, and a detailed update of 
relevant data and comparisons of historical 
trends covering the period 1990-2020. The 
chapter also encompasses information related 
to remittances to and from Arab countries. 
Furthermore, where possible, it provides insight 
into the estimated impact of the COVID-19 
crisis on international migration and forced 
displacement, with special regard to labour 
migration and remittances, which are believed 
to be among the most affected domains. 

The main data source for chapter 1 is the 2020 
edition of the International Migrant Stock 
database,6 issued by the DESA Population 
Division. In this dataset, international migrants 
are defined as those living in a country who 
are either foreign-born or foreign citizens.7 
Therefore, when using data from this dataset, 
refugees are included in the total international 
migrant stock, which poses some limitations to 
the analysis.8 For the sake of comprehension, 
the present report always refers to persons 
accounted for in the DESA database as 
“migrants and refugees”, and clarifications 
and analysis are included where possible to 
distinguish between international migrants 
and refugees, and their different situations. 
It is important to note the different realities 

and migration patterns in the region, with the 
Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) subregion 
hosting mostly migrant workers, while 
refugees are mostly concentrated in the 
Mashreq. Therefore, in reference to GCC, the 
data denoted mainly refers to migrants, given 
the migration trends to the GCC. For more 
detailed information and to provide specific 
data on refugees, the present report uses 
data produced by UNHCR9 (population figures 
dataset from Refugee Data Finder),10  and by 
UNRWA11 (UNRWA Registered Population 
Dashboard 2020).12 

The present report analyses international 
migration and forced displacement patterns 
at the regional and subregional levels. 
Unless otherwise specified, the present 
report defines the Arab region as comprising 
22 countries, member States of the League 
of Arab States. They are further divided into 
four subregional groups of countries:

• GCC countries: Bahrain, Kuwait, Oman, Qatar, 
Saudi Arabia and the United Arab Emirates.

• Maghreb countries: Algeria, Libya, Morocco 
and Tunisia.

• Mashreq countries: Egypt, Iraq, Jordan, 
Lebanon, the State of Palestine and the 
Syrian Arab Republic.

• Arab least developed countries (LDCs): the 
Comoros, Djibouti, Mauritania, Somalia, the 
Sudan and Yemen.

To complement the demographic picture 
of international migration and forced 
displacement in the region and to provide 
insight into its economic dynamics, the present 
chapter also includes data on remittances sent 
from and to Arab countries. These are based 
on the May 2021 update of the World Bank’s 
Annual Remittances Data and the World Bank’s 
2018 Bilateral Remittance Matrix. Other data 
sources include the Internal Displacement 
Monitoring Centre (IDMC), IFAD, ILO and  the 
United Nations Educational, Scientific and 
Cultural Organization (UNESCO).
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A. Information highlights: overview of key migration and forced 
displacement trends and patterns in the Arab region

1. Migration and forced displacement in  
Arab countries

In 2020, Arab countries hosted 41.4 million international 
migrants and refugees, who made up around 15 per cent of all 
migrants and refugees worldwide. Their number has almost 
tripled from 14.2 million in 1990.

The GCC subregion was home to almost three quarters of all 
migrants and refugees in the Arab region, most of them migrant 
workers. Mashreq countries hosted 18 per cent, driven by both 
forced displacement and labour migration.

The Middle East13 had the highest proportion of migrant 
workers of the total workforce worldwide in 2019, at 41 per 
cent. The GCC subregion in particular continues to be a major 
labour migration hub.

One third of the migrant and refugee population in the Arab 
region were women in 2020. Women represented nearly half of all 
migrants and refugees in the Mashreq and the Arab LDCs, but only 
35 per cent in the Maghreb and 28 per cent in GCC countries. 

More than two thirds of all migrants and refugees residing in Arab 
countries were of working age (25-64 years old) in 2020. Children 
(0-14 years old)14 represented 18 per cent, young people (15-24 
years old) comprised 11 per cent, and older persons (aged 65+) 
constituted only 3 per cent.

Around 23 per cent of all migrants and refugees in the Arab 
region were from India in 2020. Other prominent countries of 
origin included Bangladesh, Pakistan, the State of Palestine, 
and the Syrian Arab Republic.

Approximately 36 per cent of all conflict-induced IDPs globally 
were in Arab countries in 2020, making up around 17.1 million 
persons. The Syrian Arab Republic had the highest conflict-
induced internal displacement in the world in 2020, reaching 
6.6  million.

In 2020, 3.6 million refugees registered with UNHCR resided 
in Arab countries. In addition, UNRWA reported 5.7 million 
Palestine refugees in the region. Jordan and Lebanon hosted 
the largest number of refugees as a proportion of their 
populations globally.
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2. Migration and forced displacement from Arab 
countries

In 2020, almost 32.8 million international migrants and refugees 
originated from Arab countries, 44 per cent of whom stayed 
within the region. Their number tripled from 10.8 million in 1990.

Around 61 per cent of all migrants and refugees from Arab 
countries originated from the Mashreq in 2020.

More than 2 out of 5 refugees in the world came from Arab 
countries in 2020. Arab countries were the origin of nearly 8.9 
million refugees registered with UNHCR in 2020, three quarters of 
whom came from the Syrian Arab Republic.

Three quarters of all refugees from Arab countries were staying 
in neighbouring countries in 2020. Turkey was the main country of 
destination hosting more than 3.6 million refugees from the Arab 
region, or 41 per cent.

3. Remittances

Arab countries received $57.9 billion in remittances in 
2020, representing 8 per cent of global remittance inflows. 
Remittance inflows exceeded the amount the Arab region 
received in foreign direct investment by 1.7 times, and official 
development assistance and official aid by 1.8 times in 2019.

Around 23 per cent of all global remittance outflows came from 
GCC countries in 2019. Total remittances sent from Arab countries 
reached $119 billion, with 95 per cent coming from GCC countries.

In 2020, the cost of sending remittances to the Middle East and 
North Africa region (MENA) was 6.58 per cent according to 
the World Bank, close to the global average of 6.51 per cent 
but far from the target of 3 per cent by 2030 set by Sustainable 
Development Goal (SDG) 10.c.

B. Drivers and influencing factors of migration and forced 
displacement in the Arab region

Decisions to leave one’s country of origin or 
habitual residence are always driven by a set 
of complex and interrelated factors, which 

make it difficult to divide people on the move 
into strictly distinct categories. A number of 
factors stand out, however, as major motives 
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Economic and social factors

Why
Poverty, inequality and discrimination, difficulties in accessing job opportunities, unemployment, low 
wages, inaccessible quality education, low returns on education, non-inclusive urban development, 
precarious habitats, poor living conditions.

Who
Young people; working age population, especially men, although women are also represented in 
significant numbers, particularly in the care sector and domestic work.

Origin
Less developed countries (especially middle-income countries), countries with high unemployment rates.

Destination
High-income economies, countries with better standards of living, countries with high demand for 
foreign labour, countries with bilateral agreements with countries of origin, countries with considerable 
presence of nationals from country of origin (diaspora or significant stock of migrant workers).

Violence and persecution

Why
War; conflict; violence, foreign occupation; political instability; persecution on the basis of race, religion 
or nationality; membership of a particular social group or political movement; threat to lives; destruction of 
infrastructure and housing; disruption of basic services and livelihoods; food insecurity; disease.

Who
All demographic groups.

Origin
Countries where the security and protection of individuals who are at risk of violence and persecution 
cannot be guaranteed, including countries experiencing war, foreign occupation, political instability, or 
civil unrest.

Destination
Neighbouring countries, countries with higher level of safety and protection, countries with historical 
ties or linguistic and ethnic similarities.

to move; while other factors facilitate such 
movements, protract migration and forced 
displacement, or discourage people from 
returning to their countries of origin even after 
the primary driver for moving has abated. The 
following summarizes the most prominent of 

these factors and their characteristic traits. 
Nonetheless, this overview is not exhaustive, 
and the complexity of the situation of every 
individual woman, man and child migrant and 
refugee can only be captured by considering all 
these factors  simultaneously.
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Environmental factors

Why
Environmental pressure, resource scarcity, natural disaster, climate change, climate events (drought, 
sea level rise, flash floods, desertification), water stress, water pollution, land degradation, diminishing 
agricultural production and livelihoods.

Who
Mostly rural populations with a high dependency on natural resources and agriculture.

Origin
Countries experiencing environmental pressures.

Destination
Mostly neighbouring countries or countries within the same region.

Facilitating and mediating factors

• Diaspora and migration networks, historical ties, language and education links,  
geographic proximity.

• New communications channels, social media networks, enhanced information flow. 

• Employer demand, intermediaries (recruitment and placement agencies).

• Migration governance and policies in destination countries, bilateral, regional and 
multilateral trade and labour migration agreements, ease of travel, ease of legal 
and administrative procedures regarding family reunification, admission, residency 
and  employment.

C. Migration and forced displacement in Arab countries

Migration and forced displacement are prominent 
features of the Arab region, which hosted 41.4 
million international migrants and refugees in 2020, 
representing 15 per cent of migrants and refugees 
globally (figure 1). There has been significant 
growth in the number of international migrants 
and refugees in the region: in 1990, there were 14.2 
million international migrants and refugees in the 
Arab region, representing around 9 per cent of the 
total number  worldwide.

The distribution of migrants and refugees 
within the Arab region varies greatly across 
subregions, with GCC countries being the most 
prominent recipients. In 2020, GCC countries 
hosted 74 per cent of the total number of 
migrants and refugees,15 most of whom were 
migrant workers, or 30.8 million persons, 
while 18 per cent lived in the Mashreq, 5 per 
cent in the Arab LDCs, and 3 per cent in the 
Maghreb  (figure 2).
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Figure 1. Number of migrants and refugees in the Arab region, 1990-2020 (Millions)
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Source: ESCWA calculations based on DESA, 2020.

Figure 2. Distribution of migrants and refugees in the Arab region by subregion, 2020
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The migrant population in GCC countries has grown 
substantially compared with other subregions 
from 8.2 million in 1990 to 30.8 million in 2020. This 
is primarily attributed to the increased demand for 
migrant workers in the subregion. The migrant and 
refugee population in the Mashreq has also grown 
significantly, from 2.9 million in 1990 to 7.2 million 
in 2020. In contrast, the number of migrants and 
refugees has decreased in the Arab LDCs from 2.2 
million in 1990 to 2.1 million in 2020, and has only 
slightly increased in the Maghreb from 0.8 million in 
1990 to 1.2 million in 2020 (figure 3).

Since 1990, the Arab region has been 
characterized by more international migrants 
and refugees living in Arab countries than Arab 
nationals living abroad (figure 4). However, the 
trends vary significantly between subregions. 
While GCC countries have 37 times more 
international migrants than nationals living abroad, 
the other subregions show the opposite trend. 
The Maghreb has five times more nationals living 
abroad than international migrants and refugees 
living in the subregion, while the Arab LDCs and 
the Mashreq have almost 3 times each.
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Figure 3. Number of migrants and refugees in the Arab region by subregion, 1990-2020 (Millions)
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Source: ESCWA calculations based on DESA, 2020.

Figure 4. Number of migrants and refugees from and in Arab countries by subregion, 2020 (Millions)
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Source: ESCWA calculations based on DESA, 2020.

The share of international migrants and 
refugees residing in Arab countries of the 
total population also varies considerably 
among subregions (figure 5), ranging from a 
high of 53 per cent in GCC countries to a low 
of 1 per cent in the Maghreb. The proportion 
of migrants and refugees as part of the total 
population in the Arab region has steadily 
increased over the last three decades, from 
above 6 per cent in 1990 to over 9 per cent in 
2020, driven by increases in GCC countries. In 
2020, the number of nationals living outside a 
subregion compared to its population was the 

highest in the Mashreq (11 per cent) and the 
lowest in GCC countries (1 per cent).

In 2020, women made up 33 per cent of the 
migrant and refugee population in the Arab 
region, a proportion that has remained steady 
since 2010, after slowly decreasing from 39 
per cent in 1990 (figure 6). Though their share 
has slightly decreased, the number of women 
migrants and refugees has increased from 5.6 
million in 1990 to 13.6 million in 2020, with an 
additional almost 2 million women migrants and 
refugees in the region since 2015.
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Figure 5. Proportion of migrants and refugees from and in Arab countries by subregion, 2020
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Source: ESCWA calculations based on DESA, 2020.

Figure 6. Number and proportion of migrant and refugee women among the total migrant and refugee 
population in the Arab region, 1990-2020 (Millions)
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Source: ESCWA calculations based on DESA, 2020.

In 2020, women represented nearly half of 
the migrant and refugee population in the 
Mashreq and in the Arab LDCs (49.5 per 
cent and 48 per cent, respectively), 35 per 
cent in the Maghreb, and 28 per cent in 
GCC countries. These diverging trends can 
be explained by the proportionally higher 
number of men who migrate to work in GCC 
countries and the Maghreb, in contrast to 
the often conflict-induced displacement 
dynamic to the Arab LDCs and the Mashreq, 
which are generally characterised by a 
more even gender distribution. For example, 

in Jordan and Lebanon, which host large 
numbers of refugees and forcibly displaced 
persons from the State of Palestine and the 
Syrian Arab Republic, women represented 
49 per cent and 51 per cent of the migrant 
and refugee populations, respectively. 
In contrast, in GCC countries, which are 
prominent destinations for male migrant 
workers, starker differences appear in the 
gender balance of the migrant and refugee 
population, with the proportion of women 
varying from a low of 16 per cent in Oman to 
a high of 34 per cent in Kuwait.
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The diversity of migration and forced 
displacement trends in the Arab region is 
also exemplified by the various age groups 
of migrants and refugees living in the 
region. Working-age (25-64 years old) men 
represented 49.3 per cent of all migrants 
and refugees in the region in 2020, and 
working-age women comprised 19.3 per 
cent (figure 7). Children (0-14 years old) 
represented 17.7 per cent of the migrant 
and refugee population, young people (15-24 
years old) constituted 11.2 per cent, working-
age persons comprised 68.6 per cent, and 
older persons (aged 65+) represented 2.5 
per cent. Children, young people and older 
persons’ age groups showed a more even sex 
distribution, with slightly more men.

GCC countries were dominant among the top 
five countries of destination for migrants in 
the region in 2020 (figure 8). Of these, Saudi 
Arabia had the largest number of migrants 
(accounting for 13.5 million), followed by the 
United Arab Emirates (8.7 million). Kuwait with 
3.1 million migrants and Oman with 2.4 million 
also make it to the top five destination countries 
in the region. GCC countries in general are 
characterized by their high demand for 
migrant  workers.

Jordan, Lebanon, Libya, the Sudan and the 
Syrian Arab Republic were also among the 
region’s top countries of destination for 
international migrants and refugees displaced by 
ongoing conflict. According to DESA estimates, 
in 2020, 3.5 million migrants and refugees were 
living in Jordan, 1.7 million in Lebanon, 1.4 million 
in the Sudan, almost 0.9 million in the Syrian Arab 
Republic, and 0.8 million in Libya.

In 2020, around 35 per cent of migrants and 
refugees in the Arab region, comprising 
approximately 14.5 million persons, originated 
from within the region. More than half (56 per 
cent or 23.2 million) of migrants and refugees 
in the Arab region came from non-Arab Asian 
countries, predominantly migrant workers, and 5 
per cent from non-Arab African countries (figure 
9). There is significant variance in the gender 
composition of migrants and refugees originating 
from different regions. Only about a quarter (26 
per cent) of migrants and refugees residing in the 
Arab region who originated from non-Arab Asian 
countries were women in 2020, compared with 
41 per cent in the case of intraregional migrants 
and refugees. Moreover, almost half (47 per cent) 
of migrants and refugees residing in the Arab 
region who originated from non-Arab African 
countries were women.

Figure 7. Distribution of migrants and refugees in the Arab region by age, age group and sex, 2020
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Source: ESCWA calculations based on DESA, 2020.
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Figure 8. Top five Arab countries of destination for migrants and refugees, 1990-2020 (Millions)
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Source: ESCWA calculations based on DESA, 2020.

Figure 9. Regions of origin of migrants and refugees in the Arab region, 2020
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The top country of origin of migrants and 
refugees in the Arab region in 2020 was India, 
the country of origin of 23 per cent of the 
Arab region’s migrants and refugees, most of 
whom were migrant workers (figure 10). The 
number of migrants from India started to rise 
in 2005, increasing by 157 per cent between 
2005 and 2020. The Bangladeshi and Pakistani 
migrant and refugee population in the region 
also started increasing in 2005, although at 
a slower pace, reaching 3.5 million and 3.4 
million in 2020, respectively. In 2020, less 
than a quarter (24 per cent) of migrants and 
refugees living in the Arab region who were 

of Indian or Pakistani origin were women. 
This proportion is even lower at 17 per cent 
in the case of Bangladesh, which is also 
a significant source of labour migration to 
Arab countries. In contrast, the State of 
Palestine and the Syrian Arab Republic, 
which are marked by conflict-induced forced 
displacement dynamics, show a significantly 
more even gender composition. Around 48 
per cent of migrants and refugees in the Arab 
region originating from the State of Palestine 
were women in 2020, while the same 
figure stood at 47 per cent for the Syrian 
Arab  Republic.
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Figure 10. Top five countries of origin of migrants and refugees in the Arab region, 2020
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Figure 11. Labour force participation rates of migrants and non-migrants, by sex, 2019 (Percentage)
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1. Migrant workers in the Arab region

The Arab region continues to be a significant 
labour migration hub. The number of migrant 
workers in 12 Arab countries16 amounted to 
24.1 million persons in 2019, representing 14 
per cent of migrant workers worldwide. The 
region is also characterised by the highest 
global share of migrant workers in the total 
workforce, reaching 41 per cent compared 
with the global average of 5 per cent in the 12 
countries. This means that two of every five 
workers are migrants, particularly as a result 
of the high labour force participation rates of 

migrants compared with nationals, especially 
women  (figure 11).

In these 12 countries, close to 83 per cent of all 
migrant workers are men. Women constitute 
only 17 per cent of the region’s migrant worker 
population, compared with a global average 
of 41 per cent. The relatvively low proportion 
of women migrant workers compared with 
other world regions can be attributed to the 
relatively limited employment opportunities 
available to women migrant workers in the Arab 
region outside of the care economy, including 
domestic work.17 
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The COVID-19 pandemic has had exceptional 
consequences for the global economy, labour 
markets and mobility, with ramifications for the 
magnitude and characteristics of international 
labour migration. It is still difficult to assess 
the full impact of the COVID-19 crisis on the 
volumes of labour migration globally and in 
Arab countries, given that only estimates from 
2019 predating the pandemic are currently 
available. However, since the beginning of the 
pandemic, some increases in return migration 
have been observed, which may have lasting 
effects depending on the evolution of the 
socioeconomic situation globally and in  
the region.

2. Internal displacement

According to IDMC data, the total number 
of conflict-induced IDPs in the Arab region 
reached almost 17.1 million in 2020 (table 1), 
comprising 36 per cent of the global total. The 
Syrian Arab Republic, Somalia, the Sudan 
and Yemen were among the top 10 countries 
worldwide with the highest number of IDPs as 
a result of conflict. In 2020, a total of 4.2 million 
people were newly internally displaced in the 
region, of whom 2.4 million were displaced by 

conflict and 1.8 million by natural disasters, 
with over half of them in Somalia owing to 
floods  (table 2).

Of the total number of IDPs displaced by conflict 
in the Arab region in 2020, 46 per cent were in 
the Mashreq, comprising 7.9 million persons, 
predominantly in Iraq and the Syrian Arab Republic. 
The Syrian Arab Republic was the country with 
the highest conflict-induced internal displacement 
globally in 2020, reaching close to 6.6 million. It was 
also the country with the highest number of IDPs 
as a percentage of the total population in the Arab 
region, at 38 per cent. There were also more than 
1.2 million IDPs in Iraq in 2020, a number that is 
showing a decreasing trend. 

The Arab LDCs were the location of 52 per cent 
of conflict-induced internal displacements in 
the Arab region in 2020, or 8.9 million persons, 
in Somalia, the Sudan and Yemen. Yemen 
experienced a severe eleven-fold increase in 
internal displacement owing to conflict and 
violence between 2014 and 2020, with an IDP 
population of 3.6 million in 2020.18  

The IDP population displaced by conflict 
decreased significantly between 2015 and 2017, 

Table 1. Internally displaced persons owing to conflict and violence in Arab countries, 2014-2020
Country 2014 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019 2020

Egypt 4,100 9,100 9,100 36,000 3,200 3,200 3,200

Iraq 3,276,000 3,290,000 3,035,000 2,648,000 1,962,000 1,555,000 1,224,000

Lebanon 20,000 12,000 12,000 11,000 11,000 7,000 7,000

Libya 400,000 500,000 304,000 197,000 221,000 451,000 278,000

Somalia 1,107,000 1,223,000 1,107,000 825,000 2,648,000 2,648,000 2,968,000

State of Palestine 275,000 221,000 193,000 231,000 238,000 243,000 131,000

Sudan 3,100,000 3,182,000 3,300,000 2,072,000 2,072,000 2,134,000 2,276,000

Syrian Arab Republic 7,600,000 6,600,000 6,326,000 6,784,000 6,119,000 6,495,000 6,568,000

Yemen 334,000 2,509,000 1,974,000 2,014,000 2,324,000 3,635,000 3,635,000

Total Arab region 16,116,100 17,546,100 16,262,600 14,818,000 15,598,200 17,171,204 17,090,200

Source: Internal Displacement Monitoring Centre, 2020.

Note: Data does not include disaster-induced displacement. Only countries with more than 3,000 conflict-induced IDPs in a given 
year have been included in table 1. The total includes all Arab countries.
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but increased considerably again between 2017 
and 2019. It has remained stable since 2019. 
However, these numbers should be considered 
with caution, since access to IDP camps and 
other designated areas is severely constrained 
because of widespread insecurity and instability, 
among other reasons. Somalia and the Sudan 
also accounted for significant numbers of 
conflict-induced IDPs in 2020, with close to 3 
million and 2.3 million persons, respectively. 

The Arab LDCs also accounted for almost all 
disaster-induced internal displacement in the 
Arab region in 2020, particularly Somalia with 

more than 1 million and the Sudan with 454,000 
IDPs newly displaced by disaster in 2020.

3. Forced displacement

According to 2020 UNHCR data,19 the total 
population of concern in the Arab region, including 
refugees and persons in refugee-like situations, 
asylum-seekers, returned refugees, internally 
displaced persons, returned IDPs, stateless 
persons and others of concern, amounted to 21.9 
million persons. Of these, 17.7 million were IDPs 
protected/assisted by UNHCR, including people 

Table 2. Internal displacement in Arab countries, 2020

Country New conflict-caused 
displacements in 2020

New disaster-induced 
displacements in 2020 

Number of  
conflict-induced  

IDPs in 2020 

Conflict-induced IDPs 
as a percentage of the 

total  population 

Algeria - 9,600 -

Bahrain - - -

Comoros - - -

Djibouti - 11 -

Egypt 1,000 8,400 3,200 0.0%

Iraq 67,000 1,200 1,224,000 3.0%

Jordan - 140 -

Kuwait - - -

Lebanon - - 7,000 0.1%

Libya 39,000 - 278,000 4.0%

Mauritania - 1,600 -

Morocco - 340 -

Oman - 120 -

Qatar - - -

Saudi Arabia - 610 -

Somalia 293,000 1,037,000 2,968,000 18.7%

State of Palestine 1,000 110 131,000 2.6%

Sudan 79,000 454,000 2,276,000 5.2%

Syrian Arab Republic 1,822,000 25,000 6,568,000 37.5%

Tunisia - 10,000 -

United Arab Emirates - 610 -

Yemen 143,000 223,000 3,635,000 12.2%

Total Arab region 2,445,000 1,771,741 17,090,200 3.9%

Source: ESCWA calculations based on DESA, 2019; and Internal Displacement Monitoring Centre, 2020.
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in IDP-like situations; 3.6 million were refugees 
under the UNHCR mandate; and over 370,000 were 
stateless persons but this mainly includes in situ 
stateless persons who are not forcibly displaced. 

In total, 60 per cent of all refugees registered with 
UNHCR in the Arab region, more than 2.1 million 
persons, were located in Mashreq countries. 
Moreover, 37 per cent, or 1.3 million, were living in 
the Arab LDCs. The vast majority of the remaining 
refugees in the region (around 113,000) stayed in 

the Maghreb, while the number of refugees in GCC 
countries was negligible compared with other 
subregions (figure 12).

As reported by UNHCR, the Sudan hosted the 
largest number of refugees in the region in 2020 
(over 1 million), followed by Lebanon (870,000) and 
Jordan (703,000) (figure 13). Jordan and Lebanon 
continue to host the highest global rates of refugees 
relative to their populations. Egypt and Iraq each 
hosted around 270,000 refugees in 2020.

Figure 12. Number of refugees in the Arab region by subregion, 2020
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Source: UNHCR, 2021a.

Note: Figure 12 does not include the approximately 5.7 million Palestine refugees registered with UNRWA in Jordan; Lebanon; the 
Syrian Arab Republic; the West Bank, including East Jerusalem; and the Gaza Strip.

Figure 13. Top five Arab countries of destination for refugees, 2020
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Note: Figure 13 does not include the approximately 5.7 million Palestine refugees registered with UNRWA in Jordan; Lebanon; the 
Syrian Arab Republic; the West Bank, including East Jerusalem; and the Gaza Strip.
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Regarding the origin of refugees registered 
with UNHCR in the Arab region in 2020, around 
two-thirds were from inside the region, while 
one-third came from non-Arab African countries. 
The majority of refugees in the Arab region 
originated from the Syrian Arab Republic, 
comprising slightly more than 2 million or 56 per 
cent of all refugees in the region (figure 14). Over 
a fifth were from South Sudan, while less than 
0.2 million originated from Somalia and around 

0.1 million from Eritrea and from the territory of 
Western Sahara.20

In addition to the refugees under the UNHCR 
mandate, UNRWA reported 5.7 million 
registered Palestine refugees under its mandate 
by the end of 2020, including Palestine refugees 
in Jordan; Lebanon; the Syrian Arab Republic; 
the West Bank, including East Jerusalem; and 
the Gaza Strip (figure 15).

Figure 14. Top five countries/territories of origin of refugees in the Arab region, 2020 
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Source: UNHCR, 2021a. 

Note: Figure 14 does not include the approximately 5.7 million Palestine refugees registered with UNRWA in Jordan; Lebanon; the 
Syrian Arab Republic; the West Bank, including East Jerusalem; and the Gaza Strip.

Figure 15. Number of Palestine refugees in UNRWA countries of operation, 2020 

2,306,932

40%

1,476,935

26%

871,424

15%

568,708

10%

479,547

8%

Jordan Gaza Strip West Bank

Syrian Arab Republic Lebanon

Source: UNRWA, 2020b.



2121

Situation Report on International Migration 2021 Building forward better for migrants and refugees in the Arab region

Box 1. Trafficking in persons trends in the Middle East and North Africa

Human trafficking is a form of transnational organized crime that affects the entire MENA region, with most 
countries being at the same time countries of origin, transit and destination. There is, however, considerable 
variance in the patterns and trends of trafficking in persons among North African countries, GCC countries, and 
other Middle Eastern countries, which merit a specific focus on each of these subregions.

North African countries have detected primarily domestic victims, along with victims from West and East Africa. 
According to UNODC, in 2018, as much as 60 per cent of trafficking victims detected in North African countries 
originated from the same country where they were found. In terms of trafficking in persons from North Africa, 
western and southern Europe have been identified as the most significant destinations, with 6 per cent of the victims 
detected in western and southern Europe originating from North African countries. Around 69 per cent of detected 
victims of human trafficking were adults, with women and men detected in almost equal shares. North African 
countries detected significantly more trafficked children than the rest of the region.

GCC countries have detected large numbers of Asian victims, victims from other countries of the Middle East and 
from East Africa. The majority of detected victims were men.

Origins of trafficking victims detected in North Africa, 2018 (or most recent)

19%
60%
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60%

North
Africa

West
Africa East

Africa

Domestic (within countries)

Flows: detected victims in
destination countries

Source: UNODC elaboration of national data. 

Note: The boundaries and names shown and the designations used on this map do not imply official endorsement or 
acceptance by the United Nations.

Origins of trafficking victims detected in the Middle East, 2018 (or most recent)
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Source: UNODC elaboration of national data. 

Note: The boundaries and names shown and the designations used on this map do not imply official endorsement or 
acceptance by the United Nations.
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Data on detection and repatriation show that other Middle Eastern countries are a destination for victims from 
a wide range of origins. Countries have detected significant shares of victims from East Africa, Eastern Europe 
and Central Asia, South Asia, as well as victims of intraregional trafficking. Women made up the majority of 
detected  victims.

In 2018, detected trafficking victims in the MENA region were trafficked for sexual exploitation (30 per cent), forced labour 
(30 per cent), exploitative begging (29 per cent), forced criminality (2 per cent), organ removal (1 per cent) and other forms or 
unreported exploitation (8 per cent). Women comprised most of the victims trafficked for sexual exploitation, and two thirds 
of the victims trafficked for forced labour. At the same time, most of the victims trafficked for the purpose of organ removal 
were men. Trafficking for the purpose of exploitive begging is a less commonly reported form of trafficking globally, but 
MENA countries report significant numbers of this form of trafficking compared with other regions. Recruiting children for the 
purpose of exploitation in drug trafficking has also been documented along migration routes from the Middle East to Europe.

Source: UNODC, Global Report On Trafficking In Persons, 2020, pp. 170-172.  
Available at www.unodc.org/documents/data-and-analysis/tip/2021/GLOTiP_2020_Chapter6.pdf.

Note: In box 1, the MENA region is understood to comprise North African Arab countries (Algeria, Egypt, Morocco, Sudan and 
Tunisia), GCC countries (Bahrain, Kuwait, Oman, Qatar, Saudi Arabia and United Arab Emirates), and the other countries of the 
Middle East (Iraq, Israel, Jordan, Lebanon and the Syrian Arab Republic).

Shares of detected victims of trafficking in North Africa and the Middle East,* by age group and sex, 
2018 (or most recent)
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Source: UNODC elaboration of national data. 
* Based on data on sex and age of 1,690 victims detected in 13 countries in North Africa and the Middle East.

Shares of detected victims of trafficking in North Africa and the Middle East,* by forms of 
exploitation, 2018 (or most recent)
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D. Migration and forced displacement from Arab countries

1. Overall migration and forced 
displacement trends

The number of international migrants and 
refugees originating from the Arab region has 
grown from approximately 10.8 million in 1990 
to 32.8 million in 2020, increasing by 203 per 
cent in a 30-year span. Since 2015, the number 
has increased by 4.6 million, or 16 per cent, but 
at a slower rate than in the previous five-year 
period. Of all the migrants and refugees from 
Arab countries, 44 per cent (14.5 million) stayed 

in the region, a proportion that has remained 
largely stable since 1990 when intraregional 
migrants and refugees represented close to 45 
per cent of all migrants and refugees originating 
from the Arab region (figure 16).

In 2020, around 61 per cent (over 19.8 million) 
of migrants and refugees from Arab countries 
originated from the Mashreq, 19 per cent (nearly 
6.4 million) from the Maghreb, 17 per cent (slightly 
more than 5.7 million) from the Arab LDCs, and 3 per 
cent (0.8 million) from GCC countries (figure 17).

Figure 16. Number of migrants and refugees from Arab countries, and number and share of intraregional 
migrants and refugees, 1990-2020 (Millions)
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Source: ESCWA calculations based on DESA, 2020.

Figure 17. Distribution of migrants and refugees from Arab countries by subregion, 2020
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This distribution of migrants and refugees in the 
subregions has remained mostly stable since 
1990, except for a moderate growth in the share 
of migrants and refugees from the Mashreq, 
alongside a decrease in the proportion of those 
originating from the Maghreb (figure 18).

From 1990 to 2000, the top five Arab countries of 
origin of migrants and refugees, in descending 
order, were the State of Palestine, Morocco, 
Egypt, Algeria and Somalia. In 2005 and 2010, 
Iraq replaced Somalia on the list of top five Arab 
countries of origin, while the Syrian Arab Republic 

has become the largest Arab country of origin of 
migrants and refugees since 2015, largely because 
of massive numbers of refugees fleeing the country 
since its civil war began in 2011. It was followed in 
2020 by the State of Palestine, which has significant 
protracted displacement. Egypt and Morocco 
were also significant countries of origin, mainly of 
migrant workers. The Sudan closed the list of the 
top five Arab countries of origin of migrants and 
refugees in 2020 (figure 19). This data provides 
evidence that the most prominent patterns of 
migration from the region are conflict-induced 
migration and labour migration.

Figure 18. Number of migrants and refugees from Arab countries by subregion, 1990-2020 (Millions) 
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Figure 19. Top five Arab countries of origin of migrants and refugees, 1990-2020 (Millions)
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Figure 20. Regions of destination for migrants and refugees from Arab countries, 2020
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In 2020, women migrants and refugees 
represented 44 per cent of all migrants and 
refugees from the Arab region, a proportion that 
has remained relatively stable since 1990. The 
number of women migrants and refugees from 
Arab countries in 2020 was slightly above 14.3 
million, 16 per cent more than in 2015. The share 
of women migrants and refugees presents 
relatively little variation of 4 percentage points 
across  subregions.

According to 2020 data, 44 per cent of migrants 
and refugees from Arab countries stayed within 
the Arab region, while slightly more than a 
quarter were in Europe, around 14 per cent in 

non-Arab Asian countries, 7 per cent in non-
Arab African countries and 7 per cent in North 
America21 (figure 20).

Turkey was the top country of destination for 
migrants and refugees from the Arab region, 
with over 4 million in 2020, or 13 per cent of 
the total Arab migrant and refugee population 
(figure 21). Saudi Arabia was the destination for 
over 3.4 million migrants and refugees, while 
France and Jordan were the destinations for 
3.4 million and 3.3 million, respectively, and 
Lebanon for 1.7 million. The rest of the Arab 
countries combined received 18 per cent of 
migrants and refugees from Arab countries, 

Figure 21. Top five countries of destination for migrants and refugees from Arab countries, 2020 
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who mostly stayed in the United Arab Emirates 
and the Syrian Arab Republic (in the case of 
the latter, predominantly refugees from Iraq 
and the State of Palestine). The remaining 10.9 
million migrants and refugees from the Arab 
region (33 per cent) travelled to other countries 
worldwide, notably Germany, Spain and the 
United States of America.

Forced displacement

According to 2020 UNHCR data, Arab 
countries were the origin of a total population 
of concern to UNHCR of approximately 27.2 
million persons, representing 30 per cent 

of the global population of concern. Of the 
population of concern from Arab countries 
accounted for by UNHCR, close to 8.9 million 
were refugees (table 3), who represented 43 
per cent of the global refugee population of 
nearly 20.7 million. The number of refugees 
from Arab countries increased between 2015 
and 2020 by 25 per cent, raising the number 
of refugees from the region by close to 1.8 
million, with the vast majority of this increase 
driven by forced displacement from the 
Syrian Arab Republic. There were also over 
574,000 asylum seekers from the region in 
2020, predominantly from Iraq (241,000) and 
the Syrian Arab Republic (107,000).

Table 3. Refugees from Arab countries registered with UNHCR, 2015-2020
Country of origin 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019 2020

Algeria 3,470 3,705 4,021 4,186 4,519 4,693

Bahrain 422 461 497 540 557 554

Comoros 550 572 600 624 658 793

Djibouti 1,059 1,437 1,761 2,124 2,351 2,444

Egypt 17,929 19,792 22,106 24,850 27,416 26,604

Iraq 264,086 316,056 362,536 372,332 336,274 333,418

Jordan 1,836 1,919 2,119 2,426 2,313 2,489

Kuwait 1,076 1,013 1,097 1,251 1,300 1,442

Lebanon 4,353 4,719 5,302 5,621 5,647 5,495

Libya 6,077 8,831 11,205 13,868 16,033 17,595

Mauritania 34,656 36,263 36,525 37,050 37,423 37,941

Morocco 1,760 2,240 3,089 3,873 4,642 4,489

Oman 36 35 39 42 42 52

Qatar 21 25 31 30 36 38

Saudi Arabia 686 937 1,219 1,492 1,721 2,030

Somalia 1,123,144 1,012,320 986,386 949,637 901,596 814,551

State of Palestine 98,013 97,794 99,630 100,728 96,253 100,317

Sudan 627,080 650,391 694,556 724,787 734,780 787,755

Syrian Arab Republic 4,873,236 5,524,511 6,310,498 6,654,374 6,615,249 6,689,582

Tunisia 1,554 1,687 1,826 1,985 2,068 1,653

United Arab Emirates 91 103 137 169 155 191

Yemen 15,901 18,427 23,555 31,145 36,522 33,369

Total Arab region 7,077,036 7,703,238 8,568,735 8,933,134 8,827,555 8,867,495

Source: UNHCR, 2021a.

Note: Table 3 does not include the approximately 5.7 million Palestine refugees registered with UNRWA in Jordan; Lebanon; the 
Syrian Arab Republic; the West Bank, including East Jerusalem; and the Gaza Strip.
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Figure 22. Top five countries of origin of refugees from Arab countries, 2020
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Note: Figure 22 does not include the approximately 5.7 million Palestine refugees registered with UNRWA in Jordan; Lebanon, the 
Syrian Arab Republic; the West Bank, including East Jerusalem; and the Gaza Strip.

The large majority of refugees (81 per cent) were 
from Mashreq countries, while the Arab LDCs 
accounted for 19 per cent. The Syrian Arab 
Republic was the country of origin of 6.7 million 
refugees, constituting 75 per cent of refugees from 
Arab countries (figure 22), and 32 per cent of the 
global refugee population. Somalia was the second 
largest country of origin of refugees in the region at 
815,000, followed by the Sudan at 788,000 and Iraq 
at 333,000 refugees. Furthermore, approximately 
100,000 refugees from the State of Palestine were 
registered with UNHCR in 2020, and UNRWA 

reported 5.7 million Palestine refugees under its 
mandate in the same year.

Of the total 8.9 million refugees from Arab 
countries accounted for by UNHCR in 2020, 
around 27 per cent stayed in the region, 
while 42 per cent moved to non-Arab Asian 
countries (figure 23). Europe was the third 
largest region of destination, receiving 16 per 
cent of refugees from the Arab region, while 
14 per cent of refugees from Arab countries 
went to non-Arab African countries. 

Figure 23. Regions of destination of refugees from Arab countries, 2020 
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Note: Figure 23 does not include the approximately 5.7 million Palestine refugees registered with UNRWA in Jordan; Lebanon; the 
Syrian Arab Republic; the West Bank, including East Jerusalem; and the Gaza Strip.
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Figure 24. Top five countries of destination for refugees from Arab countries, 2020
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Note: Figure 24 does not include the approximately 5.7 million Palestine refugees registered with UNRWA in Jordan; Lebanon; the 
Syrian Arab Republic; the West Bank, including East Jerusalem; and the Gaza Strip.

Approximately 73 per cent of all refugees 
from Arab countries resided in a country that 
was neighbouring (sharing a land border 
with) their country of origin.

In 2020, Turkey was the top country of 
destination for refugees from the Arab region, 
hosting more than 3.6 million persons (figure 
24). Lebanon and Germany were the second 
and third largest destination countries for 

Arab refugees, with 870,000 and 797,000, 
respectively. Moreover, Germany was 
the only European country in the top five 
destination countries.

2. Student mobility

Education is an important driver of migration for 
young people. In 2018, UNESCO reported close 

Figure 25. Number of tertiary students from Arab countries studying abroad, by subregion, 2014-2018 
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Figure 26. Top five Arab countries of origin of tertiary students studying abroad, 2018 
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Figure 27. Regions of destination for tertiary students from Arab countries studying abroad, 2018 
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to 449,000 tertiary students from Arab countries 
studying abroad (figure 25).

The top Arab countries of origin of 
internationally mobile students in 2018 were 
Saudi Arabia with over 73,000, the Syrian Arab 
Republic with nearly 56,000, and Morocco with 
close to 49,000 (figure 26).

In terms of regions of destination, Europe was 
the top destination for tertiary students from 
Arab countries in 2018 (over 182,000), while close 

to 102,000 mobile tertiary students from Arab 
countries moved within the region. North America 
was also a prominent region of destination for 
around 95,000 tertiary students (figure 27).

The main destination countries of Arab tertiary 
students in 2018 were the United States with 
over 81,000, France with around 76,000, and 
Saudi Arabia with 41,000 (figure 28). Jordan 
and Turkey were also prominent countries 
of destination for tertiary students from 
Arab  countries.
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Figure 28. Top five countries of destination for tertiary students from Arab countries studying abroad, 2018 
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E. Migration and forced displacement by subregion

1. Gulf Cooperation Council countries

(a) Migration and forced displacement to  
GCC countries

GCC countries were the destination of 74 
per cent of the total migrant population in 
the Arab region, totalling 30.8 million in 2020. 
Labour migration continues to be the major 
migration trend in the GCC subregion. The 
GCC subregion has witnessed significant 
growth in its migrant population since 1990, 
when it stood at 8.2 million (figure 29). 
Intense growth commenced around 2005. 
Since 2015, the migrant population in the 
subregion has increased by 19 per cent, 
with 4.9 million migrants more in 2020 than 
in 2015. Saudi Arabia received the largest 
number of migrants both in the Arab region 
and in the GCC subregion, with nearly 13.5 
million in 2020, an increase of around 2.7 
million persons or 25 per cent compared 
with 2015. Furthermore, Saudi Arabia had 
the third largest number of migrants globally, 
surpassed only by Germany and the United 
States. The United Arab Emirates was the 

second-highest destination country in both 
the region and the subregion, with 8.7 million 
migrants, which constitutes an increase of 
slightly more than 721,000 persons or 9 per 
cent compared with 2015. It was also the 
country with the sixth largest number of 
migrants globally.

The GCC subregion has a high number of 
migrants, both in net numbers and as a 
proportion of the total population (figures 30 
and 31), owing to the high number of migrant 
workers. The average share of migrants of 
the total population in 2020 was 53 per cent, 
ranging from a low of 39 per cent in Saudi 
Arabia to a high of 88 per cent in the United 
Arab Emirates. The United Arab Emirates, 
Qatar and Kuwait ranked first, second and 
third worldwide, respectively, with the 
largest proportions of migrants in their 
population. The number of migrants going to 
all GCC countries is also much larger than 
the number of those originating from GCC 
countries, owing to the relatively smaller 
number of GCC nationals and their low 
migration rates.



3131

Situation Report on International Migration 2021 Building forward better for migrants and refugees in the Arab region

Figure 29. Number of migrants and refugees in GCC countries, 1990-2020 (Millions) 
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Source: ESCWA calculations based on DESA, 2020.

Figure 30. Number of migrants and refugees from and in GCC countries, 2020 (Millions)
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Figure 31. Proportion of migrants and refugees from and in GCC countries, 2020
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Figure 32. Number and proportion of migrant and refugee women among the total migrant and refugee 
population in GCC countries, 1990-2020 (Millions and percentages)

Migrant and refugee women as a percentage of the total migrant and refugee population
Migrant and refugee population
Migrant and refugee women

1990 1995 2000 2005 2010 2015 2020

35

30

25

20

15

10

5

100%

80%

60%

40%

20%

0%

Source: ESCWA calculations based on DESA, 2020.

Figure 33. Distribution of migrants and refugees in GCC countries by age, age group and sex, 2020
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Source: ESCWA calculations based on DESA, 2020.

In 2020, there were almost 8.6 million migrant 
women in GCC countries, constituting 28 per 
cent of all migrants in the region (figure 32). 
Their number has increased by 20 per cent (1.4 
million) since 2015, but their proportion has 
remained stable. In 2020, there were over 4.2 
million women migrants in Saudi Arabia, 2.3 
million in the United Arab Emirates, and 1 million 
in Kuwait.

As for the age structure of migrants in the GCC 
subregion, in 2020, working-age men constituted 
56.8 per cent of the total migrant population, while 
working-age women represented 17.9 per cent. In 
total, working-age migrants represented 74.7 per 
cent of the total migrant population, the highest 
proportion of all subregions, while children 
comprised 13.9 per cent, young people 9.8 per 
cent, and older persons 1.6 per cent (figure 33).
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Figure 34. Regions of origin of migrants and refugees in GCC countries, 2020
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Almost three quarters of migrants in 
GCC countries originated from non-Arab 
Asian countries in 2020. Around 21 per 
cent (almost 6.5 million) came from Arab 
countries  (figure  34).

The main country of origin of migrants in the 
GCC subregion was India, with 9.6 million 
migrants in 2020, equivalent to 31 per cent of 

all migrants and refugees in the subregion 
(figure 35). Bangladesh and Pakistan were 
the countries of origin of around 3.4 million 
migrants each, and Egypt was the main Arab 
country of origin with 2.6 million migrants 
living in the GCC subregion. The proportional 
distribution of migrants in the GCC subregion 
among the top countries of origin has 
remained stable since 2015.

Figure 35. Top five countries of origin of migrants and refugees in GCC countries, 2020
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Figure 36. Number of migrants and refugees from GCC countries, 1990-2020

GCC Bahrain Kuwait Oman Qatar Saudi Arabia United Arab Emirates

1990 1995 2000 20102005 2015 2020

900,000

800,000

700,000

600,000

500,000

400,000

300,000

200,000

100,000

0
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Box 2. Migrant workers in the health-care field in the GCC subregion

The COVID-19 pandemic has highlighted the essential role of migrant workers in societies, particularly in countries 
that rely heavily on migrant workers to provide health-care services. GCC countries are represented prominently 
among these countries, with a particularly high proportion of health workers having a migration background. In 
Bahrain, around 16 per cent of physicians and 50 per cent of nurses were migrants as at 2019.a In Kuwait, 67 per cent 
of physicians, 48 per cent of dentists and 96 per cent of nurses were migrants as at 2017.b In Saudi Arabia, around 54 
per cent of physicians and dentists, and around 38 per cent of nurses were migrants as at 2020.c Acknowledging the 
importance of migrant workers for the GCC subregion’s health-care systems, annex 6 of the present report sets out 
the requirements for recruiting health professionals in GCC countries. Moreover, many women migrant workers are 
hired on domestic work contracts, but provide medical care.

a www.moh.gov.bh/Content/Files/Publications/statistics/HS2019/hs2019_a.htm.
b www.csb.gov.kw/Pages/Statistics_en?ID=59&ParentCatID=+70.
c www.moh.gov.sa/Ministry/Statistics/book/Pages/default.aspx.

Forced displacement to GCC countries has 
been minimal, both compared with the number 
of migrant workers in the subregion, and with 
forced displacement trends in other subregions. 
According to 2020 UNHCR data, nearly 3,200 
people were granted refugee status in GCC 
countries. There were also around 18,000 
asylum seekers in the subregion. UNHCR also 
reported more than 163,000 stateless persons in 
the subregion.22

(b) Migration and forced displacement from  
GCC countries

In 2020, around 824,000 migrants and refugees 
originated from GCC countries, a rise of 
approximately 64,000 (8 per cent) from 2015 (figure 
36). The number of migrants and refugees from the 
subregion has almost tripled since 1990 and has 
progressively grown since then, albeit at a slower 
pace since 2015. Migrants and refugees from GCC 

http://www.moh.gov.bh/Content/Files/Publications/statistics/HS2019/hs2019_a.htm
https://www.csb.gov.kw/Pages/Statistics_en?ID=59&ParentCatID=+70
https://www.moh.gov.sa/en/Ministry/Statistics/book/Pages/default.aspx


3535

Situation Report on International Migration 2021 Building forward better for migrants and refugees in the Arab region

countries represented roughly 1 per cent of the total 
population of the subregion in 2020, a percentage 
that has remained virtually the same since 1990.

As of 2020, approximately 371,000 women have 
moved outside of their GCC countries of origin, 
representing 45 per cent of all migrants and 
refugees from the subregion (figure 37). Between 
2015 and 2020, the number of women migrants 
and refugees rose for all GCC countries, ranging 
from an increase of 8 per cent in Qatar to 28 per 
cent in Bahrain. The proportion of migrant and 
refugee women among the total migrant and 
refugee population from GCC countries ranged 
from a high of 59 per cent in Bahrain to a low of 
39 per cent in Kuwait.

In 2020, around 41 per cent of migrants and 
refugees from GCC countries stayed within 
the Arab region (figure 38). In North America, 
Canada and the United States were the 
destination of 24 per cent of migrants and 
refugees from the subregion. Europe was the 
third largest region of destination, receiving 
more than 15 per cent of GCC migrants and 
refugees. Non-Arab Asian countries received 
14 per cent, most notably India, which was the 
fifth country of destination overall for migrants 
and refugees from the subregion (figure 39).

According to 2020 UNHCR data, the GCC 
subregion was the origin of around 4,300 refugees, 

predominantly from Saudi Arabia and Kuwait, 
which were the origin of around 2,000 and 1,400 
refugees, respectively. Their most common 
destinations were Canada, the United Kingdom 
and the United States. UNHCR also registered 
over 3,000 asylum seekers from the subregion.

2. Maghreb subregion

(a) Migration and forced displacement to the 
Maghreb

The total migrant and refugee population in the 
Maghreb stood at 1.2 million in 2020, a rise of 7 
per cent since 2015, which represents close to 
80,000 additional migrants and refugees (figure 
40). Libya is the country with the largest migrant 
and refugee population in the subregion: it 
hosted 67 per cent (827,000) of the migrants 
and refugees in the subregion in 2020, followed 
by Algeria at 20 per cent (250,000). While Libya 
has seen a steady increase in its migrant 
and refugee population since 1990, Algeria 
witnessed a decreasing migrant and refugee 
population from 1990 to 2005, after which the 
number of migrants and refugees slowly began 
increasing. Morocco and Tunisia were the 
destinations for 8 per cent and close to 5 per 
cent, respectively, of the migrant and refugee 
population in the subregion in 2020.

Figure 37. Number and proportion of migrant and refugee women among the total migrant and refugee 
population from GCC countries, 1990-2020
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Source: ESCWA calculations based on DESA, 2020.
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Figure 38. Regions of destination for migrants and refugees from GCC countries, 2020
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Figure 39. Top five countries of destination for migrants and refugees from GCC countries, 2020
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Figure 40. Number of migrants and refugees in the Maghreb, 1990-2020
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The Maghreb subregion is generally 
characterised by a larger number of persons 
leaving its countries than arriving to them 
(figure 41). The average share of migrants 
and refugees of the subregion’s population 
has been consistently low, currently making 
up around 1 per cent, while the proportion 
of nationals abroad compared with the total 
population of the subregion is slightly above 
6 per cent (figure 42). Algeria, Morocco and 

Tunisia all have significantly more nationals 
outside of the country than migrants and 
refugees residing in them, both in terms of 
absolute numbers and when compared with 
the total population. Libya, a destination 
and transit country for migrants, is an 
outlier showing the opposite pattern, and 
had a migrant and refugee population that 
comprised 12 per cent of its total population 
in 2020.

Figure 41. Number of migrants and refugees from and in the Maghreb, 2020 (Millions)
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Figure 42. Proportion of migrants and refugees from and in the Maghreb, 2020
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Figure 43. Number and proportion of migrant and refugee women among the total migrant and refugee 
population in the Maghreb, 1990-2020

Migrant and refugee population
Migrant and refugee women Migrant and refugee women as a percentage of the total migrant and refugee population

1990 1995 2000 2005 2010 2015 2020

1,400,000

1,200,000

1,000,000

800,000

600,000

400,000

200,000

0

100%

80%

60%

40%

20%

0%

Source: ESCWA calculations based on DESA, 2020.

The share of women migrants and refugees 
in the Maghreb was around 35 per cent 
in 2020, a proportion that has remained 
stable since 2005, after a dramatic 
decrease compared with 1990 when women 
represented 46 per cent of the migrant 
and refugee population in the subregion 
(figure 43). In 2020, there were around 
429,000 women migrants and refugees in the 
subregion, 5 per cent more than in 2015.

In terms of age structure, in 2020, children 
represented 14.6 per cent of the total migrant and 
refugee population in the subregion, while young 
people made up 14.4 per cent. The total working-
age population represented 64.6 per cent of 
the total migrant and refugee population, with 
working-age men comprising 45.2 per cent, and 
working-age women constituting 19.4 per cent. 
Older persons comprised 6.4 per cent of the total 
migrant and refugee population (figure 44).

Figure 44. Distribution of migrants and refugees in the Maghreb by age, age group and sex, 2020
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The Maghreb subregion is characterized by 
migrants and refugees predominantly from 
other Arab countries and, to a lesser extent, 
from sub-Saharan Africa. However, this picture 
could differ significantly when irregular and 
mixed movements are considered. Significant 
transit migration towards Europe also has a 
strong influence on migration patterns to the 
subregion. Two thirds of migrants and refugees 

in the Maghreb were from the Arab region in 
2020, comprising around 821,000 persons. Around 
15 per cent (191,000) of migrants and refugees 
originated from non-Arab African countries, and 
9 per cent (116,000) from Europe (figure 45).

In 2020, most migrants and refugees in the 
Maghreb came from the State of Palestine, 
totalling 337,000 (figure 46).

Figure 45. Regions of origin of migrants and refugees in the Maghreb, 2020
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Figure 46. Top five countries or territories of origin of migrants and refugees in the Maghreb, 2020
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Figure 47. Number of migrants and refugees from Maghreb countries, 1990-2020 (Millions)
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Source: ESCWA calculations based on DESA, 2020.

According to UNHCR, close to 113,000 
refugees were living in the Maghreb in 2020, 
mostly in Algeria, which was the destination 
of 87 per cent (98,000) of the subregion’s 
refugees. Libya had 4,000 registered 
refugees, Morocco had 8,000, and Tunisia 
had close to 3,000. Most refugees in the 
subregion came from Western Sahara and 
resided in Algeria. Furthermore, UNHCR 
reported over 51,000 asylum seekers in the 
Maghreb in 2020, around 78 per cent of them 
in Libya.

(b) Migration and forced displacement from  
the Maghreb

In 2020, around 19 per cent (6.4 million) of all 
migrants and refugees from the Arab region 
were from the Maghreb. Morocco was the top 
country of origin in the subregion, with nearly 
3.3 million nationals abroad, most of them 
migrant workers. It was followed by Algeria 
with 2 million, Tunisia with 902,000, and Libya 
with 186,000 migrants and refugees originating 

from the country (figure 47). Since 2015, the 
number of migrants and refugees from the 
subregion increased by 11 per cent. Nationals 
abroad compared with the total population of 
Maghreb countries represented 6 per cent in 
2020, ranging between a low of 3 per cent in 
the case of Libya and 9 per cent for Morocco.

Women made up 47 per cent of the migrant 
and refugee population from the Maghreb 
in 2020, totalling nearly 3 million (figure 
48). Morocco was the origin of the largest 
number of women migrants (1.6 million), 
followed by Algeria (937,000), Tunisia 
(400,000) and Libya (84,000).

In 2020, Europe was the predominant region 
of destination, receiving 86 per cent of 
migrants and refugees from the Maghreb, 
mostly in France with 3.1 million, Spain 
with 852,000, and Italy with 617,000 (figures 
49 and 50). France was the destination for 
49 per cent of migrants and refugees from 
the  Maghreb.
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Figure 48. Number and proportion of migrant and refugee women among the total migrant and refugee 
population from the Maghreb, 1990-2020
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Figure 49. Regions of destination for migrants and refugees from the Maghreb, 2020
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Figure 50. Top five countries of destination for migrants and refugees from the Maghreb, 2020
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Figure 51. Number of migrants and refugees in the Mashreq, 1990-2020 (Millions)
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The Maghreb was the origin of more than 28,000 
refugees as at 2020, with 62 per cent from 
Libya (18,000). The number of refugees from the 
subregion more than doubled between 2015 and 
2020, mostly owing to an upsurge of refugees 
from Libya. There were also around 24,000 
asylum seekers from the subregion.

3. Mashreq subregion

(a) Migration and forced displacement to 
the  Mashreq

The Mashreq hosted around 7.2 million migrants 
and refugees in 2020, comprising 18 per cent of 
the Arab region’s migrant and refugee population 
(figure 51). After steady growth in the migrant 
and refugee population since 1990, which 
increased at a faster rate from 2005 to 2015, 
the size of the migrant and refugee population 
has largely stabilized in the subregion. Jordan 
has hosted the largest number of migrants 
and refugees in the Mashreq since 1990, rising 
steadily from 1.1 million in 1990 to almost 3.5 
million in 2020. In 2012, Lebanon became the 
country with the second largest migrant and 
refugee population in the subregion. Lebanon 
saw a steep rise in its migrant and refugee 
population from 2010 to 2015, mainly owing to 

the influx of Syrian refugees, but this population 
decreased by almost 11 per cent (203,000) from 
2015 to 2020. In contrast, the migrant and refugee 
population in the Syrian Arab Republic, which 
has slowly increased since 1990, saw a sharp 
increase between 2005 and 2010 when it doubled 
in size, and then almost halved in size from 2010 
to 2015. Migrant and refugee populations in Egypt 
and Iraq have seen an increasing trend over the 
past three decades, with the migrant and refugee 
population of Egypt rising markedly between 2015 
and 2020, and that of Iraq between 2010 and 2015. 
Meanwhile, the figures for the State of Palestine 
remained stable between 1990 and 2020.

When comparing the numbers of migrants and 
refugees living in the subregion’s countries 
with the numbers of their nationals abroad 
(figure 52), there is a prominent pattern of 
significantly more nationals abroad originating 
from countries that have experienced violence, 
security threats and persecution, like Iraq, the 
State of Palestine and the Syrian Arab Republic. 
Egypt also has a much higher number of 
nationals outside the country than migrants and 
refugees present in the country, owing to the 
high rates of labour migration from the country, 
and low rates of labour migration and refugee 
movement into the country. Contrastingly, in 
Jordan and Lebanon, the main destination 
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countries for refugees from the Mashreq, there 
are a larger numbers of migrants and refugees 
in those countries than the number of their 
nationals living abroad.23

There is also considerable variation between 
Mashreq countries in terms of the share of 
migrants and refugees hosted by them relative 
to their total population (figure 53). While 
Jordan and Lebanon had high proportions of 
migrants and refugees (34 per cent and 25 per 
cent, respectively), they made up around 5 per 

cent in the State of Palestine24 and the Syrian 
Arab Republic, and 1 per cent in Egypt and Iraq.

Women made up almost half of the migrant 
and refugee population in the Mashreq in 2020 
(figure 54), a share that has remained stable 
since 1990. The number of women migrants and 
refugees increased by approximately 5 per cent 
from 2015 to reach almost 3.6 million in 2020.

Regarding age structure, child and young 
migrants and refugees were more common 

Figure 52. Number of migrants and refugees from and in the Mashreq, 2020 (Millions)
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Figure 53. Proportion of migrants and refugees from and in the Mashreq, 2020
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Figure 54. Number and proportion of migrant and refugee women among the total migrant and refugee 
population in the Mashreq, 1990-2020
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in the Mashreq than in the other subregions 
in 2020, comprising 29.7 per cent and 14.9 per 
cent, respectively, of the migrant and refugee 
population, and constituting a total of 44.6 per 
cent (figure 55). Working-age persons comprised 
50.3 per cent of the total migrant and refugee 
population, while older persons represented 

5.1 per cent. The distribution between men and 
women along all age groups was fairly even.

In 2020, around 93 per cent of migrants and 
refugees in the Mashreq were from the Arab 
region, totalling 6.7 million people, a significant 
number of whom were refugees (figure 56).

Figure 55. Distribution of migrants and refugees in the Mashreq by age, age group and sex, 2020
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The State of Palestine was the country of origin 
of almost 3.5 million migrants and refugees in 
the subregion (48 per cent), followed by the 
Syrian Arab Republic with slightly more than 
2.1 million (30 per cent), and Iraq with around 
531,000 (7 per cent) (figure 57).

As at 2020, 60 per cent of refugees under the 
UNHCR mandate in the Arab region lived in the 
Mashreq, totalling over 2.1 million persons. The 
vast majority of them originated from within the 
subregion. There were around 870,000 refugees 
reported by UNHCR in Lebanon, and nearly 
703,000 in Jordan. Egypt hosted close to 273,000 

reported refugees, Iraq hosted 270,000, and the 
Syrian Arab Republic hosted approximately 
15,000. The gender composition of refugees 
residing in the Mashreq was even, with both 
women and men constituting 50 per cent of the 
refugee population.

Moreover, at the end of 2020, UNRWA reported 
5.7 million Palestine refugees in its countries 
of operation, which are Jordan; Lebanon; 
the Syrian Arab Republic; the West Bank, 
including East Jerusalem; and the Gaza Strip. 
According to UNRWA data, over 2.3 million 
Palestine refugees were registered in Jordan, 
1.5 million in Gaza, and around 871,000 in the 
West Bank. Nearly 569,000 Palestine refugees 
were still registered with UNRWA in the Syrian 
Arab Republic, although many had fled to 
neighbouring countries and beyond owing to 
the ongoing conflict in the country. As such, 
UNRWA is currently aware of approximately 
430,000 Palestine refugees who remain in the 
Syrian Arab Republic, a third of whom continue 
to be internally displaced as a result of the 
Syrian civil war. Furthermore, approximately 
480,000 Palestine refugees were registered 
with UNRWA in Lebanon. Jordan and Lebanon 
continue to host the highest rates of refugees 
(registered with UNHCR and UNRWA) relative 
to their populations globally, at 29 and 20 per 
cent, respectively.

Figure 56. Regions of origin of migrants and refugees 
in the Mashreq, 2020
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Figure 57. Top five countries of origin of migrants and refugees in Mashreq countries, 2020
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Figure 58. Number of migrants and refugees from the Mashreq, 1990-2020 (Millions)
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(b) Migration and forced displacement from 
the  Mashreq

Migration and forced displacement from the 
Mashreq has almost quadrupled since 1990, when 
there were 5.2 million migrants and refugees from 
the subregion, reaching 19.8 million in 2020 (figure 
58). The migrant and refugee population from the 
Mashreq saw a drastic increase between 2010 
and 2015, mostly because of conflict, but the rate 
of growth has since somewhat decelerated. In 
2020, migrants and refugees from the Mashreq 
made up a high of 61 per cent of all migrants and 
refugees from Arab countries. The proportion of 
Mashreq nationals living abroad compared with 
the total population varied extensively between 
countries, reaching 79 per cent for the State 
of Palestine, 48 per cent for the Syrian Arab 
Republic, 13 per cent for Lebanon, and less than 8 
per cent for the remaining Mashreq countries.

The State of Palestine had the largest population 
abroad before 2010, whereafter it was surpassed 
by the Syrian Arab Republic. According to DESA, 
the migrant and refugee population abroad from 
the State of Palestine has been increasing steadily 
from 1.8 million in 1990 to 4 million in 2020. In 
contrast, the migrant and refugee population from 
the Syrian Arab Republic was slowly increasing 
until 2010 (less than doubling in a 20-year 
span), and then grew six-fold in just five years 

between 2010 and 2015 because of the ongoing 
conflict in the country that has resulted in large 
scale refugee movements. Growth rates have 
slowed since 2015 but remained substantial. As 
a result, there were close to 8.5 million migrants 
and refugees originating from the Syrian Arab 
Republic in 2020, which is 2 million people (31 
per cent) more than in 2015. Iraq has seen 
considerable fluctuation in its national migrant 
and refugee population owing to ongoing political 
instability. From 2005 to 2010, there was a 91 per 
cent increase in migrants and refugees from Iraq, 
totalling over 1.2 million people, and reaching a 
high of 2.6 million in 2010. This number decreased 
substantively in subsequent years to approach 
2005 levels owing to returns, but picked up again 
and reached close to 2.1 million in 2020.

There were 8.5 million women migrants and 
refugees from the Mashreq in 2020, representing 
43 per cent of the migrant and refugee population 
from the subregion (figure 59). Their number has 
grown by 20 per cent since 2015, and almost 
quadrupled since 1990. Egypt and Jordan, where 
labour emigration is the dominant pattern, had 
a relatively lower share of women among all 
migrants and refugees originating from these 
countries, representing 35 per cent and 37 per 
cent, respectively. In contrast, Iraq and the State of 
Palestine had the highest proportions, with women 
making up 50 per cent and 47 per cent, respectively.
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Arab countries received 58 per cent (11.5 million) 
of migrants and refugees from the Mashreq 
subregion, mainly from Jordan, Lebanon, Saudi 
Arabia and the United Arab Emirates. Non-Arab 
Asian countries, predominantly Turkey, received 
21 per cent, and Europe received 13 per cent 
(figures 60 and 61). Turkey was the main individual 
country of destination for migrants and refugees 
originating from the Mashreq in 2020, hosting 4 
million persons, almost 3.6 million of whom were 
refugees under the UNHCR mandate. This is an 
increase of around 1.2 million from the 2.9 million 
migrants and refugees from the Mashreq it hosted 
in 2015. Jordan was the second largest country 
of destination for migrants and refugees from 
the subregion, with close to 3.3 million persons. 
Lebanon, Saudi Arabia and the United Arab 
Emirates also counted significant numbers.

In 2020, there were around 7.2 million refugees 
originating from the Mashreq subregion, making 
up 35 per cent of all refugees worldwide, and 
81 per cent of all refugees from Arab countries. 
They were predominantly from the Syrian Arab 
Republic, which was the country of origin of 
almost 6.7 million refugees, displaced mostly by 
protracted conflict. Moreover, there were over 
333,000 refugees from Iraq, around 27,000 from 
Egypt, more than 5,000 from Lebanon, and over 
2,000 from Jordan. Furthermore, approximately 
100,000 refugees from the State of Palestine 
were registered with UNHCR according to 2020 
data, and UNRWA reported 5.7 million Palestine 
refugees under its mandate at the end of 2020. 
UNHCR also reported over 389,000 asylum seekers 
from the Mashreq in 2020, mostly from Iraq and 
the Syrian Arab Republic.

Figure 59. Number and proportion of migrant and refugee women among the total migrant and refugee 
population from the Mashreq, 1990-2020
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Source: ESCWA calculations based on DESA, 2020.

Figure 60. Regions of destination for migrants and refugees from the Mashreq, 2020
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Figure 61. Top five countries of destination for migrants and refugees from the Mashreq, 2020
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4. Arab least developed countries

(a) Migration and forced displacement to the Arab 
least developed countries

In contrast to the above subregions, which have 
seen a continuous upward trend in their migrant 
and refugee populations since 1990, the Arab 
LDCs witnessed a significant drop in the number 
of migrants and refugees between 1990 and 2005, 
contracting by 60 per cent from 2.2 million to slightly 
over 0.9 million (figure 62). The migrant and refugee 
population started growing in the Arab LDCs after 

2005, reaching 2.1 million in 2020. Between 2015 and 
2020, the Arab LDCs hosted almost 807,000 more 
migrants and refugees, constituting a 61 per cent 
increase. These fluctuations were driven mostly 
by developments in the number of migrants and 
refugees in the Sudan, as well as in Somalia and 
Yemen. The Sudan had the largest migrant and 
refugee population among the Arab LDCs in 2020, 
hosting almost 1.4 million migrants and refugees. 
In Yemen, the migrant and refugee population 
has been growing since 2005. Although it slowed 
between 2015 and 2020, it reached more than 
387,000 by 2020.

Box 3. Forced displacement in Yemen

Yemen remains at the crossroads of population movements. Between 2016 and 2020, thousands of Ethiopians and Somalis 
transited through Yemen, heading to other destinations. The COVID-19 pandemic created new mobility barriers and 
protection risks, causing arrivals to drop substantially in the last two years. These restrictions stranded many migrants. 
According to IOM, 77 per cent of arrivals in 2021 were men and 15 per cent were women. As more women migrated 
independently, many were believed to  have fallen victim to exploitation and abuse by smugglers and traffickers of 
human beings. The protection environment continued to deteriorate as fighting escalated around the country, displacing 
4 million Yemenis, destroying infrastructure, undermining the economy, curbing income opportunities, heightening food 
insecurity, and pushing families to adopt negative coping strategies. Yemen currently hosts some 141,000 refugees and 
asylum seekers, mainly from Somalia (80.5 per cent) and Ethiopia (11.5 per cent), of whom 40 per cent are women and 19 
per cent are children. The ongoing conflict and humanitarian crisis in Yemen, coupled with the pandemic, has taken a toll 
on refugees, increasing their dependency on humanitarian assistance from UNHCR and its partners; negatively affecting 
access to durable solutions, including voluntary repatriation; and shrinking asylum space.

Source: Compiled by UNHCR.
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Figure 62. Number of migrants and refugees in the Arab LDCs, 1990-2020
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Source: ESCWA calculations based on DESA, 2020.

With the exception of Djibouti and Mauritania, 
the Arab LDCs had a much larger number of 
nationals living abroad than of migrants and 
refugees within their territory (figure 63). In 
2020, migrants and refugees comprised 2 
per cent of the population of the Arab LDCs, 
a significant drop from 5 per cent in 1990 
(figure  64).

There were slightly more than 1 million migrant 
and refugee women in 2020 in the Arab LDCs, 
comprising 48 per cent of the migrant and 

refugee population, a proportion that has 
remained stable since 1990 (figure 65).

Migrants and refugees are evenly distributed 
between men and women across all age 
groups, with a slight proportional advantage 
for men over women below 65 years old (figure 
66). Children represented 33.3 per cent of the 
migrant and refugee population, young people 
totalled 15.7 per cent, working-age persons 
reached 45.6 per cent, and older persons 
represented 5.4 per cent.

Figure 63. Number of migrants and refugees from and in the Arab LDCs, 2020 (Millions)
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Figure 65. Number and proportion of migrant and refugee women among the total migrant and refugee 
population in the Arab LDCs, 1990-2020
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Source: ESCWA calculations based on DESA, 2020.

Figure 66. Distribution of migrants and refugees in the Arab LDCs by age, age group and sex, 2020
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Figure 64. Proportion of migrants and refugees from and in the Arab LDCs, 2020
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Figure 67. Regions of origin of migrants and refugees 
in the Arab LDCs, 2020
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Most migrants and refugees in the Arab 
LDCs came from non-Arab African countries, 
comprising almost 1.6 million persons or 73 
per cent of the migrants and refugees in the 
subregion. The Arab region was the origin of 22 
per cent of migrants and refugees in the Arab 
LDCs (figure 67).

In 2020, around 41 per cent (868,000) of the 
migrant and refugee population in the Arab 
LDCs originated from South Sudan, the 
vast majority of whom became refugees in 

neighbouring Sudan (figure 68). In 2020, the 
number of migrants and refugees from South 
Sudan was more than three times higher than 
in 2015, when that figure stood at 257,000. 
Somalia was the country of origin of over 
376,000 migrants and refugees staying in 
other Arab LDCs.

Based on 2020 UNHCR data, the Arab LDCs 
were the destination of 1.3 million refugees, 
the majority of whom stayed in the Sudan, 
which had over 1 million reported refugees. 
The number of refugees in the Arab LDCs 
has almost doubled since 2015, mostly driven 
by forced displacement from South Sudan 
to the Sudan. There were 167,000 registered 
refugees in Yemen; 94,000 in Mauritania; 21,000 
in Djibouti; and 11,000 in Somalia. The majority 
of refugees in the Arab LDCs came from one of 
the other Arab LDCs (mainly Somalia) or from 
neighbouring countries, predominantly Eritrea 
and South Sudan.

(b) Migration and forced displacement from the 
Arab least developed countries

Migration and forced displacement from the Arab 
LDCs has grown substantially from 2.1 million 
migrants and refugees in 1990 to over 5.7 million in 

Figure 68. Top five countries of origin of migrants and refugees in the Arab LDCs, 2020
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Figure 70. Number and proportion of migrant and refugee women among the total migrant and refugee 
population from the Arab LDCs, 1990-2020
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Figure 69. Number of migrants and refugees from the Arab LDCs, 1990-2020 (Millions)
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2020, comprising around 17 per cent of all migrants 
and refugees from Arab countries in 2020 (figure 
69). The share of Arab LDC nationals living abroad 
varied among countries, and was most significant 
in the case of the Comoros and Somalia, reaching 
17 per cent and 13 per cent, respectively, 
compared with their total populations.

The Sudan and Somalia were the top two countries 
of origin among the Arab LDCs, with around 2.1 
million and 2 million nationals living abroad in 2020, 
respectively. Yemen was the country of origin of 
slightly more than 1.3 million migrants and refugees 
in 2020, and the number of Yemeni migrants and 
refugees increased by 19 per cent between 2015 

and 2020. Around 151,000 migrants originated from 
the Comoros and 130,000 from Mauritania. Djibouti 
was the country of origin of the fewest migrants 
and refugees in the Arab region, with slightly more 
than 18,000 nationals living abroad.

Women represented 44 per cent of migrants 
and refugees from the Arab LDCs in 2020, 
accounting for 2.5 million women and girls 
(figure 70). This proportion has remained 
stable since 1990. In 2020, Yemen had the 
lowest proportion of women migrants and 
refugees from the country at 35 per cent, and 
the Comoros was the country with the highest 
proportion at 52 per cent.
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Figure 71. Regions of destination for migrants and refugees from the Arab LDCs, 2020
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In 2020, 45 per cent of migrants and refugees 
from the Arab LDCs (almost 2.6 million) 
resided in other Arab countries (figure 71). 
Saudi Arabia, which was the destination for 
22 per cent of the total migrant and refugee 
population from the Arab LDCs, or almost 
1.3 million persons, was the top country of 
destination (figure 72). Non-Arab Africa was 
the second largest destination region, hosting 
about 39 per cent of migrants and refugees 
from the Arab LDCs, with Chad, Ethiopia, Kenya 
and South Sudan in the top five destination 

countries for migrants and refugees from the 
Arab LDCs.

Registered refugees with UNHCR from the 
Arab LDCs amounted to nearly 1.7 million in 
2020, mostly coming from Somalia (815,000) 
and the Sudan (788,000). There were also 
close to 38,000 refugees from Mauritania, 
33,000 from Yemen, 2,000 from Djibouti, and 
793 from the Comoros. There were also 
158,000 asylum seekers from the Arab LDCs 
reported by UNHCR in 2020. 

Figure 72. Top five countries of destination for migrants and refugees from the Arab LDCs, 2020
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Figure 73. Remittance inflows to the Arab region by subregion, 1990-2020 (Millions of dollars)
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Source: World Bank, 2021a.

Note: Data for 2020 are estimates.

F. Inflows, outflows and costs of remittances in the Arab region

The Arab region, especially the GCC 
countries, are a major source of global 
remittances. Remittances constitute a 
significant source of income for several Arab 
countries. Remittances are an important 
contributor to development in migrants’ 
countries of origin. They have the potential 
to contribute to poverty reduction; are 
often used to finance education, health and 
housing; provide capital for purchases and 
investment; and increase the flow of foreign 
currency, among other benefits.

The Arab region received an estimated $57.9 
billion in remittances in 2020, constituting 
8 per cent of global remittance inflows. 
Remittance inflows to the region started 
to rise sharply from around $11 billion in 
2000, and although their amount decreased 
somewhat in 2009, 2015 and 2016, they have 
mostly seen a steady increase over the 
past two decades (figure 73). The COVID-19 
crisis that unfolded in 2020 has had an 
adverse effect on remittances, which have 
dropped by an estimated 2 per cent globally 
compared with pre-pandemic figures. The 
main reason behind this decline is the dual 
shock of the global economic slowdown 

and collapse of oil prices as a consequence 
of the pandemic. This downturn, however, 
appears to be less dramatic than initial 
estimates suggested. While more time is 
needed to assess the full picture of the 
fallout of the COVID-19 crisis on remittance 
flows, trends have so far reconfirmed the 
resilience and the counter-cyclical nature 
of remittances. Defying bleak outlooks, 
remittances to the Arab region increased by 
2.5 percent between 2019 and 2020. 

As for the individual subregions, the Mashreq 
received the largest amount of remittances at 
$43.2 billion in 2020, representing 75 per cent of all 
remittances sent to the region. Egypt was the top 
receiving Arab country with $29.6 billion in 2020. 
The Maghreb subregion received $11.2 billion, 
with Morocco receiving $7.4 billion. The Arab 
LDCs received $2.5 billion, while the GCC was the 
subregion with the lowest inflow of remittances 
in 2020, receiving less than 2 per cent of all 
remittances to the region at around $1 billion.

In 2019, remittance inflows exceeded the amount 
the region received in official development 
assistance and official aid by 1.8 times, totalling 
$31.6 billion (table 4). Remittances were also 1.7 
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times the amount the region received in net foreign 
direct investments (FDI), constituting $32.9 billion. 
Remittance inflows were a significant source of 
income in some countries: they represented 14 per 
cent of GDP in the Comoros and in Lebanon, 10 per 
cent in Jordan, and 9 per cent in Egypt. Remittances 
also exceeded 24 times the amount of FDI received 
by the State of Palestine, 21 times the FDI received 

by the Comoros, and five times the FDI received 
by  Jordan.

In 2018, approximately $30 billion in remittance 
inflows to the Arab region came from other Arab 
countries, representing 52 per cent of the region’s 
remittance inflows, mostly from Saudi Arabia 
($11.4 billion), the United Arab Emirates ($9 billion) 

Table 4. GDP, official development assistance, foreign direct investment and remittance inflows by country, 2019

2019

GDP 
(current 
dollars, 
millions)

Net official 
development 
assistance 

and official aid 
received (current 
dollars, millions)

 Foreign direct 
investment, net 

inflows (BoP, 
current dollars, 

millions)

Remittance 
inflows 
(current 
dollars, 
millions)

Remittance 
inflows as a 
percentage 

of GDP

Remittance 
inflows as a 
percentage 

of official 
development 
assistance

Remittance 
inflows as a 

percentage of 
foreign direct 

investment

Algeria 171,091 176 1,382 1,786 1.0% 1016.3% 129.2%

Bahrain 38,574 - 942 -

Comoros 1,166 78 8 169 14.5% 215.6% 2146.2%

Djibouti 3,325 272 182 79 2.4% 29.2% 43.7%

Egypt 303,092 1,741 9,010 26,781 8.8% 1538.6% 297.2%

Iraq 234,094 2,212 -3,076 859 0.4% 38.8%

Jordan 44,503 2,797 825 4,389 9.9% 156.9% 531.7%

Kuwait 134,629 - 675 26 0.0% 3.8%

Lebanon 51,992 1,525 2,223 7,410 14.3% 485.7% 333.3%

Libya 52,091 316 - -

Mauritania 7,601 412 -884 64 0.8% 15.6%

Morocco 119,700 758 1,600 6,963 5.8% 918.7% 435.2%

Oman 76,332 - 3,420 39 0.1% 1.1%

Qatar 175,838 - -2,813 577 0.3%

Saudi Arabia 792,967 - 4,563 334 0.0% 7.3%

Somalia - 1,866 447 1,577 84.5% 352.8%

State of Palestine - 2,234 122 2,861 128.0% 2352.1%

Sudan 30,513 1,625 - 522 1.7% 32.1%

Syrian Arab Republic - 10,250 -

Tunisia 38,797 984 810 2,050 5.3% 208.3% 253.0%

United Arab Emirates 421,142 - 13,787 -

Yemen 22,581 4,397 -371 -

Total Arab region 2,720,027 31,643 32,853 56,486 2.1% 178.5% 171.9%

Source: World Bank, 2021a, 2021c, 2021d, 2021e.
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and Kuwait ($4.2 billion) (figure 74). A further 25 
per cent (over $14.4 billion) came from Europe, 
notably from France ($5.3 billion), Italy ($2.1 billion), 

Spain ($1.9 billion), and Germany ($1.5 billion). An 
additional $5.6 billion, 10 per cent of the region’s 
inflow of remittances, came from North America.  

Figure 74. Top five remittance-sending countries to the Arab region, 2018 (Millions of dollars)
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Figure 75. Top five remittance-sending countries to GCC countries, 2018 (Millions of dollars)
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Figure 76. Top five remittance-sending countries to the Maghreb, 2018 (Millions of dollars)
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Figure 77. Top five remittance-sending countries to the Mashreq, 2018 (Millions of dollars)

9,147

22%

8,983

21%

8,153

20%

6,360

15%

3,926

9%

3,147

8%

2,210

5%

Saudi Arabia Rest of the world
United Arab

Emirates
Rest of the
Arab region

Kuwait United States
Jordan

Source: World Bank, 2019.

A subregional breakdown of remittances sent to 
the Arab region is provided in figures 75 to 78.

Close to a quarter (24 per cent) of global remittance 
outflows in 2019 came from the Arab region, 

estimated at $119 billion (figure 79), almost all (95 
per cent or $113 billion) from GCC countries. The 
Mashreq was the origin of $6.1 billion in remittances, 
the Maghreb of $244 million, and the Arab LDCs 
of $154 million. Top remittance-sending countries 

Figure 78. Top five remittance-sending countries to the Arab LDCs, 2018 (Millions of dollars)
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Figure 80. Top five countries receiving remittances from Arab countries, 2018 (Millions of dollars)
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Figure 79. Remittance outflows from Arab countries by subregion, 1990-2019 (Millions of dollars)
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from the region were the United Arab Emirates at 
$45 billion; Saudi Arabia at $31.2 billion; and Kuwait, 
Oman and Qatar ranging between approximately 
$9 billion and $15 billion each. As a result of 
considerably higher remittance outflows compared 
with remittance inflows to Arab countries, the net 
annual outflow of remittances from the region 
totalled $62.5 billion in 2019.

In 2018, non-Arab Asian countries received 72 
per cent, or $95.6 billion, of all remittances sent 
from Arab countries. Arab countries’ share 
of remittances originating from the region 

was 26 per cent, with Egypt receiving more 
remittances sent from Arab countries than all 
other countries in the region combined. Europe 
and non-Arab African countries both received 
around 1 per cent of all remittances sent from 
Arab  countries.

India received the largest amount of 
remittances from the Arab region, estimated at 
$48.6 billion in 2018, followed by Egypt at $20.9 
billion, Pakistan at $14.1 billion, the Philippines 
at $9.5 billion, and Bangladesh at $7.8 billion 
(figure 80).
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Box 4. Reducing the cost of remittances to the MENA region

At the end of 2020, sending remittances to the MENA region cost 6.58 per cent, slightly higher than the global 
average of 6.51 per cent,a but still far from the SDG 10.c target of by 2030 reducing to less than 3 per cent the 
transaction costs of migrant remittances and eliminate remittance corridors with costs higher than 5 per cent.

This has a large impact on receiving families in the region, as each percentage point in transaction costs deprives 
them of about $548 million per year. Remittances represent an average of 60 per cent of recipients’ family income 
(for both urban and rural families), and more than double their disposable income.b

In 2020, the MENA region experienced an initial increase in the cost of receiving remittances, but then witnessed the 
largest decrease in the last quarter of 2020 compared with other regions worldwide, namely from 7.51 to 6.58 per cent.c

In the MENA region, as is the case worldwide, the costs of non-digital remittance services (6.84 per cent) are higher 
than those of digital services (5.22 per cent).d
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Average costs of remittance services over time by region
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G. Summary of key findings

Migration and forced displacement in the 
Arab region continue to be characterised by a 
high degree of complexity, which was further 
intensified by the impact of the pandemic and 
the economic crisis witnessed in countries 
across the region. While it remains to be seen 
how deeply migration and forced displacement 
are going to be affected by the COVID-19 crisis, 
the Arab region remains a major arena of 
migration and refugee movements. 

In 2020, an estimated 41.4 million international 
migrants and refugees were residing in 
Arab countries, constituting 15 percent of all 
migrants and refugees globally. Around 33 per 
cent of migrants and refugees in the region 

were women, with considerable subregional 
variation owing to the various patterns of 
migration and forced displacement across 
subregions. Women made up almost half of the 
migrant and refugee population in the Mashreq 
and in the Arab LDCs, compared with 35 per 
cent in the Maghreb and only 28 per cent in the 
GCC subregion.

The GCC subregion, in particular, continues 
to be a labour migration hub, which hosted 
74 per cent of the total migrant and refugee 
population in the Arab region, or 30.8 
million persons, in 2020. It attracted mostly 
migrant workers, who constitute a significant 
proportion of the total workforce. However, 

The factors driving the high costs of transfers in some corridors include inconsistent data formats (fragmented and 
truncated) for cross-border payments (mainly relevant to banking processes), complex processing of compliance 
checks related to anti-money laundering and combating terrorism financing, limited operating hours, legacy 
technology platforms, long transaction chains, high funding costs, and weak competition.

Source: IFAD, 2017.

Note: In box 4, the MENA region is understood to comprise Algeria, Bahrain, Djibouti, Egypt, Iran, Iraq, Jordan, Kuwait, Lebanon, 
Libya, Morocco, the State of Palestine, Oman, Qatar, Saudi Arabia, the Syrian Arab Republic, Tunisia, the United Arab Emirates and 
Yemen.
a World Bank, 2020.
b IFAD, 2017.
c World Bank, 2020.
d Ibid.
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the pandemic coupled with the collapse 
in oil prices have caused unprecedented 
disruption to the economies of GCC countries, 
and exacerbated the risk of migrant workers 
ending up in an irregular situation owing to 
job loss, as well as the risk of immigration 
detention and forced return.

Migration and forced displacement is a 
less prominent feature in the Maghreb, as 
the subregion is not a destination for a high 
number of migrant workers or refugees. 
However, there is a significant trend of transit 
migration through the subregion, which is 
more difficult to document in terms of its 
volume owing to its often irregular nature. 
Migratory movement from Maghreb countries 
follows historical patterns and is heavily 
oriented towards  Europe.

In the Mashreq, forced displacement is 
a major driver of population movements, 
although there are also high numbers of 
migrant workers in Jordan and Lebanon. Both 
countries are also hosting large numbers of 
refugees, and have the highest proportions 
of refugees as a percentage of the total 
population worldwide. The subregion also 
accounts for a large majority (81 per cent) 
of refugees originating from Arab countries, 
most of them from the Syrian Arab Republic. 

The Arab LDCs are marked by intricate 
migration and forced displacement patterns, 
and by considerable fluctuations over time. 
Most migrants and refugees in the subregion 
are hosted by the Sudan, most of them 
refugees from neighbouring South Sudan. The 
Sudan, Somalia and to a lesser extent Yemen 

are main countries of origin of migrants 
and refugees. Transit migration through the 
subregion is also a significant  pattern. 

Forced displacement owing to violence and 
persecution continues to be a prominent 
feature of the Arab region. Around 43 per 
cent of the global refugee population under 
the UNHCR mandate originated from Arab 
countries in 2020, representing close to 8.9 
million people. Almost all came from the 
Mashreq (Iraq, the State of Palestine and the 
Syrian Arab Republic) or from the Arab LDCs 
(Somalia and the Sudan). As much as 73 per 
cent of all refugees from Arab countries 
stayed in countries that were sharing a 
land border with their countries of origin. 
Moreover, there were 5.7 million Palestine 
refugees registered with UNRWA and 17.1 
million conflict-induced internally displaced 
persons in the Arab region, accounting 
for 36 per cent of all IDPs displaced by 
conflict  globally.

The Arab region remains a remittance hub, 
despite the dual shock of the pandemic and 
falling oil prices, which have had notable 
consequences for remittance outflows from 
GCC countries, as well as considerable 
global  implications. 

Chapter 1 of the present report focused on 
key trends, patterns and drivers of migration 
and forced displacement in the Arab region. 
The following chapter provides an overview 
of recent policy developments in the area 
of migration governance in Arab countries 
at the national, bilateral, regional and 
global  levels.
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2. Policy developments in migration, 
asylum and statelessness governance 
in the Arab region
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Policy developments in migration, asylum and 
statelessness governance in the Arab region

2.

Summary statement 

Migration and forced displacement have been receiving great attention from policymakers and decision 
makers in the Arab region, resulting in an array of policy developments in migration, asylum and statelessness 
governance. The main policy areas addressed include labour migration; irregular migration; trafficking in 
persons and smuggling of migrants; forced displacement and refugee protection; admissions, visas, residency 
permits and naturalization; and expatriate and diaspora governance. In 2020 in particular, special measures 
were taken in response to the COVID-19 pandemic and the ensuing economic and social crises that hit Arab 
societies, including migrant and refugee populations. Labour migration, particularly in the context of the 
COVID-19 crisis, received by far the most attention, while the areas of admissions; visas, residency permits and 
naturalization; and forced displacement and refugee protection were also high on the policy agenda. Moreover, 
Arab countries have actively engaged in international and bilateral efforts to improve migration management 
and refugee protection, and intensified coordination in the context of the pandemic. 

Background

The adoption of the Global Compact for Safe, Orderly 
and Regular Migration and of the Global Compact 
on Refugees constituted a milestone in global 
collaboration to protect migrant and refugee rights. 
Building on long-standing commitments in international 
law, they provide a benchmark for considering 
policy developments in the area of migration and 
displacement at the national and regional levels. The 
COVID-19 crisis that unfolded during the reporting 
period of the present report highlights the key role 
of national policies and legislation and of regional 
cooperation in strengthening the resilience of migrant 
and refugee populations and communities in both 
countries of origin and  destination.

The present chapter provides an overview of national 
policies and of international and regional cooperation 
efforts related to migration governance and refugees, 
carried out by Arab countries between April 2019 and 
December 2020, building upon previous editions of 
the Situation Report on International Migration in the 
Arab Region. Policy developments in 2020 have been 
particularly affected by the COVID-19 crisis, and many 
of them cannot be understood without considering the 
impact of the pandemic on the multiple-layered crises 

affecting migrants and refugees.25 The implications for 
migrant workers have been especially pronounced, 
and merit further research and analysis beyond the 
scope of the present  chapter.

By providing a compendium of policy developments 
in the region, this chapter responds to the first 
objective of the Global Compact for Migration and to 
the Programme of Action of the Global Compact on 
Refugees (paragraphs 45-47), which focus on collecting 
and utilizing data to provide support for evidence-based 
policymaking. It also responds to SDG target 10.7 on 
facilitating orderly, safe, and responsible migration and 
mobility of people, including through implementation of 
planned and well-managed migration policies. 

Thematic areas of policy development covered in the 
present chapter include labour migration; irregular 
migration; trafficking in persons and smuggling of 
migrants; forced displacement and refugee protection; 
admissions, visas, residency permits and naturalization; 
and expatriate and diaspora governance. The chapter 
also reports on developments in global, interregional, 
regional, subregional and bilateral cooperation relating 
to migration, in which Arab countries have been 
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A. Information highlights 

In the area of labour migration, Arab countries, especially the 
GCC and Mashreq subregions that host significant numbers of 
migrant workers, enacted an array of regulations on work permits, 
recruitment and access to health care for migrant workers, among 
others. In addition, efforts to nationalize the labour force have been 
particularly pronounced in GCC countries.

Numerous policy changes and measures in the area of labour 
migration were adopted as a direct response to the COVID-19 
crisis. Several countries introduced new digital platforms to 
facilitate online access to and renewal of visas, work permits 
and contracts. Many countries also waived related fees and 
penalties, and took steps to extend COVID-19 testing and health-
care services to migrant workers.

Several countries adopted laws, strategies and updated their action 
plans related to refugees, asylum seekers and refugee returnees. 
Legal developments were mostly oriented at defining asylum 
seekers and the rights guaranteed to refugees. Specific measures 
and provisions in the area of administration, housing and health care 
were also adopted for refugees, refugee returnees and IDPs.

Trafficking in persons, including for forced labour, has been 
the subject of numerous policy responses, including drafting 
and revising laws and action plans, establishing specialized 
committees, and organizing awareness campaigns, while fewer 
policies have been adopted to address migrant smuggling.

Expatriate and diaspora governance also received heightened 
attention, particularly in the Maghreb. In addition to institutional 
developments in this area, several countries made efforts to 
repatriate expatriates and nationals stranded abroad as a result of 
COVID-19-related travel restriction.

involved. Under each of the subsections, policies 
that directly respond to the COVID-19 pandemic 
are highlighted as examples; however, they do not 
represent a comprehensive list of all policies and 
measures adopted in that  regard. 

Data sources for chapter 2 include official 
government publications and information, thematic 
studies and situation analyses, and reports from IOM 
country offices and other United Nations agencies. 
Where necessary, the research was complemented 
with information obtained from reliable news  outlets.

The present chapter acknowledges several 
limitations regarding its scope and methodology. It 
is a descriptive compilation of policy developments 
that occurred during the reporting period. While the 
research provides an overview of adopted policies, 
it does not discuss the implementation or the impact 
of those policies, nor does it provide a normative 
evaluation of adopted policies. Moreover, the policies 
reported are not accompanied by an analysis of 
the extent to which they align with international 
frameworks for governing migration, displacement 
and statelessness.
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B. National policies on international migration, forced displacement 
and statelessness 

1. Labour migration

The area of labour migration has by far 
seen the most policy developments in the 
reporting period for the present study (April 
2019 to December 2020). This is due, in part, 
to the significance of labour migration in the 
Arab region. According to ILO estimates, 12 
Arab Middle Eastern countries26 were the 
destination of 24.1 million migrant workers in 
2019, representing 14 per cent of all migrant 
workers globally.27 GCC countries in particular 
attract large numbers of migrant workers, 
along with some Mashreq countries, mainly 
Jordan and Lebanon. Moreover, the COVID-19 
crisis has had major implications for labour 
markets in the Arab region, to which countries 
reacted by adopting exceptional measures 
and policy changes that markedly affected 
migrant workers. The majority of developments 
in labour migration governance took place in 
GCC  countries.

Some policy changes and measures enacted 
during the reporting period also touched upon 
the kafala (sponsorship) system, through which 
labour migration is regulated in several Arab 
countries. Under this system, migrant workers 
need to have a sponsor to enter, stay, work, 
change employer, and/or in some cases exit the 
country. Kafeels, or sponsors, are responsible 
for the working and residency conditions 
of migrants, which restricts the mobility of 
migrants and often leaves them vulnerable to 
exploitation and abuse.

In a bid to maintain labour market stability 
in the context of the COVID-19 crisis, many 
developments were also related to the 
recruitment of migrant workers and to 
residency and work permits, which allow 
migrant workers to take on jobs in their 
countries of destination.

(a) Work visas and work permits

In 2019, the Labour Market Regulatory 
Authority (LMRA) of Bahrain launched a new 
modality for managing the work permits of 
migrants in the domestic workers categories, 
including domestic workers, gardeners, house 
guards, babysitters, drivers and cooks. The 
new Expatriate Management System allows 
employers or persons authorized on their 
behalf to handle the issuing and renewal of 
work permits, and adjust the occupation of 
foreign employees in a transparent one-stop-
shop  service.28 

Moreover, LMRA issued decision No. 2 of 2019, 
amending certain provisions of resolution No. 
76 of 2008 on the regulation of work permits 
for foreigners other than the category of 
domestic workers.29 The new decision aims 
to ensure that employers seeking to renew 
the work permits of migrant workers have 
respected workers’ rights, including the timely 
payment of wages. Moreover, employers 
are now required to register and update 
data on their businesses and employees 
regularly in the LMRA database, and commit 
to paying employee salaries according to 
the procedures, salary payment controls 
and requirements defined by the new Wage 
Protection System, the first phase of which 
became operational in May 2021.30 

The Bahraini Council of Ministers approved 
a number of measures aimed at advancing 
policies on the flexi-work permit. These 
measures include intensifying inspection 
campaigns to ensure that the holders of such 
permits do not engage in professions that 
require prior approval, and taking necessary 
action against workers in an irregular 
situation who did not abide by established 
regulatory  measures.31 
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In December 2020, the Jordanian Ministry of 
Labour issued the conditions, instructions and 
procedures for employing Syrian workers. 
These stipulations include requirements for 
receiving work permits, including for temporary 
and flexible work permits in the agriculture 
and construction sectors, and the type of jobs 
accessible to Syrian workers.32 

In Lebanon, a series of memos on work permits 
were issued during the period 2019-2020, 
addressing the validity of work permits for 
migrant workers,33 and the documents and 
processes required for their completion34 as 
well as their new cost.35 Lebanon also waived 
work permits for chairpersons of the board of 
directors of certain companies if they are non-
Lebanese and not residing in Lebanon.36 

Moreover, Lebanon issued a decision 
governing the provision of work permits for 
Palestinian workers,37 and two decisions for 
Syrian workers.38 The former defines who 
is a Palestinian refugee, and sets out the 
documents required for Palestinian workers 
and business owners to receive a work permit. 
The two decisions relating to Syrian nationals 
provide Syrian workers in irregular situations 
with a mechanism to regularize and rectify their 
legal situation in Lebanon, but they ceased to 
apply as of April 2020.

In the same context, other decisions were 
released in 2019 in Lebanon specifying that 
work and residency permits for foreign and 
Arab workers can be granted for one, two 
or three years according to a set of fees,39 
and providing a mechanism to regularize the 
situation of migrant workers who violate the 
terms of work and residency in Lebanon.40 

In September 2019, Saudi Arabia passed 
decision No. 48 declaring that the State would 
bear the fees of expatriate workers working in 
the industrial sector for a period of five years. In 
addition, starting October 2019 and for a period 
of five years, expatriate worker fees have been 
waived for licensed industrial establishments 

collected at the time of issuing and renewing 
work permits.41

Work visa and work permits in the context  
of COVID-19

Bahrain decided to waive the payment of 
monthly fees for work permits and the fees for 
issuance and renewal of flexi-work permits for 
three months as of 1 April 2020.42 

In Lebanon, the Ministry of Labour issued a 
memo to restart receiving applications for 
pre-approved work permits for all workers’ 
categories as of July 2020.43 In addition, the 
Ministry announced it would accept, on an 
exceptional basis, all required laboratory tests 
related to the process of obtaining work permits 
performed in private laboratories and hospitals 
until the end of 2020.44 

The Qatar Government announced that migrant 
workers who lost their jobs due to the COVID-19 
economic crisis would be allowed to remain in 
Qatar, and be provided with proper lodging and 
food. At the same time, migrant workers who 
were outside the country when flights were 
suspended would be able to renew their Qatar 
identity cards without penalties.45 

As part of its stimulus package to support the 
private sector, Saudi Arabia extended exit 
and re-entry visas from the country that were 
not used during the travel restrictions for a 
period of three months without charges. It also 
enabled employers to recover the fees of work 
visas that were not used during the ban on 
entry and exit, even if they were stamped in the 
passport, or to extend them for three months 
without charge.46 

In March 2020, the Government of the United 
Arab Emirates announced the exemption of 
foreign workers with expired work permits 
from the medical exam usually undertaken for 
issuance or renewal of work and residency 
permits. Instead, foreign workers had to pay 
the related fee through the approved payment 
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channel, while work and residency permits for 
enterprise workers and domestic workers were 
automatically renewed and issued.47 

In May 2020, the Jordanian Ministry of Labour 
announced the waiving of all labour-related 
fines and fees for migrant workers and their 
families who wanted to return to their home 
country. Migrant workers were also exempted 
from the fine for non-renewal of the annual 
residence permit stipulated in the Residency 
and Foreigners Affairs Law No. 24 of 1973.48

In March 2020, the Moroccan Government 
announced that work permits and migration 
permits that would have expired between 16 
March and 15 June 2020 would be automatically 
extended by six months.

(b) Recruitment of migrant workers

Several Omani ministerial decisions were 
passed in 2020 to regulate the recruitment of 
migrant workers, namely ministerial decision No. 
115/2020 governing the recruitment of non-Omani 
manpower in private sector establishments 
operating in cleaning services,49 ministerial 
decree 127/2020 governing the recruitment of 
non-Omani manpower in construction and brick 
factories,50 and ministerial decision 255/2020 
governing the recruitment of non-Omani 
manpower in private sector establishments 
operating in carpentry, blacksmithing, and 
aluminium workshop activities.51 

To support migrant workers, the Supreme 
Committee for Delivery and Legacy in Qatar 
compensated 40,000 workers with more than 
100 million Qatari riyals to reimburse the 
recruitment fees they had to pay illegally in their 
countries of origin, prior to their travel in Qatar.52  

In 2019, a tripartite technical committee 
under the Ministry of Vocational Training and 
Employment of Tunisia submitted the Law 
on the Organization of the Exercise of the 
Activities of Placement of Tunisians Abroad by 
Private Agencies (or Recruitment Law), which 

was approved, but not yet proclaimed, by the 
Council of Ministers on 8 May 2019. The new 
law extends the State’s authority to deliver 
sanctions to recruitment agencies that do not 
comply with defined operational and procedural 
standards, such as the ban on recruitment 
agencies to require any financial payment from 
prospective migrant workers, or regulations 
on the content of employment contracts. The 
Ministry of Labour then approved the formation 
of a new inspectorate to monitor and enforce 
the implementation of the Recruitment Law.53 

Recruitment of migrant workers in the context 
of COVID-19 

Acknowledging the risk of COVID-19 
transmission, the Ministry of Administrative 
Development, Labour and Social Affairs of Qatar 
launched in June 2020 a multilingual e-contract 
system, which electronically authenticates 
migrant workers’ employment contracts subject 
to the labour law, as an alternative to in-person 
visits by company representatives and migrant 
workers to the Ministry or to the Government 
Services Complex that were providing this 
service.54 In parallel, Qatar is continuing to 
operate Qatar Visa Centres in six countries 
of origin (Bangladesh, India, Nepal, Pakistan, 
Sri Lanka and the Philippines). The services 
include the electronic signature of employment 
contracts by migrant workers pre-departure. 

In 2019, the United Arab Emirates launched 
an updated version of the Virtual Labour 
Market platform developed by the Ministry 
of Human Resources and Emiratisation. The 
platform provides employment services to 
non-national job seekers and companies using 
artificial intelligence that matches job seekers 
to vacancies and tracks their professional 
development.55 The Ministry added another 
innovative feature to the platform in 2020 to 
further facilitate the recruitment process and 
support social distancing in light of COVID-19. 
The updated platform provides a one-stop 
shop that allows online job interviews, 
immediate completion of the assessment 
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process, and direct communication with 
candidates, recruitment teams and companies, 
among others. 

(c) Labour disputes

In December 2019, the Bahraini Cabinet 
approved a draft resolution to regulate the 
Authority for Settlement of Individual Labour 
Disputes at the Ministry of Labour and Social 
Development. The Authority aims to reach an 
amicable settlement between an employer 
and employee to reduce the number of cases 
presented to the judiciary.56 

The Bahraini Ministry of Justice, Islamic Affairs 
and Endowments and the Labour Market 
Regulatory Authority signed a memorandum 
of understanding with a view to enhancing 
joint work, including administrative assistance 
provided to migrant workers in filing  
labour lawsuits.57  

Saudi Arabia launched on a trial basis 
an electronic system called Weddi in 
September 2019 to help manage the 
amicable settlement of labour disputes by 
allowing employees to submit a complaint 
electronically.58 In instances where mediation 
by labour offices does not succeed, the 
case would be transferred to the Ministry 
of Justice.59 Types of disputes that can be 
settled through this system include those 
relating to employment contracts, wages, 
work-related injuries and compensation, 
disciplinary actions against employees, 
dismissal from work, end-of-service benefits, 
and holiday allowance.60 Domestic workers 
are not included in these provisions.

(d) Standardization of labour contracts

In June 2019, Morocco issued decree No. 
1356-19 to revamp employment contracts 
for foreigners, thus substituting the contract 
template of 2005. The new contract template 
allows equal treatment for Moroccan and 
migrant workers, and allows more economic 

and social guarantees for both the employee 
and employer.61 

Qatari decree-law No. 19 of 2020 underlines that 
all migrant workers have to be issued a work 
contract; and that employers cannot have their 
employees work for somebody else unless they 
are issued a permission from the Ministry of 
Administrative Development, Labour and Social 
Affairs granting them the right to do so for a 
period that does not exceed six  
months, extendable.

In April 2019, Saudi Arabia issued decision 
No. 156309 calling on private sector employers 
to register all employment contracts on the 
portal of the General Organisation for Social 
Insurance. This development enables the 
electronic verification of contracts, and helps 
ensure they adhere to labour law requirements 
and comply with the regulations of the Ministry 
of Human Resources and Social Development,62  
in an effort to standardize work contracts and 
increase the transparency of terms  
of employment.

In February 2020, the Government of Kuwait, 
in coordination with the Public Authority for 
Manpower, issued a new unified contract 
for domestic workers of all nationalities. 
The contract compels employers to provide 
domestic workers with appropriate living 
conditions, pay wages at the end of each 
month, and provide rest and leave periods.63  

(e) Regulations of domestic work

In February 2020, Jordan amended resolution 
194 on non-Jordanian domestic workers in 
the Aqaba Special Economic Zone to include 
a number of requirements, such as the 
presentation of a health certificate from the 
country of origin attesting that the migrant is free 
from diseases, including infectious diseases.

Regulation 63 of 2020 was enacted in Jordan in 
July 2020 to manage the recruitment of migrant 
domestic workers by organizing the work of 
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offices concerned with the recruitment of non-
Jordanian domestic workers in general. Jordan 
also amended regulation 90 of 2009 on domestic 
workers, chefs and gardeners. As a part of 
these regulations, workers have been given an 
extended timeframe to leave work or change 
employers from 30 days to 90 days. On the other 
hand, employers can claim compensation of 
recruitment fees from the recruitment agency 
if the domestic worker refuses/changes her 
employer within the first 90 days.

In Kuwait, the Ministry of Interior banned in 
December 2019 the recruitment of domestic 
workers from 27 countries, 2 in Asia and 25 in 
Africa, due to the absence of a bilateral labour 
agreement between Kuwait and these countries 
and because they had no embassies in Kuwait.64  

In Lebanon, in September 2020, the Minister 
of Labour adopted the Standard Unified 
Contract for the Employment of Migrant 
Domestic Workers. The revised contract clearly 
stipulates that domestic workers can leave 
the household during their weekly day off and 
annual leave, and that they are not required to 
pay recruitment fees or related costs. It also 
prohibits employers from withholding wages 
and confiscating passports and other personal 
documents. A key provision in the contract is 
the termination clause, which enables either 
the employer or employee to terminate the 
contract unilaterally by providing one month’s 
notice, and to terminate it immediately in 
the event of violations of the terms of the 
contract.65 This legal instrument was, however, 
suspended in November 2020 by the Shura 
Council, Lebanon’s highest administrative court, 
following an appeal by the Syndicate of the 
Owners of Recruitment Agencies.66 

The United Arab Emirates adopted resolution 
No. 22 of 2019 to reinforce federal law No. 
10 enacted in 2017, giving migrant domestic 
workers the right to terminate their contracts in 
case of sexual harassment or any kind of abuse 
by the employer, or if the employer fails to meet 
contractual obligations. The law aims to protect 

migrant domestic workers’ rights by allowing 
them to retain their personal documentation, 
receive mandatory time off, and access legal 
processes in case of contract violations by 
employers or recruitment agencies.67 

In 2019, the Ministry of Human Resources 
and Emiratization of the United Arab Emirates 
issued a decision to allow domestic workers 
who are over the age of 60, and are already 
in the country, to remain after the conclusion 
of their employment contracts and to renew 
them provided that their employer covers 
health-related cost during the workers’ stay in 
the country, and provided the migrants hold a 
residency permit.68 

The Ministry of Human Resources and 
Emiratization also announced in January 
2020 the implementation of new standards for 
sponsoring domestic workers in accordance 
with federal law No. 10 of 2017 on domestic 
workers, for a period of two years.69 The new 
standards raised the monthly income required 
for a household to hire a domestic helper from 
6,000, to 25,000 dirhams or more.70 In June 
2020, the Ministry stipulated that domestic 
workers wishing to work in the United Arab 
Emirates must undertake a mental health 
assessment and receive a certificate of good 
conduct. The decision, however, does not take 
into consideration the relationship between 
domestic workers and employers, particularly 
if the former is subjected to different forms of 
abuse and violence.71 

(f) Updating labour laws 

In November 2020, the Bahraini Ministry 
of Labour and Social Development issued 
a clarification regarding unemployment 
benefits. It stated that under the unemployment 
insurance law promulgated by decree-law No. 
78 of 2006, unemployment benefits are only paid 
to unemployed Bahrainis, while non-Bahrainis 
are only entitled to receive compensation in the 
event of arbitrary and unlawful dismissal  
from work. 
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To protect female worker’s rights, the United 
Arab Emirates amended in 2019 the federal law 
No. 8 of 1980 on the organization of work stating 
that an employer may not terminate the service 
of a working woman, including female migrant 
workers, or give her a notice owing to her 
pregnancy, and that any termination of service 
on the basis of pregnancy would be considered 
arbitrary. The amendments also prohibit any 
type of discrimination that would deter equality 
of opportunity and infringe, among other things, 
on equality in accessing employment. Women 
migrant domestic workers are not included 
under these provisions.72 

Saudi Arabia passed royal decree No. M/134 
approving decision No. 684 on amendments 
to travel documents, civil status, labour code 
and social insurance schemes.73 The decision, 
passed in July 2019, introduces several 
amendments to the labour law, including 
an amendment to article 155 prohibiting 
employers from dismissing pregnant women, 
and from issuing dismissal notices while a 
female worker is pregnant or on maternity 
leave.74 Women migrant domestic workers 
are not included under the labour law, and as 
such are not protected by its provisions.75 

In February 2019, the Ministry of Labour and 
Social Affairs in Somalia finalized the draft for the 
employment policy, which provides a foundation 
to create sustainable employment opportunities 
for all, including vulnerable segments of society, 
such as IDPs, and to prohibit forced labour.76 

Updating labour laws in the context of COVID-19

Saudi Arabia added article 41 to the 
Implementing Regulation of the Labour Law to 
regulate the application of salary reductions, 
annual leave and unpaid leave on national and 
migrant workers during the COVID-19 crisis. 
The new directives were to be implemented for 
a period of six months starting April 2020. The 
directives include a provision to compensate 
the employee in the event of arbitrary dismissal 
during this period. It also allows employees, 

whether foreigners or Saudi nationals, to 
challenge any dismissal or any decision taken 
contrary to article 41 or to the Labour Law.77  

(g) Reforms to the kafala system

On 4 November 2020, the Saudi Ministry of 
Human Resources and Social Development 
launched a labour reform initiative aimed at 
enhancing labour mobility allowing transfer 
between employers and easing exit and re-
entry requirements to the country. A decision 
by the Minister followed on 5 November 2020, 
specifying the terms for allowing foreign 
employees to change or leave jobs without 
the consent of their employer.78 Under the new 
regulations, migrant workers covered by the 
reform are allowed to exit the country without 
the employer’s permission, after submitting 
a request to the Ministry. The employer is 
notified electronically of their departure. 
Migrant workers covered by the reform are 
also allowed to transfer between employers 
upon the expiry of the binding work contract 
without the employer’s consent.79 The reforms 
came into effect on 14 March 2021. The reform 
initiative only applies to migrant workers who 
fall under the jurisdiction of the labour law, 
excluding certain categories of workers such 
as domestic, agricultural and sea workers.80  

Qatar adopted law No 18 of 2020, which 
removed for employees the no-objection 
certificate requirement to change jobs, 
and introduced new rules on termination of 
employment. Workers can now terminate and 
change jobs upon reasonable notice at any 
time of their employment contract (a one-month 
written notice is required if they have been 
working for an employer for two years or less, 
and a two-month notice if they have been with 
the employer for more than two years).81  

Reforms to the kafala system in the context  
of COVID-19

Saudi Arabia temporarily eased restrictions on 
migrant workers’ mobility between employers 
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to minimize worker layoffs and enhance 
the movement of migrant workers, without 
conditions, between private companies that 
continue to have high demand for labour during 
the pandemic.82 

(h) Labour force nationalization

Bahrain launched the National Employment 
Programme in February 2019, which prioritizes 
the employment of Bahraini citizens by 
enhancing their capacities, employability and 
employment opportunities. Two resolutions 
were passed under this programme: the 
first increased the fees for issuing work 
permits under the optional parallel system to 
Bahrainization from 300 to 500 dinars; and the 
second increased the fee for flexi-work permits 
from 200 to 500 dinars, with a monthly fee of  
30 dinars.83 

In March 2019, Bahrain issued law No. 1 of 2019 
amending article 14 of law No. 21 of 2015 on 
private health institutions, which implements a 
prioritization of employment of Bahraini doctors, 
technicians and nurses in private health 
institutions, unless there is a need for special 
expertise that is rare and unavailable. Private 
health institutions were expected to start 
implementing these provisions immediately 
upon the expiration of the contracts of current 
expatriate medical staff.84 

In June 2019, the Bahraini Labour Market 
Regulatory Authority announced a new scheme 
under the National Employment Programme to 
increase employment opportunities for Bahraini 
university graduates: firms in the private 
sector could recruit from the list of university 
graduates registered with the Ministry of 
Labour and Social Development. As a result, 
the issuance of work permits submitted by a 
company to the Ministry would be placed on 
hold for 14 days to allow the Ministry to contact 
the company and deliver a shortlist of suitable 
domestic candidates registered with the 
Ministry for the job vacancy in question.85 

In Jordan, the Ministry of Labour issued 
decision No.58/2020 restricting non-Jordanian 
workers from working in specific professions to 
reduce national unemployment levels.86 

In Kuwait, towards the end of December 2018, 
as part of efforts to nationalize the workforce, 
the Ministry for Economic Affairs prepared a 
five-year plan for 2019-2024 aimed at reducing 
by half the number of migrant workers in 
Kuwait, which currently exceeds 3.3 million. The 
first step was to issue a decision in early 2019 to 
suspend the appointment of migrant workers in 
all government institutions.87 

Since then, Kuwait has rolled out plans to 
reduce the number of migrant workers in the 
private sector.88 As per the plan publicized in 
October 2019, the number of migrant workers in 
the private sector should be reduced by half a 
million (31.2 per cent), from 1.6 million workers 
to 1.1 million workers, by 2021.89 Incentives will 
be presented to private sector companies that 
implement Kuwaitization by giving them priority 
to partner in the implementation of government 
projects included in the National Development 
Plan 2035, in addition to giving them tax 
incentives and discounts on government-
provided services.90 

Similarly, the Emirati Cabinet adopted 10 
strategic decisions to support workforce 
nationalization in September 2019.91 Public 
and semi-public institutions are expected to 
facilitate a 10 per cent annual increase in the 
proportion of nationals working in support 
services; government entities are to restrict 
new appointments in administrative and 
supervisory positions to Emiratis; and all public, 
semi-public and private institutions are to give 
employment priority to nationals in 160 targeted 
professions. Incentives will be provided to 
complying companies, whereas companies that 
fail to abide by this decision will have to make 
contributions to the nationalization programme 
of a value to be determined by the Cabinet.92 The 
decisions came into effect in November 2019. 
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The Emirates Job Bank was also launched 
in November 2019,93 which is a government 
platform that enables citizens to apply to 
vacancies in the public and private sectors in 
targeted professions, giving priority to nationals 
in the recruitment process.94  

A series of Omani ministerial decisions were 
passed, setting the percentage of the Omani 
workforce in several industries in the private 
sector. Ministerial decision 168/2020 set the 
percentage of national workers in coastal 
fishing and trade at 15 per cent in 2020, 17 per 
cent in 2021, 20 per cent in 2022, 23 per cent in 
2023, and 25 per cent in 2024. Passed in June 
2020, ministerial decision 169/2020 set the 
percentage for the mining sector. Ministerial 
decision 450/2019, an earlier decision passed 
in September 2019, does the same for the 
electricity and water sectors. In a similar 
manner, a series of Omani ministerial decisions 
were passed in 2019 regarding the temporary 
suspension, or extension of suspensions, of 
recruiting foreigners in different industries, 
including sales and marketing, information and 
technology, finance, media and carpentry.95 

In November 2019, Saudi Arabia issued decision 
No. 63717, which introduced changes to the 
Nitaqat labour nationalization programme 
launched in 2011. The decision provides 
further incentives to firms to provide more job 
opportunities to Saudis, and improve the ratio of 
national to migrant workers.96 

Subsequently, the Saudi Arabian Ministry of 
Human Resources and Social Development 
passed several industry-specific nationalization 
measures, including decision No. 61842 of 
November 2019 on the nationalization of 
dentistry professions. In December 2019, a 
decision on the first phase of nationalization of 
jobs in the hospitality sector came into effect, 
stipulating that only Saudi nationals should 
be employed in the areas of marketing and 
sales, reservations, purchases, front offices, 
and various administrative positions.97 The 
first phase of a similar ministerial decision on 

the nationalization of 20 per cent of jobs in 
pharmacy and related specialties came into 
effect in July 2020.98 In August 2020, the Ministry 
passed decision No. 686 on the nationalization 
of 20 per cent of engineering professions in 
establishments.99 Moreover, decision No. 28889 
of 6 October 2020 on the nationalization of the 
communication and information technology 
professions requires employers with five 
or more employees working in specific job 
categories to nationalize 25 per cent of the 
existing positions under each category.100  

The Qatari Ministry of Administrative 
Development, Labour and Social Affairs 
announced that it was implementing a 
replacement and nationalization plan for 
2020. The Ministry also requested raising the 
percentage of Qatarization of jobs in human 
resources departments to 95 per cent in 
ministries and other government agencies and 
public bodies and institutions, and an increase 
of no less than 4 per cent annually in other 
departments in the aforementioned institutions.101

(i) Ratification of international conventions

In April 2020, Oman ratified the International 
Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural 
Rights. The States adopting the Covenant 
recognize the right of everyone to the 
enjoyment of just and favourable conditions 
of work, including fair wages and equal 
remuneration for work; a decent living; safe 
and healthy working conditions rest; leisure 
and reasonable limitation of working hours and 
periodic holidays with pay; and remuneration 
for public holidays (article 7).102 

In December 2020, the Government of Saudi 
Arabia ratified the ILO Protection of Wages 
Convention 1949 (No. 95), and the Hygiene 
(Commerce and Offices) Convention 1964 (No. 
120). Both conventions will enter into force 
in December 2021. The ratification sets out 
safeguards that are especially crucial in the 
context of the COVID-19 response.103 

https://mjla.gov.om/eng/legislation/decisions/details.aspx?Id=1490&type=D
https://mjla.gov.om/eng/legislation/decisions/details.aspx?Id=1491&type=D
https://mjla.gov.om/eng/legislation/decisions/details.aspx?Id=1345&type=D
https://hrsd.gov.sa/sites/default/files/63717.pdf
https://hrsd.gov.sa/sites/default/files/61842_0.pdf
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(j) Wage payment and protection

In August 2020, Qatar adopted law No. 17 of 
2020 on determining the national minimum 
wage for workers and domestic workers. This 
law sets a non-discriminatory minimum wage 
for all workers in Qatar, including domestic 
workers. The law notes that the Minister of 
Administrative Development, Labour and Social 
Affairs will issue a decision determining the 
minimum wage, to be reviewed once a year, and 
that a committee will be established to support 
the Minister in that regard.104  

Saudi Arabia launched the Mudad platform 
in July 2020, aimed at supporting small and 
medium enterprises in adhering to Wage 
Protection System (WPS) requirements by 
providing them with possible solutions to 
salary management problems and payroll 
automation. This should contribute to 
increased transparency and reliability of the 
financial operations of enterprises.105 Saudi 
Arabia also implemented the fifteenth phase 
of WPS in May 2020, obliging companies with 
11 or more workers to register in the system; 
followed by the sixteenth phase in August 
2020, whereby enrolment in WPS becomes 
obligatory to companies with 5 to 10 workers.106 
The aim of WPS, launched in the second 
half of 2013, is to increase transparency in 
private sector firms, help protect the rights of 
both employers and employees, and ensure 
that salaries are paid on time and as per 
employment contracts.

Wage payment and protection in the context  
of COVID-19

In Qatar, the Ministry of Administrative 
Development, Labour and Social Affairs 
requested all private sector companies to 
continue paying full salaries for migrant 
workers who are in quarantine or receiving 
COVID-19 treatment, and announced that it 
would monitor the implementation of the policy 
and take legal action against companies that 
violate these obligations, in line with Qatari 

labour laws. The Government allocated $824 
million to support these companies in paying 
salaries, and launched a multi-lingual hotline 
service to receive worker complaints.107 

(k) Labour trafficking and other labour-related offenses

Within the framework of streamlining the 
national referral mechanism and improving 
the prosecution of crimes related to trafficking 
in persons, the Labour Market Regulatory 
Authority of Bahrain assumed the responsibility 
for preparing cases instead of the Ministry of 
Justice. As a result, the Authority established 
two new directorates in 2020: the Preventive 
Inspection Directorate that identifies, 
investigates and documents labour exploitation, 
with a special focus on trafficking; and the 
Grievances and Protections Directorate, which 
receives, registers and documents labour-
related criminal cases, while acting as a pro 
bono legal clinic for migrant workers.108 

In 2019, the Ministry of Interior in Kuwait 
announced that 10,000 migrant workers who 
were sponsored by fake Kuwaiti-owned 
companies would not be deported, and would 
be allowed to legalize their stay in Kuwait for 
free and to transfer to other companies if they 
so wished.109  

In a move to counteract trafficking in persons, 
the Ministry of Labour in Lebanon issued in 2020 
a public notice cautioning employers about 
sharing advertisements and announcements 
about domestic workers on social media, and 
denouncing these actions as illegal activities. 
The Ministry stated that these actions deterred 
human rights, and were considered as 
trafficking in persons and thus punishable  
by law.110 

In June 2019, Saudi Arabia adopted ministerial 
decision No. 178743 amending the list of 
violations and corresponding penalties to be 
commensurate with changes to labour code 
regulations. The amendments include new fines 
imposed on employers for committing violations 
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against workers, including migrant workers. 
The additional fines are related to offences 
regarding various employment issues, including 
registries and record keeping, falsifying 
workers’ information, engaging in activities 
that involve visa trading, offences surrounding 
occupational safety, health and women’s work 
conditions, and various breaches related to 
recruitment activities.111  

Labour trafficking and other labour-related 
offenses in the context of COVID-19

Saudi Arabia released 250 foreign detainees 
held on non-violent immigration and residency 
offences for subsequent repatriation. The 
measure was taken to curb the spread of 
COVID-19 among the inmates of crowded 
detention centres.112 

(l) Measures related to the health and housing of 
migrant workers

Bahrain introduced decision No. 76/2020, 
setting standards and specifications for 
the accommodation of migrant workers 
to safeguard their rights. The decision’s 
stipulations included the minimum size of a 
residence, and adequate facilities, furniture  
and appliances.113  

In February 2019, ministerial decision No. 
57/2019 provided for the establishment of a 
committee chaired by the Kuwait Municipality 
to monitor and address the housing of migrant 
worker men who are single (or who are not 
accompanied by their families), and who live 
in private and model residential areas. The 
decision builds on law No. 125 of 1992 and 
other regulations that aim to limit the spread of 
this phenomenon.114 The committee is tasked 
with developing a mechanism to manage 
the housing of migrant worker men who are 
single, follow-up on citizens’ complaints in that 
regard, and take all the necessary measures to 
implement the mechanism in collaboration with 
the relevant authorities.115  

Measures related to the health and housing of 
migrant workers in the context of COVID-19

Bahrain introduced a set of measures to assist 
migrant workers in mitigating the impact of 
COVID-19. In April 2020, the Ministry of Health 
waived the general medical consultation 
fee of 7 dinars, paid by non-Bahrainis in the 
institutions affiliated to the Ministry for a period 
of three months.116 The Ministry also committed 
to providing free medical and health-care 
services for COVID-19 testing, quarantine and 
treatment to nationals and residents alike.117 

During the same period, the Ministry of Labour 
and Social Development of Bahrain issued 
a circular on fighting and preventing the 
spread of COVID-19 in worksites and workers’ 
accommodation.118 The circular targeted 
private sector entities and set out a number of 
directives for both employers and workers to 
take all the required precautionary measures 
against the spread of COVID-19. 

Bahrain also launched several initiatives in 
multiple languages via various media outlets 
to raise awareness among migrant workers 
on how to prevent COVID-19 transmission. In 
addition, the Ministry of Labour and Social 
Development carried out field inspection visits 
to workers’ accommodations.119  

As part of measures to ward off the economic 
impact of COVID-19, migrant workers in Bahrain 
benefited from a nation-wide decision to 
withhold the payment of electricity and water 
bills and municipal fees for companies and 
individuals for a period of three months in 2020.120  

In May 2020, the Ministry of Public Works of 
Kuwait announced that it would equip and 
allocate temporary housing to 25,000 expatriates 
working in service companies contracted by 
the Ministry of Health to ensure proper social 
distancing in times of COVID-19.121 

In the United Arab Emirates, several health 
policy measures were taken to curb the spread 
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of COVID-19, such as free testing and treatment 
of persons exhibiting symptoms,122 and covering 
the medical costs of all infected workers.123  

(m)  Foreign investment and business ownership

Following the issuance of the federal law by 
decree No. 19 of 2018 regarding foreign direct 
investment in September 2018, the Emirati 
Cabinet adopted a decision in July 2019 
allowing foreign investors to own up to 100 per 
cent of shares in commercial companies in 
13 economic sectors covering 122 economic 
activities. The decision notes that specific rules 
will govern each sector, and leaves it to local 
governments to determine the percentage 
of foreign investors’ ownership in different 
economic activities.124 The sectors include 
renewable energy, space, agriculture and 
manufacturing; transportation and storage; 
accommodation and food services; information 
and communication; professional, scientific 
and technical services; administrative services; 
support services; education; health; arts and 
entertainment; and construction.

Emirati federal law by decree No. 26 of September 
2020, amending some provisions of federal law No. 
2 of 2015 regarding commercial companies, gives 
permission to foreign entrepreneurs and investors, 
regardless of their nationality, to fully establish 
and own companies in the country without the 
need for  a sponsor.125  

In Oman, the Foreign Capital Investment Law 
promulgated in 1994 was replaced by a new 
measure announced by royal decree 50/2019. 
The new law sets out the requirements for 
expatriates to establish businesses in Oman, 
and includes several provisions to protect the 
rights of foreign investors, such as requiring a 
notification by the Ministry of Commerce and 
Industry in the case of a violation and allowing 
a period of 30 days to rectify the offence, 
guaranteeing protection from arbitrary or illegal 
seizure of assets, and establishing a council for 
grievances of foreign investors. 

(n) Institutional developments

In May 2019, the Emirati Cabinet adopted a 
decision to reduce or cancel more than 1,500 
service fees on a number of services in the 
Ministry of Interior, the Ministry of Economy, 
and the Ministry of Human Resources and 
Emiratisation, benefiting both citizens and 
foreign workers residing in the country.126 
The decision came as part of the efforts 
exerted by the Government to reduce 
the cost of doing business in the country, 
enhance the attractiveness of the economy, 
promote economic growth, and increase 
job  opportunities.127 

The Ministry of Human Resources and Social 
Development of Saudi Arabia launched the 
Qiwa digital platform in April 2019, combining 
all employment services to enhance service 
provision and increase labour market 
efficiency.128 The platform supports the provision 
of data and statistics to help address the 
challenges facing businesses and employees, 
and to enhance efficiency and productivity in 
the workplace.129 It also supports initiatives that 
focus on improving the business environment 
to attract greater foreign and local investment, 
and to help create new job opportunities, 
thereby contributing to the achievement of 
Vision 2030.130 

(o) Other policies regarding migrant workers

In July 2019, Lebanon passed decision 
No.1/82, based on decree No. 4340 of 2019, 
by which the Ministry of Labour sanctioned 
grace periods to settle the status of migrant 
workers in an irregular situation. This decision 
outlines procedures for labour inspections 
at establishments that hired foreign workers 
without a work permit, and the subsequent legal 
measures. However, the decision does not apply 
to domestic workers in an irregular situation.

Lebanon also passed memo 2/13 in February 
2020 that requests heads of units at the Ministry 
of Labour who are responsible for processing 

https://wipolex-res.wipo.int/edocs/lexdocs/laws/en/ae/ae044en.pdf
http://zayedalshamsi.ae/wp-content/uploads/2020/11/%D9%85%D8%B1%D8%B3%D9%88%D9%85-%D8%A8%D9%82%D8%A7%D9%86%D9%88%D9%86-%D8%A7%D8%AA%D8%AD%D8%A7%D8%AF%D9%8A-%D8%B1%D9%82%D9%85-26-%D9%84%D8%B3%D9%86%D8%A9-2020-%D8%A8%D8%AA%D8%B9%D8%AF%D9%8A%D9%84-%D8%A8%D8%B9%D8%B6-%D8%A7%D9%94%D8%AD%D9%83%D8%A7%D9%85-%D8%A7%D9%84%D9%82%D8%A7%D9%86%D9%88%D9%86-%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%A7%D8%AA%D8%AD%D8%A7%D8%AF%D9%8A....pdf
https://mjla.gov.om/eng/legislation/decrees/details.aspx?Id=1091&type=L
https://www.labor.gov.lb/Temp/Files/d2932a83-9022-4785-bd01-5b9069e10142.pdf
https://www.labor.gov.lb/Temp/Files/cd85d92b-05a7-4274-879e-8ce0856b7e1b.pdf
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rejected applications of migrant workers to 
ask foreign workers to provide justification for 
requesting an appeal, and to include relevant 
documents to support their request.

In April 2019, the Minister of Administrative 
Development, Labour and Social Affairs of Qatar 
signed a decision outlining the conditions and 
procedures for electing worker representatives 
to joint committees in companies and 
establishments that have 30 or more employees. 
The joint committees include an equal number 
of representatives of the employer and the 
workers, and address work-related matters, 
including organization of work, means to increase 
productivity, provision of training programmes, 
social services, risk prevention, workplace 
inclusion, and improving the level of compliance 
with occupational safety and health rules.131  

Decision No. 51 of 2020 by the Qatari Interior 
Minister emphasized the need to notify 
the relevant department at the Ministry of 
Administrative Development, Labour and 
Social Affairs of a migrant worker’s change of 
employer, in accordance with the established 
rules and procedures; and the need to have 
a residence permit valid for at least 90 days, 
unless the permit has expired for reasons 
beyond the worker’s control.132 

Other policies regarding migrant workers in the 
context of COVID-19 

In Jordan, the Ministry of Labour issued work 
protocols/procedures and preventive measures 
to curb the spread of COVID-19. The protocols 
covered all sectors excluding domestic work.133 

The Ministry of Social Affairs in Kuwait 
launched a new online platform to provide food 
assistance to migrant workers in the private 
sector who were affected by measures to 
prevent the spread of COVID-19.134 

To offset the loss in revenues as a result of 
the decline in oil prices and the slowdown 
of economic activity during the pandemic, 

austerity measures were implemented in Qatar 
in 2020. The Ministry of Finance instructed all 
government institutions to reduce by 30 per 
cent the monthly costs paid by the Government 
to employ foreign workers, effective 1 June 
2020. However, the directives left it to the 
discretion of the public institution to decide 
whether to introduce salary cuts or to provide 
migrant workers working in these institutions 
with a two-month notice before making  
them redundant.135 

Government agencies concerned with 
employment and labour launched a number 
of campaigns across the United Arab 
Emirates to raise awareness on COVID-19 
in multiple languages via various media 
outlets to ensure that information would be 
accessible to the largest number of migrant 
workers. The Government also teamed up 
with charities to provide low-skilled migrant 
workers with personal protection equipment, 
food supplies and meals, and to promote 
social cohesion with various initiatives,136 
such as the 10 Million Meal Campaign;137 
Together We Are Okay announced by the 
Community Contributions Authority Ma’an;138 
You Are Among Your Family, which was 
launched to sponsor and care for the 
families who lost one of their members 
to COVID-19 and who are residing in the 
country regardless of their nationality;139 
Fund of the UAE: Homeland of Humanity;140 
and the Social Solidarity Fund, which also 
sponsored travel tickets for migrant workers 
who were hard hit by COVID-19.141  

The Ministry of Human Resources and 
Emiratisation of the United Arab Emirates 
launched on 30 March 2020 a national 
programme to stabilize the labour market, and 
ensure business continuity in the private sector. 
Ministerial resolution No. 279 of 2020 introduced 
guidance on employment-related measures that 
employers can take in response to the COVID-19 
crisis. The resolution includes guidelines on 
teleworking, granting workers temporary 
leave without pay, introducing temporary 
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amendments to work contracts, reducing 
workers’ wages temporarily or permanently, 
and registering the excess of non-national 
workers in the Virtual Labour Market platform.142 
The Ministry also implemented the Early Leave 
initiative to support and protect the rights 
of migrant workers wishing to return home 
during lockdown.143 The Ministry also launched 
the Together We Overcome the Challenge 
campaign in seven languages to inform workers 
of their rights, including the importance of wage 
settlement through WPS, the availability of a 
salary complaint service that allows workers to 
report delays in wage payment, and a hotline 
service that provides information and advice  
to workers.144 

In the light of the COVID-19 crisis, the 
Tunisian Ministry of Social Affairs issued 
recommendations to employers, government 
institutions and landlords on the fair 
and humane treatment of migrants; and 
confirmed in-kind and financial grants to 
vulnerable migrants, support to civil society 
organizations, and waivers for expiry of work 
and immigration permits.145 

2. Irregular migration

Migrants in an irregular situation generally lack 
the required documents or authorization to 
enter, stay or work in a country. The combination 
of precarious situations in countries of origin 
and a lack of access to regular migration 
pathways often leads to irregular migration, 
however, migrants can also fall into situations 
of irregularity owing to administrative errors, 
the action (or inaction) of sponsors, or because 
they left their employer without permission or 
escaped an abusive situation.146  

Especially in light of the COVID-19 crisis, 
several Arab countries adopted measures that 
granted migrants in an irregular situation the 
opportunity to either regularize their status, or 
to leave the country without incurring fines  
or penalties.

(a) Regularization 

In July 2020, the Ministry of Immigration and 
Expatriate Affairs and the Ministry of Education 
of Egypt partnered with the Egypt Country Office 
of the World Food Programme to launch a new 
online training programme for school teachers 
on addressing irregular migration.147 As part of 
the presidential Life Saving Boats initiative to 
promote safe migration, this training programme 
raised awareness on irregular migration from 
Egypt and its dangers, and on providing safe 
alternatives for migration.148  

In July 2020, the Lebanese General Security 
provided guidelines for regularizing the status of 
Arab citizens and foreigners who either entered 
Lebanon irregularly or whose residency permit 
has expired, providing special instructions for 
migrant workers and their sponsors and for 
Syrian nationals, but without addressing the 
situation of Palestinian refugees fleeing the 
Syrian Arab Republic.149 The guidelines specify all 
necessary paperwork and information on which 
regional offices can process respective cases.150  

In Algeria, ministerial instruction No. 9 of July 
2019151 allows border police to exceptionally 
grant a regularization visa to foreigners at 
border crossings, especially on  
humanitarian grounds. 

Regularization in the context of COVID-19

In April 2020, as part of Bahraini efforts to 
reduce the humanitarian and economic impact 
caused by the pandemic, the Labour Market 
Regulatory Authority announced a grace period 
with immediate effect and until the end of the 
year for all migrant workers in an irregular 
situation to regularize their status.152 

The Emirati Cabinet issued a decision in 
May 2020 granting migrants and visitors with 
irregular status, whose residency permits or 
visas expired prior to March 2020, an exemption 
period of three months starting 18 May 2020, 
during which they could leave the country 
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without having to pay any of the fines incurred 
for expiration of visas, identification documents 
or work permits. The Cabinet decision also 
noted the possibility for beneficiaries from the 
exemption to return to the country in the future 
once they meet the necessary  
visa requirements.153 

In the light of the coronavirus pandemic, 
Kuwait issued a decision in March 2020 
allowing migrants in an irregular situation 
who had overstayed their visa to leave the 
country without paying fines or the cost of 
their travel, and without being banned from 
re-entering the country.154 The grace period 
for no-penalty departure was offered for a 
month starting in April 2020. Migrants who 
failed to regularize their status during the 
aforementioned period risked deportation, and 
were prohibited from re-entering the country. 
The Ministry of Interior also provided an option 
for some migrants, such as domestic workers; 
migrants whose visas or permits expired in 
March 2020 onwards; and spouses, parents 
and children of Kuwaiti citizens to regularize 
their status by paying a fee.155 To facilitate safe 
departures, Kuwait used schools as shelters to 
accommodate migrants in an irregular situation 
by completing the necessary procedures for 
repatriation until the date of travel.156 Another 
amnesty period was announced in November 
2020 for the period 1-31 December 2020. 
However, unlike previously, migrants were 
required to pay overstay fines but were offered 
a chance to re-enter the country again on new 
labour visas.157  

(b) Border control 

In July 2019, Algeria issued a ministerial decree 
aimed at identifying coordination modalities 
between the different authorities concerned 
with land and coast inspection and control for 
the purposes of implementing joint patrols, and 
arresting and penalizing all types of offenders and 
law breakers (drug dealers, organized criminals, 
terrorists, persons engaged in illegal transportation 
activities.) Article 7 provides that authorities should 

exchange information on preparations or attempts 
at migration, including irregular migration by sea, 
and illegal sailing and docking operations.158 

In December 2019, Libya announced the 
formation of a joint committee on irregular 
migration for the Tobruk region, bringing 
together the Illegal Immigration Service, 
the Passport Investigation Department, the 
Municipal Guard, and the Chairman of the 
Steering Council.159 

The Libyan Ministry of Interior passed resolution 
No. 829 of 2020 regarding the establishment of 
a joint security chamber to address irregular 
migration. The chamber’s first meeting discussed 
mechanisms of cooperation and coordination, 
and the speed of information exchange and flow 
between agencies concerned with addressing 
irregular migration.160  

3. Trafficking in persons and smuggling  
of migrants

Migrant smuggling is defined in the Protocol 
Against the Smuggling of Migrants by Land, 
Sea and Air, supplementing the United Nations 
Convention against Transnational Organized 
Crime, as “procurement in order to obtain, 
directly or indirectly, a financial or other 
material benefit, of the illegal entry of a person 
into a State Party of which the person is not a 
national or a permanent resident”.

Trafficking in persons is defined in the Protocol 
to Prevent, Suppress and Punish Trafficking 
in Persons Especially Women and Children, 
also supplementing the Convention, as “the 
recruitment, transportation, transfer, harbouring 
or receipt of persons, by means of the threat 
or use of force or other forms of coercion, of 
abduction, of fraud, of deception, of the abuse 
of power or of a position of vulnerability or of 
the giving or receiving of payments or benefits 
to achieve the consent of a person having 
control over another person, for the purpose  
of exploitation”.
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During the reporting period for the present 
study (April 2019 to December 2020), several 
Arab countries organized prevention and 
awareness campaigns on trafficking in persons 
and smuggling of migrants. Countries also 
established or reformed entities addressing 
these issues.

(a) Institutional developments  

The Attorney General of Bahrain issued 
decision No. 34 for 2020,161 establishing a 
prosecution office for trafficking in persons to 
investigate types of crimes stipulated in law No. 
1 of 2008 on combating trafficking in persons.162 

In March 2020, the Iraqi Ministry of Interior 
restructured and upgraded the anti-trafficking 
in persons unit to “directorate” level, enlarging 
it to include six sections, 14 units, and two 
offices in Baghdad. The new units include an 
information technology team that compiles 
data, a strategic planning unit to develop 
relevant policies, a provincial outreach unit, 
and a unit that coordinates the inter-ministerial 
counter-trafficking committee.163 

In June 2019, the Kurdistan Regional Government 
in Iraq established the Erbil Office of the 
Directorate for Combating Human Trafficking. In 
addition, a non-governmental organization was 
permitted to operate the first trafficking shelter in 
the Iraqi Kurdistan Region.164 

In April 2020, Kuwait formed a working group 
focused on combatting human trafficking 
and dealing with violators of residency laws. 
The group includes representatives from the 
Ministry of Justice, the Public Authority for 
Manpower, the Ministry of Interior, and the 
Department for Legal Advice and Legislation. It 
is responsible for determining the appropriate 
mechanism to deal with residency permit 
dealers, investigate violation cases, verify 
data and information gathered to help identify 
perpetrators of “ghost labour”165 in the country, 
and support taking necessary legal  
measures against them.166 

Morocco officially launched a national 
Commission to combat trafficking in persons 
in April 2019, three years after the adoption 
of a 2016 law on trafficking in persons. The 
members of the Commission representing 
ministerial departments, security services, 
national institutions, and civil society 
organizations were asked to develop a national 
plan and mechanisms combining prevention 
and awareness on the one hand, and the 
required measures for sanction, deterrence and 
protection, on the other.167 

As part of the commitment by Saudi Arabia 
to improve the national response to combat 
trafficking in persons, the National Committee to 
Combat Human Trafficking launched a national 
referral mechanism for victims of trafficking in 
March 2020, in collaboration with the United 
Nations Office on Drugs and Crime and the 
International Organization for Migration.168 
The Supreme Judicial Council of Saudi Arabia 
passed a resolution in February 2020 requesting 
the submission of cases for prosecution under 
the anti-trafficking law, such as those on 
potential forced labour and sex trafficking, to 
specialized criminal courts. Moreover, a panel 
made up of five experts on human trafficking 
was established by the Public Prosecution 
Office to provide it with advice and support, and 
to inform the review and development of anti-
trafficking policy.169 

In Egypt, the Standard Operating Procedures 
(SOPs) on the Protection and Assistance of Child 
Asylum Seekers, Refugees, and Victims of Migrant 
Smuggling and Trafficking in Persons were adopted 
and published in January 2020.170 The SOPs are 
inclusive of children on the move, including asylum 
seekers, refugees, child migrants, and smuggled 
and trafficked children. The SOPs aim to create a 
national pathway for the case management of child 
asylum-seekers, refugees and victims of migrant 
smuggling and trafficking in persons; to provide 
them with the necessary services to ensure that 
they enjoy all their rights without discrimination; and 
to protect them from all forms of violence, abuse 
and exploitation. The SOPs also aim to promote 
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coordination between the relevant national entities, 
and set the necessary controls for the engagement 
of international organizations and civil  
society organizations.171 

In July 2019, Tunisia passed decree law 
No. 2019-653, which established operating 
procedures and guidelines for the National 
Authority and four specialized commissions, 
and their responsibility to monitor, evaluate, 
research, train, develop and track cases of 
victims of trafficking in persons.172  

(b) Other relevant measures and developments

In February 2020, Mauritania approved a 
draft law that repeals and replaces certain 
provisions of law No. 2010-021 on combating 
the smuggling of migrants. The new law better 
protects the human rights of migrants, grants 
specific protection measures for children and 
other vulnerable persons, introduces sanctions 
for smuggling of migrants at sea, and makes 
provisions for facilitating the voluntary return 
of smuggled migrants to their home country. 
The National Assembly approved the law in 
July 2020.173 

In Mauritania, draft legislation amending law 
No. 25/2003 on the prevention and suppression 
of trafficking in persons and the protection of 
victims was approved by the Cabinet in March 
2020, and passed by the National Assembly 
in July 2020. The revision was based on input 
from civil society organizations and government 
ministries during several workshops. It 
strengthens the protection of victims, provides 
for accompanying measures, and streamlines 
penalties for trafficking in persons.174 

The national anti-trafficking action plan 
of Iraq, launched in March 2019, included 
awareness campaigns that advertised its 
anti-trafficking hotline.175

In March 2020, the newly consolidated 
National Committee to Combat Human 
Trafficking of the Sudan drafted, finalized, and 

approved the 2020-2022 national action plan 
to combat human trafficking. The Kassala 
state government drafted a state-level action 
plan mirroring the national action plan.176 The 
Sudanese Government also signed the Juba 
Peace Agreement in October 2020. Among 
other things, the peace deal aims to combat 
trafficking in person, irregular migration, and 
cross-border crime, and to facilitate the safe 
return of IDPs and refugees to their areas  
of origin. 

Two SOPs, one for family tracing and 
reunification and another for the protection 
of child victims of trafficking, were adopted 
in the Sudan in 2019, allowing a systematized 
approach to support children on the move 
and unaccompanied and separated children 
through family tracing and reunification. The 
interagency anti-trafficking coordination 
group benefitted greatly from the adoption 
of the SOPs, which identified the roles and 
responsibilities of different actors.177 

The Algerian parliament adopted law No.15/20 
related to prevention of kidnapping crimes. 
The law stipulated stricter punishment if the 
kidnapping was carried out by international 
organized criminal groups, or if it was for the 
purpose of child trafficking.178  

In June 2020, the Comoros ratified the 2000 
Protocol to Prevent, Suppress and Punish 
Trafficking in Persons, Especially Women and 
Children, supplementing the United Nations 
Convention against Transnational Organized 
Crime. The ratification of this additional protocol 
is intended to prevent and combat such crime 
and facilitate international cooperation  
against it.179 

Moreover, in December 2020, the Comoros 
became the 150th State Party to ratify the 
Protocol against the Smuggling of Migrants by 
Land, Sea and Air, supplementing the United 
Nations Convention against Transnational 
Organized Crime. The protocol aims to prevent 
and combat smuggling of migrants by land, sea 

https://constitutionnet.org/sites/default/files/2021-03/Juba%20Agreement%20for%20Peace%20in%20Sudan%20-%20Official%20ENGLISH.PDF
https://constitutionnet.org/sites/default/files/2021-03/Juba%20Agreement%20for%20Peace%20in%20Sudan%20-%20Official%20ENGLISH.PDF
https://www.ohchr.org/en/instruments-mechanisms/instruments/protocol-prevent-suppress-and-punish-trafficking-persons
https://www.ohchr.org/en/instruments-mechanisms/instruments/protocol-prevent-suppress-and-punish-trafficking-persons
https://www.ohchr.org/en/instruments-mechanisms/instruments/protocol-prevent-suppress-and-punish-trafficking-persons
https://www.ohchr.org/en/instruments-mechanisms/instruments/protocol-prevent-suppress-and-punish-trafficking-persons
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and air; promote cooperation between states; 
and protect the rights of migrants.180 

4. Forced displacement and 
refugee  protection

Forced displacement to and from Arab 
countries continues to be a prominent feature 
of the region. In 2020, over 9.4 million refugees 
sought protection in the region, including 3.6 
million refugees under the UNHCR mandate, 
and 5.7 million Palestine refugees registered 
with UNRWA. At the same time, Arab countries 
were the origin of over 8.8 million refugees 
under the UNHCR mandate. 

Although only 9 of the 22 Arab countries 
have ratified the 1951 Convention Relating to 
the Status of Refugees and its 1967 Protocol 
(annex 5 to the present report), regulations and 
special provisions for persons fleeing conflict 
and persecution are in place in many Arab 
countries. During the reporting period for the 
present study (April 2019 to December 2020), 
several countries enacted policy developments 
and updated plans related to refugees, in 
particular refugee return.

(a) Access to asylum, refugee status and residency 

In April 2019, Qatar passed Council of Ministers 
decision No. 12 of 2019 defining groups of 
persons to be granted political asylum, which 
builds on law No. 11 of 2018 on regulating 
political asylum. Decision No. 12 determines 
five groups of persons that, if persecuted or 
threatened, can be granted political asylum in 
the country, namely human rights defenders, 
media correspondents who document war 
crimes and crimes against humanity, members 
of political parties, religious sects or ethnic 
minorities, writers and researchers, and former 
or current government officials who oppose or 
defect from their Governments.181 

In February 2020, Iraq published its Regional 
Refugee and Resilience Plan 2020-2021 in 

Response to the Syria Crisis, setting out how the 
country might better coordinate and address the 
needs of Syrian refugees. This newest edition 
places an emphasis on protecting the rights of 
refugees, their resilience, building communities 
while addressing development needs, and 
building state capacity to implement the plan.182 

Jordan published the latest update of the 
Jordan Response Plan (JRP), which has since 
2015 been the only comprehensive national 
plan through which the international community 
provides financial support to respond to the 
Syrian crisis. The latest JRP (2020-2022) aims 
to reduce pressures associated with Jordan 
being a host country, improve living conditions, 
and help refugees and host communities rely on 
themselves in eliminating vulnerabilities.

(b) Refugee return 

In January 2019, the Banadir Regional 
Administration and Municipality of Mogadishu 
in Somalia established the Internally Displaced 
Person and Refugee Returnees Policy in 
response to the National Development 
Plan (2017-2019) objective of enhancing the 
country’s resilience capacity by sustainably 
reducing the number of IDPs, by integrating 
them in mainstream life and addressing the 
underlying causes of their displacement. 
Somalia also passed the National Policy on 
Refugee-Returnees and Internally Displaced 
Persons in November 2019, which codifies the 
Government’s responsibility for the first time, 
both at the federal and state levels, regarding 
facilitating sustainable solutions for IDPs.183 
The legislation protects the rights of IDPs and 
refugee-returnees; and creates a framework 
to prevent further forced displacement, 
provide protection and assistance during 
displacement, and to find a durable solution to 
their displacement.

In February 2020, the Syrian Cabinet approved 
a plan to gradually restore basic services, 
infrastructure and economic opportunities in 
provinces that had been severely damaged by 

https://reliefweb.int/report/iraq/iraq-country-chapter-3rp-regional-refugee-resilience-plan-2020-2021-response-syria
https://reliefweb.int/report/iraq/iraq-country-chapter-3rp-regional-refugee-resilience-plan-2020-2021-response-syria
https://reliefweb.int/report/iraq/iraq-country-chapter-3rp-regional-refugee-resilience-plan-2020-2021-response-syria
https://reliefweb.int/report/jordan/jordan-response-plan-syria-crisis-2020-2022
https://www.refworld.org/country,,,,SOM,,5cb4953e4,0.html
https://www.refworld.org/country,,,,SOM,,5cb4953e4,0.html
https://www.refworld.org/country,,,,SOM,,5d8332c64,0.html
https://www.refworld.org/country,,,,SOM,,5d8332c64,0.html
https://www.refworld.org/country,,,,SOM,,5d8332c64,0.html
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the conflict, and have been receiving groups of 
refugee-returnees from Lebanon through the 
centres of al-Dabbousyia, Jussyia and Jdeidet 
Yabous in the vicinity of Homs and Damascus. 
The administrative process includes entrance 
measures such as documentation, as well as 
providing medical services for those in need.184  

Individual refugees returning to the Syrian 
Arab Republic, including Palestinian refugees 
who lived in the country before the conflict, 
were impacted by Syrian Cabinet decision 
No. 46, which came into effect in August 
2020,185 and which requires all Syrian citizens 
and Palestinian refugees registered with the 
Syrian General Authority for Palestinian Arab 
Refugees to exchange $100 to Syrian pounds 
in accordance with the official exchange rate 
at the border before being allowed entry into 
the territory.186 Individuals aged 18 and under 
and those who drive commercial vehicles 
are exempted from the policy, with further 
adjustments made to the decision in 2021.

In June 2020, the Syrian Government made 
several decisions on the future of Al-Yarmouk 
Camp, and on facilitating the return of 
Palestinian refugees who have long been 
residents of the camp.187 The Government 
launched an official registration process 
for those wishing to return to the camp in 
November 2020, which is limited to former 
residents who can show proof of ownership, 
have a “sound” structural house inside the 
camp, and can obtain security clearance.

(c) Access of refugees, IDPs and returnees to 
economic and social services and rights 

In April 2019, Qatar passed Council of Ministers 
decision No. 13 of 2019 defining the rights of 
political refugees in the country, and their 
advantages and benefits including freedom of 
movement, the right to work, housing, health 
care, and education.188 

In June 2019, Mauritania partnered with 
UNHCR to continue registering Malian 

refugees within the Mbera camp, and to 
begin out-of-camp registration in Nouakchott 
and Nouadhibou. Identification cards 
were distributed and birth certificates 
were granted to refugee children born in 
Mauritania.189 Furthermore, the Government 
included the Mbera refugee camp in national 
health services.190 

In March 2019, the Ministry of Labour and 
Social Affairs of Somalia developed the 
country’s first National Social Protection Policy, 
which sets out a framework for a national social 
protection system in Somalia from 2019 to 2040. 
The Government recognizes IDPs in Somalia as 
one of the most vulnerable groups in society, 
and has made provisions to create a safety net 
to address their needs.

In an effort to provide tenure security and 
address the housing needs of IDPs and 
refugee-returnees, Somalia passed the 
Interim Protocol on Land Distribution for 
Housing to Eligible Refugee-Returnees and 
Internally Displaced Persons in November 
2019. The Interim Protocol establishes the 
eligibility criteria for land distribution, the 
availability of land for distribution, priority 
in land allocation, the determination 
of beneficiaries, and the obligations of 
beneficiaries and land ownership.

The Somali Government also established 
national eviction guidelines that lay out 
conditions, safeguards and a process for legal 
evictions, in line with international standards. 
The guidelines prevent arbitrary and forced 
eviction of occupiers of public and private 
properties, from homes, encampments and 
other lands, thus protecting the rights of IDPs 
and refugee-returnees to residence.

The Ministry of Social Affairs of Tunisia issued a 
decision in May 2019 on the inclusion of refugees 
registered with UNHCR, employed with a contract 
or self-employed in the social security system, 
which grants them access to social services, 
including health insurance and retirement funds.191  

https://reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/files/resources/MoLSA-Somalia-FINAL-min.pdf
https://www.refworld.org/country,,,,SOM,,5d8331024,0.html
https://www.refworld.org/country,,,,SOM,,5d8331024,0.html
https://www.refworld.org/country,,,,SOM,,5d8331024,0.html
https://www.refworld.org/country,,,,SOM,,5d8333ae4,0.html
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(d) Other measures and developments 

In October 2019, Somalia launched the Durable 
Solutions Secretariat, chaired by the Ministry 
of Planning. It spans 14 government institutions, 
including the National Commission for Refugees 
and IDPs. The secretariat aims to launch a 
durable solutions policy for IDPs, returned 
Somalis, refugees and asylum-seekers  
in Somalia.192 

Forced displacement and refugee protection in 
the context of COVID-19

In April 2020, in response to the spread of 
COVID-19, the National Commission for 
Refugees and IDPs in Somalia called for a 
nationwide moratorium on the evictions of 
IDPs to protect their right to housing.193 The 
moratorium appeal is in place until  
further notice.  

As part of efforts to limit the spread of 
COVID-19, the Lebanese authorities conducted 
large-scale disinfection operations in 52 
refugee camps across the country in March 
2020. Patrols from the General Directorate 
of General Security coordinated with 
municipalities and civil society organizations to 
conduct disinfection operations and enforce the 
COVID-19 curfew.194 

The Ministry of Immigration and Displacement 
in Iraq launched major disinfection 
campaigns in camps across the country as 
precautionary and preventive measures to 
reduce the risk of infection with COVID-19, 
in coordination and collaboration with civil 
defence departments and the Ministry of 
Health. As at June 2020, the Ministry had 
launched widespread awareness campaigns 
about the virus, which included holding direct 
meetings with IDPs and posting posters in 
camps, in addition to holding educational 
seminars about avoiding infection.195 

Owing to the COVID-19 crisis, the Tunisian 
Ministry for Human Rights, Relations with 

Constitutional Bodies and Civil Society 
launched an online platform in April 2020, 
for foreigners stranded in Tunisia by the 
pandemic, specifically students, migrants 
and asylum seekers. The platform helps 
individuals seek assistance, connect to 
different organizations, and receive donations 
and other aid from individuals or  
legal entities.196 

5. Admissions, visas, residency permits 
and naturalization 

The regulation of admission into, residence 
in and exit of foreigners from Arab countries 
has seen an array of modifications during 
the reporting period for the present study 
(April 2019 to December 2020). The COVID-19 
crisis has also led to the adoption of various 
exceptional and temporary measures, mostly 
in GCC countries. Several policy developments 
were also witnessed in the area of citizenship 
policies, mainly concerning naturalization under 
specific conditions.

(a) Family reunification

In March 2019, the Emirati Council of 
Ministers approved an amendment to 
decision No. 30 of 2019 on admitting the 
family members of migrant workers into 
the country, changing the requirement for 
admission from the profession of migrant 
workers to their income level.197 The decision 
now requires a migrant worker to earn a 
minimum salary of 4,000 dirhams (equivalent 
to $1,088) per month or 3,000 dirhams 
(equivalent to $816) plus accommodation 
to be able to sponsor his or her family 
members.198 The amendment also requested 
relevant authorities to explore possible 
improvements to the terms for provision of 
basic services to migrant workers, including 
education and health, and encourage the 
recruitment of family members residing in the 
country as an alternative to bringing in new  
migrant workers.199 

http://www.aide-covid19.tn/index.php?id=86
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(b) Residency permits

In September 2019, the Kuwaiti Government 
introduced a new measure to increase 
residency fees for migrant workers and their 
families by 10 per cent, from $1,500 per person 
per year to $1,650 per person per year.200 

In August 2020, the Kuwaiti Cabinet approved 
a new foreign residency draft law to regulate 
migrants’ stay in the country. The proposed 
residency law focuses on fighting visa trading, 
and on preventing migrants in an irregular 
situation from working in the country. It raises 
penalties in terms of prison sentences and 
fines for visa traders, employers and employees 
violating the law.201  

In May 2020, Oman passed ministerial 
decision 157/2020 amending some provisions 
of the Executive Regulation of the Foreigners 
Residency Law. The 2020 amendment to article 
24 of the law specifically allows a foreigner’s 
residence permit to be transferred from one 
employer to another provided that the outlined 
procedure is followed.

In May 2019, Saudi Arabia approved the 
premium residency proposal under decision No. 
521 on approving premium residency, and royal 
decree No. M/106. Premium residency allows 
foreign nationals to self-sponsor their stay in 
the country, and to sponsor the residency of 
their spouses and children, visitor visas for 
other immediate family members, and work 
visas for domestic workers. Other entitlements 
include the right to own residential, commercial 
and industrial real estate in any area in the 
country other than previously specified areas; 
and the freedom to enter and exit the country, 
to work in private sector companies except 
in professions and businesses designated to 
Saudi nationals; to change jobs; and to conduct 
business in accordance with foreign investment 
law.202 To qualify for premium residency, 
foreigners must provide proof of financial 
solvency, a clean criminal record, and a 
medical record free from contagious diseases, 

and must have a regular residency status in the 
event of applying from inside the country and 
valid medical insurance, among other terms  
and conditions. 

In May 2019, the United Arab Emirates launched 
a new long-term residence system, also 
referred to as the Golden Card programme.203  
Under the new system, residence visas will 
be granted for 5 or 10 years and then renewed 
automatically if conditions are still met. 
Beneficiaries include wealthy foreign investors, 
entrepreneurs, talented professionals such as 
doctors, scientists, engineers and artists, and 
brilliant students and researchers. The benefits 
of the new system are also extended to  
family members.204 

(c) Visas

In August 2019, Saudi Arabia introduced an 
instant visa service on the electronic platform 
Qiwa that expedites the process of visa 
issuance, cutting the time needed for private 
sector firms to issue work visas for migrant 
workers, a process that used to take up to 
eight months. Only firms that are part of the 
Nitaqat labour nationalization programme, and 
classified at a certain tier of nationalization, can 
apply to and benefit from this service.205 

Moreover, in September 2019, as part of a 
wider strategy to standardize the employment 
immigration system, Saudi Arabia passed 
decision No. 11 on changes to visitor, pilgrimage 
and transit visas, and royal decree No. M/2.206  
The decisions standardized the validity period 
of all visitor visas, including work visit and 
commercial visit visas, and introduced a single 
fee of 300 riyals (equivalent to $80) for all visa 
categories. Previously, visa validity and fees 
had varied depending on visa category and 
nationality of the applicant. The introduced 
changes did not impact residency applications.207 

The Government of the Republic of Djibouti 
launched its new electronic visa system in  
April 2019.208  

https://mjla.gov.om/eng/legislation/decisions/details.aspx?Id=1475&type=D
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The Nationality, Passports and Residence Affairs 
office of the Bahraini Ministry of Interior announced 
the re-extension of all types of visit visas up till 21 
January 2021. Extensions will be automatically 
undertaken with fee waivers granted.209 

In December 2020, the Sudanese Interior 
Ministry issued decree No. 179/2001 that 
cancelled visa-free entry for Syrians.210

(d) Access to citizenship

In June 2019, the Omani Minister of the Interior 
issued decision No. 92/2019, which provides the 
executive regulations for the Omani Nationality 
Law, based on the Omani Citizenship Law issued 
by royal decree No. 38/2014.The decision outlines 
the specification of original nationality, the 
recovery of nationality, the criteria for the granting 
and loss of Omani citizenship, and the application 
process for Omani citizenship and passports. In 
addition, the decision requires foreigners who 
apply for Omani citizenship to fulfil various criteria, 
including proof that they have been living in Oman, 
that they have no legal cases filed against them, a 
that they have a valid medical certificate.

In July 2019, the Egyptian parliament passed 
amendments to article No. 2 of the Law of 
Entry and Residence of Foreigners, amending 
the laws regulating Egyptian nationality (law 
26/1975), and the residence of foreigners in the 
country (law 89/1960). The new law allows the 
Prime Minister to grant Egyptian citizenship 
to foreigners who have purchased a property 
owned by the State or other public legal 
persons, established an investment project 
in accordance with Investment Law No. 72 of 
2017, or deposited a certain amount in foreign 
currency to the State treasury or in a special 
account of the Central Bank of Egypt.211 

The King of Saudi Arabia passed an order in 
December 2019 to facilitate the process for 
naturalizing outstandingly talented people.212 
The aim is to attract scientists, intellectuals and 
innovators from around the world to advance 
development, in line with Vision 2030.213 

(e) Other relevant measures and developments

The Comoros passed order No. 19/07/MIDATI/
CAB forming a Multisectoral Committee of 
Monitoring and Orientation on Migration Issues 
in December 2019, established within the 
Ministry of Interior. The Committee’s mission 
is to collect and study all texts on migration 
issues published by organizations of which the 
Comoros is a member, so as to reformulate the 
remarks and recommendations of the Comoros; 
and to develop and provide the country with 
a national migration policy that will take into 
account national specificities.214 

The Sudanese Government issued new 
regulations in August 2020 regarding the 
governance of foreign presence in the country, 
including automating immigration procedures 
for foreigners, introducing a fingerprint system, 
granting a foreign number to any foreigner 
entering the Sudan or wishing to conduct a 
transaction therein, and linking the system with 
embassies at a later stage. This is part of the 
second stage to implement the new electronic 
system for foreigners, while also activating 
the role of the Foreigners Control Department 
through collaboration between immigration 
offices and monitoring offices throughout  
the country.215  

In November 2019, the Department of 
Immigration, Passports and Citizenship of 
Yemen announced the launch of an online 
platform for passport services in the Ma’rib 
Governorate. The platform helps facilitate 
appointment reservations, and addresses the 
problem of overcrowding at the Department. 
Services available via the online platform 
include applying for new passports, renewing 
passports, replacing lost or damaged passports, 
amending personal information, and ordering 
additional stamps.216 

Lebanon made changes to their visitor visa 
applications in June 2020, so that all related 
documents are submitted exclusively to the 
Public Relations Department of the Directorate 

https://mjla.gov.om/eng/legislation/decisions/details.aspx?Id=1311&type=D
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of General Security in exchange for a service 
fee. The time required for processing these 
services was reduced significantly.217 

Admissions, visas, residency permits and 
naturalization in the context of COVID-19

In September 2020, the Kuwaiti Ministry of 
Interior issued decision No. 598/2020 to extend 
all expired residency permits and visit visas of 
stranded foreigners in Kuwait until December 
2020. This decision was the third extension 
issued by the Ministry.218 

In response to COVID-19, Tunisia issued a 
statement in April 2020 extending all valid 
residence permits of foreigners residing in 
Tunisia, including refugees and asylum seekers, 
until the end of the crisis. There would be no 
penalization or fees regarding expired visas and 
overstaying the original authorized duration  
of stay.219  

In March 2020, as part of precautionary 
measures to control the pandemic, the United 
Arab Emirates suspended the issuance of 
visas to foreigners other than diplomatic 
passport holders starting March 2020, and 
the issuance of all types of work permits until 
further notice.220 Exemptions were granted for 
EXPO 2020 and intra-corporate transfers.221 In 
October 2020, the Federal Authority for Identity 
and Citizenship announced the resumption of 
issuance of new visas for migrant workers in 
the domestic help category, and of permits 
to work in vital governmental and semi-
governmental institutions.222 

In April 2020, the Emirati Cabinet decided 
that residence permits, visas and ID cards 
expiring in March 2020 would remain valid 
until the end of December 2020.223 The Cabinet 
then amended this decision in July 2020 to 
allow further flexibility. Moreover, holders of 
residency permits who happened to be outside 
the country during the lockdown period, or 
those who had stayed outside the country for 
more than six months, were provided a one-

month period from the date of arrival to renew 
any permits that had expired after March 
2020, provided they return to the United Arab 
Emirates within a specified timeframe.224 

6. Expatriate and diaspora governance

Arab countries, many of which have 
substantial numbers of nationals in foreign 
countries, intensified efforts to engage with 
their diasporas. In the context of COVID-19, 
several countries also took steps to repatriate 
expatriate citizens and citizens stranded abroad 
due to travel restrictions. 

(a) Institutional developments

The Egyptian Ministry of State for Emigration 
and Egyptian Expatriates’ Affairs inaugurated 
a new institution, Egypt Can, in April 2019. Led 
by the Minister, the institution brings together 
Egyptian scientists living abroad to further 
Egyptian research and development.225  

In February 2020, Algeria issued a presidential 
decree to establish the Algerian Agency on 
International Cooperation for Solidarity and 
Development. Its main responsibilities include 
participating in preparing and implementing the 
national policy for international cooperation; 
assisting diplomatic apparatus and ministries 
to optimize foreign technical and financial 
assistance in support of national development; 
coordinating the implementation of a training 
policy of foreigners in Algeria and the training of 
Algerians abroad, in consultation with concerned 
ministries; promoting the employment of national 
competencies; and developing relationships with 
the Algerian scientific and business communities 
residing abroad.226 

In December 2020, the Minister Delegate in 
charge of Moroccans residing abroad and 
the Ombudsman signed a memorandum of 
understanding to strengthen the processing 
of complaints and requests from Moroccans 
residing abroad.227  
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In December 2020, a partnership agreement 
was signed between the Ministry of Tourism, 
Air Transport, Handicrafts, and Social Economy, 
and the Ministry Delegate in charge of 
Moroccans abroad. The agreement aims to 
mobilize the skills of Moroccans abroad for the 
social and economic development of  
the country.228  

(b) Repatriation of citizens

Repatriation of citizens in the context  
of COVID-19

In March 2020, Lebanon adopted a strategy on 
Lebanese expatriates wishing to return home, 
subject to the conditions set by the Ministerial 
Council with the Minister of Health, and with 
respect to the mechanism adopted within the 
Government’s strategy to contain the pandemic.229 

In May 2020, the Syrian Arab Republic 
issued instructions to facilitate the return 
of Syrian citizens, specifically targeting 
travellers stranded abroad who had left the 
country between January and May 2020, 
students who wished to return home owing 
to educational institutions being physically 
closed in host countries, and employees with 
official missions unable to return due to border 
closures.230 Palestinian refugees registered 
with the General Authority for Palestinian Arab 
Refugees in the Syrian Arab Republic who 
were stranded abroad were able to benefit 
from these instructions. 

In the same context, Morocco began 
repatriating Moroccan students from China 
in January 2020.231 Repatriation efforts were 
later expanded to Moroccan citizens stranded 
in France, Italy, Spain, Turkey, and Gulf and 
African countries, in strict compliance with 
health measures.232 The Moroccan State bore all 
the costs related to the repatriation operations, 
and Moroccan embassies and consulates 
provided financial assistance and medical, 
administrative and legal support to thousands of 
Moroccans stranded abroad. 

7. Other measures and developments

There are other areas of migration governance 
that have not been included under specific 
headers in the present report owing to the small 
number of developments in the reporting period 
(April 2019 to December 2020), but which are 
nevertheless impacting the situation and rights 
of migrants.

(a) Access to health care and sanitation

Access to health care and sanitation in the 
context of COVID-19

In March 2020, changes were made to the 
Omani Law on the Control of Communicable 
Diseases, as a response to the COVID-19 
pandemic through royal decree 32/2020. The 
amendments stipulated that all residents 
infected with a communicable disease listed 
under the law are entitled to receive medical 
care and treatment in government facilities. 
The Ministry of Health further specified that 
COVID-19 treatment and tests were free to all, 
including migrants.233 Failure to abide by the 
provisions could result in imprisonment or a 
fine; and in the case of foreigners, can lead to 
deportation from the country.

In March 2020, the Moroccan Ministry of 
Solidarity, Social Development, Equality 
and the Family, in partnership with UNFPA, 
took measures to provide a hygiene basket 
(Salama Kit) that contained personal hygiene 
items and tools, antiseptics and disinfectants. 
It also disseminated information about 
disease prevention, and protecting health 
professionals and pregnant women from 
COVID-19. The kit primarily targeted 
Moroccan and migrant women. The kits were 
placed at the disposal of civic networks 
and associations to distribute to targeted 
groups.234 In total, over 16 million people 
were reached with disease-prevention 
information via television, radio and 
online  communications.235 

https://mjla.gov.om/eng/legislation/decrees/details.aspx?Id=1168&type=L
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(b) Ownership and housing

The Ministry of Housing in Oman issued 
ministerial decision 292/2020 of June 2020 
stating that non-Omanis are prohibited from 
owning the following types of land and real 
estate: agricultural lands in all provinces; and 
other lands and real estate in the governorates, 
states and mountains specified in article 
1 of the law, as well as in all islands of the 
Sultanate, and in the surroundings of palaces, 
headquarters of security and military authorities 
specified under the text of article 2, and in the 
heritage and old neighbourhoods specified by 
the Ministry of Heritage and Culture. This does 
not include land and real estate located in 
completed tourist housing compounds. 

The Ministry of Housing and Urban Planning 
announced decree 357/2020 stipulating that 
non-Omani nationals can purchase real estate 
in certain areas in Muscat.236  

(c) Institutional developments

In November 2019, Djibouti passed decree 
No. 2019-279/PR/MI that established the 
National Coordination Office for Migration 
within the Ministry of the Interior. The National 
Coordinator is responsible for examining 
common priorities, challenges and opportunities 
related to the management of migration in 
Djibouti, so as to propose to the Government 
appropriate measures to tackle them through 
a national strategy on migration. In October 
2020, Djibouti passed order No. 2020-122/PR/
MI appointing the members of the National 
Coordination Office for Migration.

In May 2019, Morocco signed a draft law to 
establish the headquarters of the African 
Observatory for Migration and Development 
in Rabat, in accordance with the endorsed 
proposal by King Mohammed VI , and 
supported by the African Heads of State 
and Government at the thirty-first African 
Union Summit.237 The Observatory also 
marks the start of the implementation of the 

Global Compact for Migration and the Global 
Compact on Refugees, which emphasize that 
better statistics and information will prompt 
better management.

In May 2019, a new committee was created by 
the Office of the Prime Minister of Yemen to 
ensure the protection of the legal and human 
rights of migrants in the country. The committee 
was led by the Ministry of Interior’s Immigration, 
Passport and Naturalization Authority.238 

(d) Other measures and developments

Algerian law No. 5-20 on preventing and 
combatting discrimination and hate speech 
was adopted in April 2020. It aims to combat the 
dissemination or encouragement of all forms 
of expression that justify discrimination, and 
those involving expressions of contempt, insult, 
hostility, hatred or violence directed at a person 
or group of persons based on gender, ethnicity, 
race, descent, national or ethnic origin, 
language, geographic affiliation, disability or 
health status. It also aims to prevent every 
distinction, exclusion, restriction or preference 
based on the above factors that entail the 
disruption or obstruction of the enjoyment of 
human rights.239 

In July 2020, Tunisia launched TUNISIA-HIMS, 
the country’s first census of international 
migration. The survey aimed to gather statistical 
data on immigration in Tunisia, focusing on 
different social groups such as emigrants, 
return migrants, non-migrants and prospective 
migrants, circular migrants, forced migrants/
refugees and immigrants. The data gathered 
from studying international migration flows, 
including their causes, dynamics, effects and 
relationship to development, are meant to make 
better-informed national migration strategies 
and to enhance their implementation and 
monitoring. As such, the survey contributes 
to fulfilling the “Migration Governance” 
component of the ProGreS (Governance and 
Strategy) Migration Tunisia programme.240  

https://mjla.gov.om/eng/legislation/decisions/details.aspx?Id=1473&type=D
https://www.presidence.dj/texte.php?ID=2019-279&ID2=2019-11-05&ID3=D%E9cret&ID4=21&ID5=2019-11-14&ID6=n
https://www.presidence.dj/texte.php?ID=2020-122&ID2=2020-10-13&ID3=Arr%EAt%E9&ID4=19&ID5=2020-10-15&ID6=n
https://www.presidence.dj/texte.php?ID=2020-122&ID2=2020-10-13&ID3=Arr%EAt%E9&ID4=19&ID5=2020-10-15&ID6=n
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The Moroccan High Planning Commission 
began publishing the Moroccan results of the 
same survey in December 2020. They provide 
disaggregated data by sex, age and other 
relevant characteristics.241 

In June 2020, the Centre for Development 
Information and Education and the Union 
of Social Solidarity in Tunisia launched the 

first training course on the “Socioeconomic 
inclusion of migrants” as part of the I-Migr 
project. Targeted at executives and elected 
officials of municipalities in Tunisia, the 
course aspires to create an environment 
that protects the rights of  migrants, and 
to consolidate tools for leaders in the 
community to better receive, mediate, inform 
and guide.242 

C. International cooperation on migration and refugee protection 

Migration and displacement are intrinsically 
transnational in nature, therefore international 
cooperation between States is an essential 
element of their governance. Arab countries 
have been engaged in multiple international 
processes at the global, interregional, regional, 
subregional and bilateral levels.

1. Interregional, regional and 
subregional  processes

(a) Related to the Global Compact for Migration 
and the Global Compact on Refugees

ESCWA, IOM and the League of Arab States, 
in collaboration with the Working Group on 
International Migration in the Arab Region, 
organized a regional conference on the 
implementation and policy implications 
of the Global Compact for Migration for 
the Arab region in December 2019. The 
conference provided a platform for member 
States to identify national and regional 
priorities, share best practices and key 
achievements to date in implementing the 
Global Compact, and explore priority actions 
for the future.243

In 2020, ESCWA, IOM and the League of Arab 
States, in partnership with the Regional United 
Nations Network on Migration in the Arab 
Region, launched the first Regional Review of 
the Global Compact for Migration in the Arab 

Region. The regional review process, which 
spanned a year, included several capacity-
building workshops244 and multi-stakeholder 
dialogues245 aimed at supporting member States 
to develop their voluntary national reviews of 
the Global Compact for Migration; encourage 
a whole-of-government and whole-of-society 
approach; strengthen focus on migrant women, 
children and other vulnerable groups; and foster 
regional collaboration and cooperation. The 
review process culminated in a regional review 
conference held in February 2021 aimed at 
evaluating progress made towards achieving the 
objectives of the Global Compact for Migration, 
highlighting common trends, challenges and 
emerging issues, and exploring means to 
strengthen regional collaboration.246 

In January 2020, the African Union and the 
Government of Egypt, the current African Union 
Chair, hosted the second International Forum 
on Migration Statistics (IFMS) in Cairo, with a 
focus on addressing disaggregation of the SDGs 
and their targets by migratory status (SDG 17.6). 
IFMS is a global platform that brings together a 
wide range of actors from national and regional 
authorities, non-governmental organizations, 
international agencies, and the private sector 
for the purpose of improving data on migration 
and migration-related topics.

The twelfth Summit Meeting of the Global Forum 
on Migration and Development (GFMD) was held in 
Quito in January 2020, concluding the 2019 Ecuador 

https://www.oecd.org/migration/forum-migration-statistics/
https://www.oecd.org/migration/forum-migration-statistics/
https://www.gfmd.org/meetings/ecuador2019/summit
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GFMD Chairmanship under the theme “Sustainable 
approaches to human mobility: Upholding rights, 
strengthening state agency, and advancing 
development through partnerships and collective 
action”. The Summit was preceded by preparations 
at the regional level, including a consultation with 
the African Union and the Abu Dhabi Dialogue.

The 2020 GFMD Regional Consultation with the 
African Union took place online over several 
sessions in May and June 2020. The African 
Union chose to focus on the following three 
themes: governance of labour migration in the 
context of changing employment landscapes, 
skilling migrants for employment, and addressing 
gaps in migrant protection. The policy dialogue 
at the Regional Consultation also focused on the 
COVID-19 context, highlighting the increased 
vulnerability of migrant workers and undocumented 
migrants, including challenges such as poor living 
conditions, lack of access to health care, job losses, 
reduced remittances, forced repatriations, and 
increased  discrimination.247 

The 2020 GFMD Regional Consultation with 
the Abu Dhabi Dialogue also took place online 
in July 2020. It focused on the following three 
themes: governance of labour migration in the 
context of changing employment landscapes, 
leveraging new technologies to empower 
migrants, and fostering partnerships to realize 
migration-related goals under the 2030 Agenda 
for Sustainable Development.

The Senior Officials Meeting of the Arab 
Regional Consultative Process on Migration and 
Refugees Affairs (ARCP), chaired by the League 
of Arab States, took place in Cairo in June 2020. 
Senior officials of ARCP member States met 
for a regional review of the implementation 
of the Global Compact for Migration, and in 
preparation for the thirteenth GFMD summit.248  

The Protracted Displacement Conference was 
held as a four-day virtual conference in October 
and November 2020 on the theme “Protracted 
displacement of refugees: Hopes, perspectives, 
and solutions?”. Jointly hosted by Yarmouk 

University, the German Jordanian University, 
Academics in Solidarity, EDU-SYRIA, the 
German Agency for International Cooperation 
and UNHCR, the Conference gathered key 
actors and scholars to facilitate global dialogue 
on durable solutions for host and home 
countries of refugees in the Middle East under 
the topics of repatriation, resettlement, and 
sustainable cohesion in the host country.

(b) Cooperation on labour migration

In October 2019, the fifth Ministerial 
Consultation of ADD convened in Dubai, the 
United Arab Emirates, to follow up on the 
implementation of the Colombo Declaration 
and its four thematic areas: cooperation on 
skilling, certification and mutual recognition; 
labour recruitment; the role of technology in the 
governance of human mobility; and ADD inter-
regional and global cooperation. In addition, 
panel discussions and meetings were held 
on future of work, improving financial literacy 
among domestic workers, and inter-regional 
cooperation. In April 2019, prior to the ADD 
Senior Officials Meeting and in the run up to the 
Ministerial Consultation, the ADD secretariat 
organized the High-level Symposium on the 
Future of Work, facilitated by ILO.

In November 2019, the Italian-funded AMEM 
project, implemented by ILO, held a regional 
workshop on labour migration statistics in 
Rabat, with participants from national statistical 
offices and the Governments of Algeria, 
Libya, Mauritania, Morocco and Tunisia. The 
workshop issued a series of recommendations 
on strengthening and harmonizing labour 
migration statistics and information systems 
between Maghreb countries.249  

(c) Europe-Africa cooperation on migration

In September 2019, Egypt chaired the Khartoum 
Process Thematic Meeting on “Legal 
frameworks and policy development: Optimising 
the benefits of organised labour migration”. 
A response to the Joint Valletta Action Plan, 

https://www.gfmd.org/gfmd-2020-regional-consultations
https://protracted-displacement.org/
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the Thematic Meeting provided an overview 
of existing labour agreements both at the 
bilateral and multilateral levels, while discussing 
best practices and areas for additional work. 
Moreover, the Thematic Meeting provided 
resources on protecting migrant workers’ rights, 
and ways to increase inter-State cooperation to 
address challenges regarding labour migration.250 

In October 2019, the Khartoum Process held 
another thematic meeting with a focus on 
“Migration for development: Harnessing the 
potential of the diaspora” to explore leveraging 
diaspora potential for development. Discussions 
were structured around the following thematic 
pillars: engaging the diaspora in their host 
countries; options for the countries of origin; 
fostering an environment favourable to the 
engagement of the diaspora in their country of 
origin; and remittances and investments: ways 
to maximize the impact of remittances.251 

The 2019 meeting of the Mediterranean 
Dialogues took place in December 2019 in 
Rome to continue the conversation on current 
challenges with migration in the region, and 
to rethink traditional approaches to create a 
positive agenda. The meeting focused on the 
recent increase in migrants travelling irregularly 
from the MENA region to Europe via sea routes.

In March 2020, the 5+5 Dialogue on Migration in 
the Western Mediterranean252 hosted the eighth 
Ministerial Conference of the 5+5 Dialogue 
on Migration and Development in Marrakech, 
Morocco, to discuss migration and development 
issues in the Western Mediterranean. At 
the conference, ministers agreed to support 
cooperative efforts to better understand 
migration trends, to facilitate mobility and 
regular migration, to address irregular migration 
and the exploitation of migrants, to respect 
migrants’ rights, and to promote sustainable 
development. They adopted a declaration that 
listed actions to be taken towards this goal 
under the following five themes: coordination 
of national migration policies; facilitation of 
legal migration and mobility; strengthening links 

between migration and development; migrant 
integration policies; and policies to address 
irregular migration, and combat smuggling of 
migrants and human trafficking.253 In addition, 
the countries of the 5+5 Dialogue supported the 
continental leadership of Morocco on migration, 
which was manifested by the establishment in 
Rabat of the African Migration Observatory.

(d) African initiatives on migration

The African Union, in collaboration with IOM 
and the Economic Commission for Africa, 
held the fifth Pan-African Forum on Migration 
(PAFoM) in Cairo in September 2019, on 
the theme “Strengthening migration data 
and research for evidence-based policy 
development and implementation towards 
effective migration governance in Africa”. 
In addition to adopting the PAFoM terms 
of reference, representatives at the Forum 
shared expertise of evidence-based policy 
development and migration governance in 
Africa, specifically how to enhance migration 
statistics in Africa, and how to strengthen the 
continental, regional and national consultation 
mechanism on migration to enhance 
collaboration among African Union member 
states for good migration governance in Africa.

After a round of expert meetings on the 
topic, the Intergovernmental Authority on 
Development’s (IGAD) Sectoral Ministerial 
Meeting on the Protocol on Free Movement 
of Persons (FMP) in the IGAD Region took 
place in Khartoum, where the Protocol was 
adopted on 26 February 2020.254 The Protocol 
builds on the African Union’s FMP to facilitate 
the free movement of persons across borders 
to foster socioeconomic development 
through trade, business and tourism, among 
others, and will be implemented in phases. 
Provisions include guaranteeing the right 
of entry and removing visa requirements, 
ensuring the rights of workers to freely 
move across borders while enjoying equal 
treatment under the law, establishing the 
right to reside in a third country, and allowing 

https://med.ispionline.it/programme-2019/
https://med.ispionline.it/programme-2019/
https://igad.int/attachments/article/2373/Communique%20on%20Endorsement%20of%20the%20Protocol%20of%20Free%20Movement%20of%20Persons.pdf
https://igad.int/attachments/article/2373/Communique%20on%20Endorsement%20of%20the%20Protocol%20of%20Free%20Movement%20of%20Persons.pdf
https://igad.int/attachments/article/2373/Communique%20on%20Endorsement%20of%20the%20Protocol%20of%20Free%20Movement%20of%20Persons.pdf
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the unhindered establishment of a business 
in another country.

International cooperation on migration in the 
context of COVID-19

The onset of the pandemic posed a challenge 
for regular programmes on migration 
cooperation planned for 2020. Officials and 
representatives continued to meet, but most 
meetings were adjusted and moved to  
online platforms.

In March 2020, responding to the United 
Nations Secretary-General’s call for an 
urgent and coordinated response from the 
international community to address the 
COVID-19 pandemic, IFAD, together with 
the co-organizers of the Global Forum on 
Remittances, Investment and Development, 
launched the Remittance Community Task 
Force (RCTF) as part of the 2020 campaign for 
the International Day of Family Remittances 
on the theme “Building resilience in times of 
crisis”. Over 40 key stakeholders of the global 
remittance ecosystem from all sectors joined 
forces to raise awareness of the pandemic’s 
impact on the one billion people involved in 
remittances, and outlined a set of immediate 
and short-term measures to address the 
challenges confronting migrant workers and 
their families as a result of the pandemic. RCTF 
work culminated in the release of a blueprint for 
action entitled “Remittances in crisis: response, 
resilience, recovery”, aimed at improving 
response and support resilience and recovery 
of the remittance market; and maintain the flow 
of fast, cheap and safe remittances during and 
beyond the COVID-19 crisis. The recommended 
measures, directed to government authorities, 
remittance service providers and diaspora 
groups, fed the menu of policy options for 
the Financing for Development in the Era of 
COVID-19 and Beyond, and the G20 plan of work 
on financial  inclusion.

In May 2020, Switzerland and the United 
Kingdom, in partnership with various 

organizations such as the World Bank, IOM 
and UNDP, put forth an international call to 
action on the theme “Remittances in crisis: 
How to keep them flowing”. The initiative 
aims to raise awareness and calls upon 
policymakers, regulators and remittance 
service providers to enact measures to help 
mitigate the impact of COVID-19 on remittance 
flows, and alleviate the financial pressure on 
migrants, members of diaspora communities, 
and local economies reliant on remittances. 
Actors were specifically urged to improve 
migrants’ access to remittance services, 
by enabling physical or digital access to 
providers of cross-border financial services. 
Since the initiative’s launch, Egypt, Jordan and 
Yemen have joined the movement.

2. Bilateral cooperation

Algeria ratified a memorandum of 
understanding with Niger through presidential 
decree No. 264-19 of September 2019 on 
labour, employment and social security, 
including provisions for the protection of 
migrant workers and the dissemination of 
information about their rights.255 

In June 2019, Bahrain signed a memorandum 
of understanding with UNODC to establish 
a Regional Centre of Expertise and Training 
in Combatting Trafficking in Persons. The 
Centre is responsible for supporting the 
setting of standards on combatting trafficking 
in persons, building the capacity of trainers, 
and graduating experts in this field.256 In 
2019, Bahrain also concluded memorandums 
of understanding with several countries of 
origin of migrant workers, including India 
and Pakistan, which focused on oversight 
of recruitment agencies and protection of 
migrant workers in Bahrain.257 

In July 2019, the Comoros and France 
renewed their partnership to relaunch 
bilateral and decentralized cooperation 
to strengthen management of migratory 

https://gfrid.org/covid-19/the-remittance-community-task-force/
https://gfrid.org/covid-19/the-remittance-community-task-force/
https://gfrid.org/covid-19/blueprint-for-action/
https://gfrid.org/covid-19/blueprint-for-action/
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flows, efforts against human trafficking, and 
regulation of readmissions.258 

In September 2020, the Governments of Djibouti 
and Ethiopia agreed to open a third point of 
entry close to the northern border of Djibouti in 
an effort to combat trafficking in person and the 
smuggling of migrants.259  

Egypt and Jordan signed several 
memorandums of understanding in July 
2019. Agreements relevant for migrants 
and refugees include a plan to extradite 
Jordanian prisoners in Egypt and Egyptian 
prisoners in Jordan, and returning them 
to their respective countries of origin to 
continue their sentences; as well as the 
commitment of Jordan to provide Egyptian 
students in Jordanian schools the same 
treatment as Jordanian peers in terms of 
tuition and fees.260 

The Minister of Immigration and Egyptian 
Expatriates Affairs signed an executive 
contract with the German Agency for 
International Cooperation to establish 
an Egyptian-German Center for Jobs, 
Migration and Reintegration in Cairo. The 
Center provides various services, such as 
facilitating the return of Egyptian migrants 
from abroad and their reintegration in their 
home country, raising awareness to reduce 
irregular migration, and providing emigration 
assistance to Germany, including information 
and German language courses.261  

In December 2019, Egypt also signed a 
memorandum of understanding with Saudi 
Arabia on strengthening cooperation 
between the Saudi Post Corporation and the 
Egyptian Post, especially regarding services 
provided to Egyptian pilgrims, judicial 
correspondences, and remittances.262 

In July 2020, the ministers of expatriate 
affairs of Egypt and Yemen met to discuss 
continued cooperation and the exchange 
of expertise in the migration affairs file, 

especially regarding the large Yemeni 
population residing in Egypt, and addressing 
irregular migration.263 

In January 2019, India and Kuwait signed a 
memorandum of understanding providing a 
structural framework for the two countries’ 
cooperation on matters of Indian domestic 
workers in Kuwait, in particular providing 
stronger safeguards for Indian domestic 
workers, many of whom are women migrant 
workers. The memorandum of understanding is 
valid for five years, and incorporates provisions 
for automatic renewal.264 

In January 2020, the Philippine Government 
imposed a total ban on sending Filipino 
workers to Kuwait after the death of an 
overseas Filipino in Kuwait. The ban has 
since been lifted. In February 2020, the 
First Joint Committee Meeting on the 
2018 Philippines-Kuwait Agreement on 
the Deployment of Domestic Workers 
took place, at which officials discussed 
several protection measures for Filipino 
domestic workers to be institutionalized 
in Kuwait. As a part of these measures, a 
bilateral agreement was signed between 
the two countries to protect Filipino migrant 
domestic workers through a harmonized 
standard contract that ensures their 
rights, including retaining their personal 
documentation and mobile phones.265  

Guyana and Kuwait signed a visa exemption 
agreement in August 2020, which allows 
diplomats and holders of special service 
passports to enter the countries without visas.266  

Libya signed a cooperation agreement with 
the International Center for Migration Policy 
Development (ICMPD) in November 2019, aimed 
at supporting and developing cooperation 
between ICMPD and the Government in the 
areas of migration governance and policy 
development, and studies to address the 
migration crisis in Libya.267  

https://dfa.gov.ph/dfa-news/news-from-our-foreign-service-postsupdate/25906-first-ph-kuwait-joint-committee-meeting-discusses-standard-contract-for-domestic-workers
https://dfa.gov.ph/dfa-news/news-from-our-foreign-service-postsupdate/25906-first-ph-kuwait-joint-committee-meeting-discusses-standard-contract-for-domestic-workers
https://dfa.gov.ph/dfa-news/news-from-our-foreign-service-postsupdate/25906-first-ph-kuwait-joint-committee-meeting-discusses-standard-contract-for-domestic-workers
https://www.poea.gov.ph/memorandumcirculars/2020/MC-06-2020.pdf
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The Libya-Italy Memorandum of 
Understanding on Migration (LIMUM) was 
extended in February 2020 until 2023, with 
slight modifications proposed in June 
2020.268 LIMUM provides Italian support to 
the Libyan Coast Guard and other Libyan 
authorities to intercept vessels crossing 
the Mediterranean, and return asylum-
seekers to detention camps in Libya. UNHCR 
reports that the coast guard has picked 
up and returned roughly 40,000 migrants 
and refugees to war-ravaged Libya since 
the agreement was brokered.269 UNHCR 
continues to note that Libya is not a safe 
place for the purpose of disembarkation 
following rescue at sea.270

In May 2020, Libya and Malta signed 
a memorandum of understanding on 
combatting illegal immigration across the 
Mediterranean. The agreement is valid for 
three years, with an option to extend for an 
additional year. It also sets up coordination 
centres funded by Malta, one in Malta and 
one in Libya, to coordinate and support 
regulation of migrant boats from Libya to 
European countries. Moreover, it states that 
Malta will ask the European Commission for 
increased financial support to secure its 
southern border, in an effort to dismantle 
migrant smuggling networks.

Mauritania and the United Arab Emirates signed 
several agreements and memorandums of 
understanding in February 2020 at a meeting 
between the two heads of State. Among them 
was a memorandum of understanding between 
the two ministries of foreign affairs on a mutual 
visa waiver.271 

In September 2019, Morocco and Spain 
held the nineteenth meeting of the Spain-
Morocco Standing Group on Migration 
to analyse the development of migratory 
movements over recent months; assess 
ways to strengthen collaboration 
between the two countries in border 
surveillance and the fight against human 

trafficking; encourage orderly and safe 
regular immigration channels through 
measures such as the joint management 
of recruitment at source; and foster 
coordination and cooperation in the fight 
against irregular immigration networks and 
human trafficking.272 The two countries also 
launched Young Generations: Agents of 
Change, a post-graduate training programme 
in Spain for young Moroccans.273 

In February 2019, Morocco set up a 
committee to organize visits to harvest 
places in Spain, and investigate the 
recurring exploitation and sexual abuse 
complaints of Moroccan migrant workers 
there.274 In March 2019, Belgium and 
Morocco launched a pilot project addressing 
labour shortages through innovative labour 
migration models, which continued until 
August 2020. The project aims to facilitate 
bilateral cooperation in the management 
of regular migration by offering a safe and 
lawful alternative to young Moroccans 
willing to gain qualified work experience in 
the ICT sector in Belgium.275 

France and Morocco signed an agreement on 
the repatriation of underage Moroccan migrants 
in December 2020. The agreement calls for the 
establishment of concrete tools for taking care 
of unaccompanied minors and facilitating their 
return from France to Morocco.276

In June 2020, Oman ratified an agreement 
with Slovakia through royal decree 63/2020 
preventing double taxation for residents of 
either or both countries on personal  
taxable income. 

Qatar signed a memorandum of 
understanding with the African Union 
Commission in January 2019 for a monetary 
grant of $20 million towards supporting the 
safe reintegration of repatriated African 
migrants, specifically in response to 
irregular migration from the Sahel region 
of Africa. Furthermore, the Qatar Fund for 

https://www.independent.com.mt/file.aspx?f=206640
https://www.independent.com.mt/file.aspx?f=206640
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Development will partner with financial 
institutions in the recipient countries to 
design and implement programmes for the 
economic reintegration of returnees.277 

In November 2019, Qatar and Somalia 
agreed to renew the memorandum of 
understanding established in 1983 that 
allows Somali workers to work in Qatar.278 
As part of efforts to advance labour reforms, 
the Qatari Ministry of Administrative 
Development, Labour and Social Affairs 
has organized a series of bilateral 
exchanges with counterparts in Australia, 
the Netherlands, Sweden, Switzerland, the 
United Kingdom and the United States. For 
example, in January 2020, Qatar signed a 
memorandum of understanding with Sweden 
and ILO to cooperate on a number of labour-
related issues, including those that apply 
to migrant workers such as occupational 
health and safety at work and corporate 
social responsibility.279 

In January 2020, Somalia adopted the Joint 
Plan of Action for 2020 with Ethiopia and Eritrea. 
The comprehensive plan focuses on several 
intertwined objectives for consolidating peace, 
stability and security and combating trafficking 
in person.280  

Switzerland and Tunisia signed an agreement 
in March 2019 on social security that further 
strengthens the social coverage of Tunisians 
living in Switzerland.281 

The United Arab Emirates and the United 
Kingdom signed a memorandum of 
understanding in April 2020 to facilitate the 
movement of nationals of the two countries 
in emergencies, specifically making 
provisions to allow flights chartered by the 
United Kingdom to use Emirati airports to 
transit and fuel on their way back to the 
United Kingdom. The agreement is part of 
Emirati efforts to intensify international 
cooperation during the COVID-19 pandemic, 
and part of United Kingdom efforts to fly 

back British nationals stranded overseas 
owing to the pandemic.282 

In July 2019, Rwanda and the United 
Arab Emirates signed a memorandum of 
understanding to consolidate cooperation 
on recruitment and employment of Rwandan 
workers by private sector firms in the United 
Arab Emirates.283 

The United Arab Emirates signed a 
memorandum of understanding with South 
Korea in February 2019 covering a number of 
areas, including avoiding double taxation and 
preventing tax evasion.284 In December 2019, 
the Emirati Government also signed several 
agreements with Sierra Leone regarding 
bilateral cooperation on several items 
including the avoidance of double taxation.

In June 2019, the United Arab Emirates also 
signed four memorandums of understanding 
with Nepal, Pakistan, Viet Nam and Uganda 
to establish bilateral cooperation on the 
recruitment and employment of migrant 
workers in the United Arab Emirates, focusing 
on the hiring of domestic workers.285 

The United Arab Emirates also signed a 
memorandum of understanding with Uganda 
in June 2019 to encourage good practices in 
the governance of labour migration, including 
improving the recruitment process for Ugandan 
domestic workers by creating official job offers 
and standardizing employment contracts.286 

In September 2019, the Philippines and 
the United Arab Emirates the signed a 
memorandum of understanding to combat 
human trafficking, which outlines the 
two countries’ cooperation in adopting 
procedures to combat human trafficking, 
sharing best practices, exchanging 
information, promoting human rights, and 
providing assistance in the protection, 
rescue, repatriation, recovery, and 
rehabilitation of trafficking victims in 
accordance with domestic laws.287 
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D. Conclusion

Between April 2019 and December 2020, 
Arab countries adopted an array of policies, 
regulations and measures on governing 
migration and forced displacement. In 2020 

in particular, special legislation was passed 
in this area to respond to the pandemic, and 
the economic and social consequences it has 
had for Arab countries and their populations. 

Table 5. Policy developments by country and thematic area, April 2019 - December 2020

Country Labour 
migration

Irregular 
migration

Trafficking in 
persons and 
smuggling of 

migrants

Forced 
displacement 
and refugee 
protection

Admissions, 
visas, 

residency 
permits and 

naturalization

Expatriate 
and diaspora 
governance

Other 
measures and 
developments

Algeria + + + +

Bahrain + + + +

Comoros + +

Djibouti + +

Egypt + + + +

Iraq + +

Jordan + +

Kuwait + + + + +

Lebanon + + + + +

Libya +

Mauritania + +

Morocco + + + +

Oman + + +

Qatar + +

Saudi Arabia + + +

Somalia + +

State of Palestine

Sudan + + +

Syrian Arab Republic + +

Tunisia + + + + +

United Arab Emirates + + +

Yemen + +

Source: Compiled by ESCWA.

Note: Red plus signs refer to the adoption of policies and measures related to COVID-19.
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Table 5 maps the main policy developments 
set out in the present chapter by country and 
thematic area.

Labour migration: Labour migration is the 
area that witnessed the most developments 
in migration governance in the reporting 
period for the present study. Many countries 
took significant strides to reform recruitment 
and work permit processes for migrants to 
ensure more flexibility in terms of changing 
employers, and to protect migrant workers 
from abuse and exploitation. Reforms to 
the kafala system and initiatives focusing 
on domestic workers were also adopted. 
The onset of the pandemic pushed many 
countries to develop virtual platforms 
to govern labour migration, which have 
facilitated processes for migrants and 
employers. Supporting and protecting 
migrant workers during the pandemic 
was among the primary concerns for 
several countries, especially those with 
large migrant worker communities. As 
the pandemic continues, more efforts are 
needed to ensure that migrant workers, 
especially the most vulnerable amongst 
them, such as migrant domestic workers and 
migrants in irregular situations, have access 
to basic services, including health care 
and social protection. Actions to increase 
migrant workers’ social inclusion and fight 
xenophobia and racism also need to be 
stepped up. 

Irregular migration: In view of the pandemic, 
many Arab countries offered grace periods 
for migrants in irregular situations to 
either regularize their status, or to safely 
leave the country without payment of 
penalties. Simultaneously, there has been 
an increase in border control, especially in 
the Maghreb, in collaboration with European 
countries. Special attention should be 
given to ensuring border control authorities 
act in accordance with human rights and 
humanitarian laws, especially regarding 
forced returns.

Trafficking in persons and smuggling of 
migrants: The reporting period saw more 
initiatives for increased collaboration 
between various governmental departments 
through the formation of special units or 
groups. Some countries also held workshops 
and training sessions in collaboration 
with civil society and experts from other 
countries. A growing number of countries 
have also developed or are developing 
a national human trafficking action plan. 
Countries should continue to prioritize 
efforts to combat human trafficking in 
a coordinated manner, and to provide 
protection and asylum for victims. Counter-
smuggling policies and initiatives should 
focus on protecting the human rights of 
smuggled migrants and refugees, and on 
combating the crime of migrant smuggling.

Refugees and asylum seekers: Several 
countries have created asylum laws defining 
asylum seekers and the rights guaranteed 
to refugees. Some countries that have 
witnessed conflict have been making 
provisions for refugee returnees and IDPs 
to ensure their return is safe, voluntary and 
sustainable according to international law 
and humanitarian law. These developments 
should continue to be monitored 
and  supported.

Admissions, visas, residency permits and 
naturalization: Most developments in this 
area were administrative changes in visa 
requirements. However, Governments 
also increased flexibility because of the 
pandemic, with a general trend of extending 
visas and residency permits for those 
who were already holders, but imposing 
greater restrictions on obtaining new 
visas. A handful of Arab countries have 
enacted changes to their nationality laws, 
providing more pathways for naturalization. 
However, more attention should be given to 
vulnerable groups, in particular stateless 
persons and children, who fall outside of 
these  regulations.
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Expatriate and diaspora governance: Some 
Governments have focused on engaging 
with their nationals abroad. Several 
countries adopted measures to address 
repatriation during COVID-19-related travel 
restriction and quarantine measures. The 
role of Governments in engaging with their 
nationals abroad and with diasporas should 
be further developed to strengthen migrant 
protection and contributions to development 
in their countries of origin. 

International cooperation: The reporting 
period saw a flurry of activity surrounding 
the regional review of the Global Compact for 
Migration, as well as increased attention to 
the use of disaggregated data and statistics to 
monitor migration and displacement. Several 
of the follow-up initiatives regarding existing 

processes and treaties brought together 
Governments and other relevant stakeholders 
to share ideas and exchange good practices 
on how to govern migration and displacement, 
particularly in the context of the pandemic. 
A more systematic engagement of a broad 
spectrum of stakeholders would bring 
additional value. 

Bilateral cooperation: Countries 
collaborated in diverse areas related to 
migration and displacement, including the 
protection of migrant workers, particularly 
migrant domestic workers, border 
controls, and human trafficking. Improved 
bilateral collaboration and coordination 
is needed to better protect migrants and 
refugees, particularly given the continuing 
COVID-19  crisis.
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3. Building forward better for migrants 
and refugees in the Arab region: 
COVID-19 consequences
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Building forward better for migrants and 
refugees in the Arab region:  
COVID-19 consequences

3.

Summary statement 

The impact and effects of the COVID-19 pandemic have proven to be far-reaching, with consequences beyond the 
ensuing health crisis. In addition to the tragic loss of human lives, it has caused or aggravated economic crises 
and social disruptions globally, and exacerbated political unrest in some countries. Many migrants and refugees 
have been at the forefront of the pandemic, providing essential services including health care, agriculture and 
food production, and ensuring the continuity of supply chains across the region. They have also been among the 
population groups most impacted by the pandemic. The COVID-19 crisis has magnified the negative impact of 
pre-existing structural barriers on migrants and refugees, and increased their vulnerability as a result of severe 
economic challenges, increased food insecurity, difficulty accessing water and sanitation facilities, limited 
access to affordable health and education services, increased challenges to enter formal job markets, increased 
exploitation and gendered violence, mobility restrictions, heightened xenophobia, and limited connectivity and 
communication. Building forward better for migrants and refugees in the Arab region requires serious political 
will to mainstream migrant and refugee issues and concerns in policies across different sectors. The policy 
recommendations offered in the present chapter are derived from lessons learned during the pandemic, and offer 
a roadmap for protecting and empowering migrants and refugees to become active agents of development.

Background

Migrants and refugees were among the 
population groups most impacted by the 
pandemic, with many left stranded in host 
countries, suffering from loss of income and 
housing and from malnutrition, and facing 
difficulties in accessing health services. 

The pandemic also heightened the pre-existing 
vulnerabilities of specific population groups, 
including migrants and refugees, and highlighted 
the urgent need to address the structural causes 
underlying those vulnerabilities, including non-
inclusive social protection and health-care 
systems, limited regular migration pathways, 
labour governance frameworks that fail to protect 
their rights, social exclusion and  xenophobia. 

Nonetheless, the pandemic also showcased 
the resilience of migrant workers and their 
contribution to their communities as they 
continued to serve as frontline workers, providing 

essential services, including health care, cleaning, 
domestic work, agriculture and food production, 
and ensuring the continuity of supply chains and 
other essential businesses despite the difficult 
conditions imposed by the pandemic. 

The unprecedented shock created by the pandemic 
also provided a learning opportunity on how to 
improve protection for the most vulnerable. In the 
words of Secretary-General of the United Nations, 
Antonio Guterres: “COVID-19 is a human tragedy. 
It has also created a generational opportunity. 
An opportunity to build back a more equal 
and sustainable world”.288 The pandemic also 
highlighted the importance of accelerating efforts 
to achieve the SDGs, the objectives of the Global 
Compact for Migration, and the Global Compact for 
Refugees as key frameworks that guide the efforts 
of member States to better protect and empower 
the most vulnerable members of our communities, 
notably migrants and refugees. 
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Several Arab countries have already made 
important strides in reforming their policies, as 
highlighted in the previous chapter of the present 
report. Nonetheless, several areas require 
attention and enhanced efforts to empower and 
protect migrants and refugees. Rooted in global 
governance frameworks and the inherent human 
rights of migrants and refugees, the present 
chapter aims to reflect on the lessons learned 
from the pandemic to explore means to build 
forward better for migrants and refugees, and 
enhance their capacity to resist similar shocks 
and crises. To this end, the chapter examines 
some of the structural challenges experienced by 
migrant workers and refugees prior to and during 
the pandemic, and provides a set of actionable 
and concrete policy recommendations to guide 
the efforts of Arab Governments. 

Chapter 3 moves beyond a single-lens approach 
focused on statistical analyses and victimization 
by examining migrants’ and refugees’ experiences 
and challenges, while also seeking to illuminate 
how they are responding to the pandemic. More 
concretely, it asks what policies can facilitate 
migrant and refugee resilience in the Arab region, 
so as to enable better responses to exogenous 
shocks such as the current pandemic and future 
adversity. The present chapter addresses the 
following empirical questions: What are the 
structural barriers that influence migrant workers’ 
and refugees’ experiences during the pandemic 
in the Arab region? Which policies should be 
recommended to cater for the various protection 

and other needs of migrant workers and refugee 
communities, so as to build their resilience during 
times of crises such as the current pandemic? 

The analysis recognizes the varied experiences 
of migrants and refugees, and assesses the 
structural barriers they face based on their 
gender, age, race, ethnicity, language, nationality, 
socioeconomic status, education, employment, 
specialization, religious backgrounds, and other 
power relations. In particular, the present chapter 
avoids homogenizing the experiences of migrants 
and refugees, given the specific circumstances 
of refugees and the regulatory frameworks 
governing their affairs, and where possible 
provides special analysis relevant to refugees.

Chapter 3 adopts a gender-sensitive 
analysis that examines the distinct and 
disproportionate consequences of the 
pandemic for migrants and refugees. The key 
insight in assessing gender and resilience 
in the context of the pandemic rests not 
only on the identification of the gendered 
impact of the pandemic on power relations, 
but also on the recognition that this form 
of migrant or refugee experience provides 
a significant opportunity for examining the 
structural inequalities between women and 
men. Furthermore, a gendered approach 
allows the analysis of challenges to 
realizing gender equality under condition 
of poverty and socioeconomic, health and 
security  perils.

A. Information highlights 

The COVID-19 pandemic provided an opportunity to acknowledge 
the vital role of migrants and refugees in the provision of essential 
services in their host communities but also magnified the negative 
impact of pre-existing structural barriers on migrants and refugees. 

Low-skilled migrant workers, those in irregular situations, 
women migrants and refugees and those living in humanitarian 
contexts are among the most vulnerable.

The challenges posed by pandemic include, but are not 
limited to, economic hardship, food insecurity, health 
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B. Methodology

The present chapter utilizes a mixed-method 
approach to secondary and primary data 
collection. A comprehensive desk research 
provided a wealth of secondary data, including 
data from supplementary scholarly peer-reviewed 
publications, various reports prepared by the United 
Nations and other regional and international non-
governmental organizations, and additional reliable 
data available online. The desk research was 
useful in filling information gaps, identifying trends 
based on the emerging body of published work, and 
drawing meaningful  conclusions.

In addition, primary data collected through in-
depth interviews served to highlight the voices 
and experiences of both migrants and refugees 
residing in the Arab region during the COVID-19 
pandemic.289 Interview participants comprised 
migrants and refugees from various countries 

of origin, who resided in the different Arab 
subregions. To ensure utmost transparency 
and protect the anonymity of the interviewees, 
pseudonym names have been used in the present 
chapter to refer to their  testimonies.

Several limitations are acknowledged, however. 
Firstly, given the personal, professional and 
contextual diversity of the migrants and refugees 
within the 22 countries of the Arab region, 
and the difficulties conducting face-to-face 
interviews owing to travel restrictions and safety 
concerns during the pandemic, a limitation of 
the present chapter is the small size and non-
representativeness of its sample. Furthermore, 
the interviewees did not include migrants in 
irregular situations. For more details, please refer 
to the methodology note set out in annex 7 to the 
present report. 

C. Structural barriers impacting migrants and refugees 

There are multiple structural barriers that 
impact migrants and refugees in the Arab 
region, albeit differently. These include the 
labour governance frameworks adopted in 
some countries, the distinct experiences 
of low-skilled migrants versus high skilled 
migrants, the complex experiences of 
refugees in the region, the gender implications 

of migration, and the implementation of 
international and national policies.

1. Labour governance frameworks 

Labour migration continues to be a dominant trend 
in the Arab region, as highlighted in chapter 1. 

barriers, education challenges, gender consequences, 
mobility restrictions, and limited access to communication 
and  connectivity.

The region witnessed increased returns of migrants owing to 
job losses, changing working modalities, and repatriation efforts 
by  States. 

Building forward better for migrants and refugees requires 
addressing structural barriers, including non-inclusive social 
protection and health-care systems, limited regular migration 
pathways, labour governance frameworks that fail to protect 
their rights, social exclusion and xenophobia.
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Oftentimes, migration to the Arab region is motivated 
by migrants’ desire to enhance their lives and 
financially support their families back home. Yet 
migrant workers face several obstacles as a result 
of the labour governance frameworks in many Arab 
countries. For example, existing scholarly and policy 
research indicates that the kafala system may allow 
government agencies, recruitment companies, and 
private sponsors to impose considerable restrictions 
on migrant workers under their sponsorship.290 
The kafala system regulates the recruitment and 
oversight of migrant workers, strictly controlling 
migrant entry, residency and departure processes. 
It gives the sponsor responsibility and authority 
over workers’ living, accommodation and working 
conditions and their movement.291

Consequently, the kafala system enables migrant 
workers to enter the region legally with a work 
permit as temporary workers, while potentially 
undermining their agency and resilience. In recent 
years, most Arab countries with these systems 
have introduced reforms to better protect migrants’ 
rights. Unfortunately, many of these reforms 
exclude domestic work, which employs large 
numbers of migrant workers, who continue to be 
among the most vulnerable migrant groups. 

Despite the promising policy reforms to labour 
migration governance frameworks across the 
region, and the commitment to several global 
frameworks, notably the Global Compact on 
Migration and international human rights and 
labour standards that protect the rights of migrant 
workers, a significant gap remains between 
stipulations in international conventions and 
their application at the national level. Barriers 
include limited enforcement mechanisms, strained 
resources, limited capacity, weak efforts to ensure 

migrants’ social inclusion, weak public awareness, 
and the prevalence of xenophobia and racism – all 
factors that negatively impact migrant inclusion in 
their host societies.

2. Vulnerability of low-skilled workers

Migrant workers’ experiences are not 
homogeneous, even when working under the same 
labour governance frameworks. There are clear 
variations between the experiences of low-skilled 
and high-skilled migrant workers. High-skilled 
migrant workers often experience relative privilege 
compared with lower skilled migrant workers. This 
privilege is often based on factors such as levels of 
income, education, language, nationality or social 
status, and translates into flexible employment 
contracts/agreements, freedom of movement, 
competitive work packages, comfortable 
accommodation, and generous family benefits for 
education and health  care.
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The majority of low-skilled migrant workers in the Arab 
region, including women migrants, are often employed 
on a temporary basis or in the informal sector, and 
therefore do not have job security and in many cases 
are not included in social protection platforms, which 
increases their vulnerability, particularly to exogenous 
shocks such as political instability, economic crises or a 
pandemic. Most have limited savings and contingency 
measures to resort to, and limited access to social 
protection mechanisms. Their migration status also 
plays a crucial role in their access to basic services, 
with migrants in irregular situations encountering 
various challenges in their interactions with public 
services. In addition, migrants’ housing conditions are 
often characterized by overcrowding and precarity, 
with inadequate sanitary facilities. During the pandemic, 
this translated into a lack of access to food and social 
services, a lack of access to sustainable health services, 
limited access to vaccination and social distancing 
measures, xenophobia, racism and discrimination in their 
work and living spaces.

3. Protracted conflict and  displacement 

Countries across the Arab region continue to 
witness protracted conflict and displacement, 
which has resulted in increasing numbers of 
refugees. While both migrants and refugees in the 
Arab region experience complex disadvantages, 
the experiences of refugees, who are specifically 
defined and protected under international law, are 
often very distinct. For instance, refugees flee their 
country of origin for various reasons, including 
persecution and immediate threats to their lives, 
and are unable to return to their home countries.

Despite the efforts of host countries in the region, 
the hosting of many refugees in some Arab countries 
continues to pose a challenge given the critical 
need of refugees for urgent protection, shelter, food, 
health services and socioeconomic needs.292 The 
pandemic293  further undermined refugees’ attempts 
to find durable solutions to their plight, including 
through voluntary repatriation, local inclusion, or 
resettlement.294 During the pandemic, the Secretary-
General of the United Nations has repeatedly 

appealed to countries to adhere to a global ceasefire 
while the world fights the pandemic. Nevertheless, 
UNHCR estimates that global forced displacement295 
surpassed 82.4 million in 2020, while militarized 
conflicts and persecution persisted within the Arab 
region, including in the State of Palestine, Somalia, 
the Sudan, the Syrian Arab Republic and  Yemen.296 

The pandemic has intensified the vulnerability of 
refugees and asylum seekers in the Arab region by 
impacting their access to humanitarian assistance, 
while limiting pathways to exert their agency 
and seek durable solutions by pursuing voluntary 
repatriation, engaging in inclusion efforts, and 
reduced access to resettlement for those with 
compelling protection needs. 

4. Gender considerations of migration 
and forced displacement

Experiences of women and men in migration and 
forced displacement are gendered and unequal. The 
inequalities that migrant  and refugee women and girls 
experience often derive from traditional perceptions 
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of gender roles and relationships. Stereotypical 
perceptions about gendered identities, gendered 
roles and relationships are created and sustained by 
individuals and social and cultural institutions, including 
households, local communities, and national and 
international actors. In the Arab region, male migrants 
are predominantly employed in male-dominated sectors, 
such as construction, security-guarding, agriculture and 
food production, hospitality and transportation. Women 
typically work in health, education, non-governmental 
organizations and the domestic sector. In the latter, they 
are more likely to be bound by stereotypical notions of 
gender roles, which largely confine them to household 
and service work as cleaners, cooks, nannies and 
elderly carers. Furthermore, female domestic workers 
are often at risk of heightened abuse, including wage 
discrimination, sexual harassment, sexual exploitation 
and gender-based violence, which is attributed in part to 
the lack of standard protections against gender-based 
and domestic violence in the region. For example, most 
Arab countries maintain provisions that allow a reduced 
sentence for sex offenders who marry their victims, and 
provide clemency for perpetrators in cases of rape and 
honour crimes.297

Despite policy initiatives taken by some Arab 
countries, migrant domestic workers continue 
to be vulnerable.298 To date, no Arab country has 
ratified the ILO Domestic Workers Convention, 
2011 (No. 189), or the Violence and Harassment 
Convention, 2019 (No. 190).299 The Domestic 

Workers Convention puts in place new standards 
within the informal employment sector, which 
is often the site of substantial exploitation of 
migrant workers as noted by some of the research 
participants during their interviews. All Arab 
States have signed and ratified the Convention 
on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination 
against Women (CEDAW), with Tunisia being the 
only country ratifying without any  reservations.

D. Assessing migrants’ and refugees’ vulnerabilities during the pandemic

In various ways, the pandemic has compounded the 
vulnerabilities and barriers of migrants and refugees. 
A significant body of evidence outlines the unique 
ways migrants’ and refugees’ vulnerabilities have been 
exacerbated by the pandemic, including the following: 

• Migrants and refugees experiencing xenophobic 
attacks owing to a perceived link between their 
presence and the virus.300 

• Migrants and refugees being increasingly 
exposed to sexual and gender-based violence 
during lockdowns and held in detention.301

• Migrants and refugees having limited access to 
essential items and services owing to a lack of 
availability and mobility restrictions.

• Migrants being stranded owing to restrictions on 
mobility imposed by countries worldwide.302 

• Migrants being deported and forcefully returned 
to their countries of origin.

• IDPs and refugees living in overpopulated camps 
and camp-like settings being vulnerable to the 
spread of the virus due to overcrowding.303 
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At the same time, the pandemic has reaffirmed the 
importance of migrant workers’ contributions in 
achieving socioeconomic dividends in host countries 
and countries of origin. Migrant workers have been 
at the forefront of the pandemic response, providing 
needed services including health care, agriculture and 
food production, and ensuring the continuity of supply 
chains and essential businesses across the region.304 

1. Economic challenges during 
the  pandemic

The pandemic has had a devastating impact 
on the economies of countries across the Arab 
region. This was compounded by the continuing 
decline in oil prices, which lost the region nearly 
$11 billion in net oil revenues from January to 
mid-March 2020, while businesses in the region 
lost a massive $420 billion in market capital in 
the same period. ESCWA estimated that the 
region lost at least 42 billion dollars of gross 
domestic product in 2020.305 ILO estimated that 
the region lost 9 per cent of all work hours 
in 2020 owing to the pandemic, equivalent to 
5 million full time jobs.306 In addition, studies 
highlighted that sectors most affected by the 
crisis in Arab countries were those with high 
shares of migrant workers, namely construction; 
other service activities, including domestic 
work; accommodation and food services; and 
wholesale and retail trade.307  

The pandemic put many migrants and refugees 
in situations of economic hardship, with 
numerous individuals losing their source of 
income. In the Sudan, for example, over 20 per 
cent of respondents interviewed in a survey 
conducted by IOM declared that they had 
lost their source of income as a result of the 
pandemic.308 Similarly, in Libya, more than 60 
per cent of migrants and IDPs surveyed by IOM 
declared that although they were still employed, 
the pandemic made it more difficult for them to 
earn a living. Key challenges included sources 
of income (cafés, restaurants, barber shops) 
being closed (15 per cent); and their employer 
not paying salaries (20 per cent).309 Refugees 

are equally affected by the negative economic 
impact of the pandemic, with the poverty 
rates of refugees in Iraqi Kurdistan, Jordan 
and Lebanon soaring following the outbreak 
of the pandemic.310 In Lebanon, 80 per cent of 
Palestinian refugees had either lost their income 
or had their salary reduced in May 2020.311 In 
many cases, the savings of populations on the 
move have been wiped out by the crisis, and they 
have been forced to resort to negative coping 
strategies, such as taking children out of school 
or practising survival sex in some cases.

While the wellbeing of populations across the 
region has been affected by the pandemic, the 
economic vulnerability of migrants, particularly 
migrants in an irregular situation, and refugees, 
in most Arab countries has worsened. One 
reason for this is that migrants and refugees are 
often excluded from national social protection 
mechanisms.312 While countries’ pandemic relief 
packages have totalled more than $102 billion, 
with various disparities between subregions, 
refugees and migrants are not typically 
included in State support mechanisms, such 
as employment and cash assistance for the 
unemployed. Increasing percentages of bailout 
funds sent to small and medium enterprises in 
countries such as Saudi Arabia have no clear 
correlation to supporting these groups.313

In addition to exacerbating challenges for migrants 
and refugees, the pandemic has also resulted 
in downstream economic effects on countries 
within the region that rely on remittances from 
the Arab region, such as Egypt, Lebanon, Libya 
and the Sudan,314 and beyond such as Ghana and 
Nigeria.315 Lockdowns across the MENA region 
shut down financial transfer businesses. Access 
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to everyday financial systems is critical to migrants 
and the families they support with remittances. 
While online and low-cost money transfer systems 
enable migrants to send money, non-citizens are 
often left out of interest-earning savings and other 
financial schemes that can help reduce the impact 
of adverse economic circumstances. To strengthen 
resilience and financial independence, countries 
such as Jordan and Oman declared transfer 
providers as essential businesses,316 and Qatar 
created a public education campaign about online 
transfer services.317 

The economic hardships endured by migrants 
and refugees in the region have had a domino 
effect, resulting in a drop in their ability to send 
remittances to their families in their home 
countries, which makes it harder for their 
families to adapt to the economic challenges 
caused by COVID-19. The pandemic also 
affected the ability of some migrants and 
refugees living in Arab LDCs to receive money 
from abroad. This domino effect pushed many 
migrants and their families in home countries 
into destitution.318 Despite this, remittance flows 
from and to the Arab region have resumed, 
slowly reaching pre-pandemic levels.319 

2. Insecurity in food and access to water 
and sanitation

Access to clean water is a long-standing 
issue in the Arab region. In 2019, almost 362 
million people (about 86 per cent of the region’s 
population) lived on less than 1,000 cubic meters 
per person per year. Moreover, 18 of the 22 
Arab countries were water scarce.320 A strong 
body of evidence suggests that water became 
less accessible for migrants and refugees after 
the onset of the pandemic. In Yemen, a survey 
conducted by the Norwegian Refugee Council 
indicated that 25 per cent of IDPs interviewed 
stated that their ability to access water had 
been negatively affected by the pandemic. 
They said that the main reason for this was 
the increase in the cost of water since the 
outbreak of COVID-19.321 At the same time, over 

74 million people lacked access to handwashing 
facilities, and 87 million did not have improved 
water sources in their homes.322 International 
organizations provided emergency support 
and humanitarian services in countries across 
the region during the pandemic, but long-term 
resilience still needs to be strengthened.323 

Most Arab countries are food importers.324 
Border closures and movement restrictions have 
disrupted supply chains, causing bottlenecks in 
procuring basic goods such as food items, and 
increasing the prices of several items. 

The pandemic, ongoing conflicts, economic crises 
and natural disasters (especially floods) have 
led to sharp increases in food prices across the 
Arab region. The impact on the food security of 
migrants and refugees and their families has been 
devastating. Movement restrictions and curfews 
have already led to sharp increases in food prices 
that, combined with reduced income, resulted in 
significantly reduced purchasing power. Countries 
in conflict or in a humanitarian context have 
suffered a heavier impact from the pandemic. For 
example, the cost of a minimum expenditure basket 
that would meet a family’s basic needs, including 
food items, was 19.2 per cent more expensive in 
August than in March 2020 in Libya.325 In Jordan, 
64 per cent of Palestine refugees from the Syrian 
Arab Republic surveyed by UNRWA reported 
experiencing food insecurity,326 and 86 per cent 
reported being in debt. In the Syrian Arab Republic, 
a staggering 99 per cent of Palestine refugee 
households surveyed by UNRWA in July 2020 
reported that they struggled to buy food, and 80 per 
cent had reduced their daily meals.327 

With the expected trajectory of COVID-19, migrants, 
particularly migrant workers in an irregular 
situation, will be increasingly unable to secure the 
income required to meet their basic needs, thus 
raising the risk of extreme food coping strategies 
and malnutrition. For example, WFP projects that 
in 79 countries where it operates, at least 32.9 
million people could be at risk of facing acute food 
insecurity owing to the loss of remittances.328  
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3. Health barriers during the pandemic

Identifying the pandemic’s characteristics 
in the Arab region, while recognizing the 
caveats of cultural contexts and diversity, is 
the first step to determining what constitutes 
resilience for migrants and refugees within 
the region and its countries. Eighteen months 
into the pandemic, the region is a microcosm 
of global trends, yet disproportionately 
affected by the COVID-19 crisis. The 
research findings show that the pandemic’s 
prevalence, effects and responses vary 
widely between subregions and countries. 
While wealthier GCC countries have fared 
better than countries in the Maghreb and 
Mashreq, Arab developing countries have 
the weakest performance on the United 
Nations Informed COVID-19 Risk Index.329 
However, these general trends mask vast 
disparities within countries and subregions in 
confirmed cases and fatalities; and in access 
to vaccination, the ability to socially distance, 
especially in camp or collective shelter 
settings, and the means to maintain hygiene 
and obtain health services.

Before the pandemic, universal access to health-
care systems in the Arab region posed serious 
challenges for refugees, migrants and their 
families. Moreover, in many countries, it remains 
unclear who is responsible for providing health 
coverage to migrants and refugees (the State, 
employers, or themselves). As demonstrated in 
chapter 2, many Arab countries have adopted 
policies to ensure that migrants and refugees, 
and in some cases migrants in an irregular 
situation, have access to health services during 
the pandemic. In countries like Morocco, existing 
policy frameworks, such as the national strategy 
on migration and asylum, proved critical during 
the pandemic, given that they provide for the 
integration of migrants and refugees, including by 
granting them access to public services such as 
education and health.

Despite these efforts, medical service access 
and affordability have remained a primary 

concern for large numbers of migrants and 
refugees, particularly in view of loss of income 
that has reduced their ability to spend out-of-
pocket on services, medicines, or transport to 
medical facilities.330 In addition, a few countries 
have prioritized emergency and life-saving 
medical care owing to unprecedented pressure 
on medical services, which has resulted in 
disruptions or interruptions to many regular 
services, such as child health-care services, 
maternal care for pregnant women, services 
relating to chronic illnesses, and sexual and 
reproductive health care, including family 
planning and HIV prevention.

For migrants and refugees in countries 
in a humanitarian context, this challenge 
is exponentially magnified, given that 
hospitals, medical centres, and health-care 
systems have suffered serious damages, 
staff loss, and capability erosion due to 
ongoing conflicts. 

Low skilled migrant workers living in labour 
camps, and refugees living in refugee camps, 
are also at a particular risk due to their living 
conditions, which are often characterized by 
overpopulation, inability to adhere to social 
distancing requirements, and limited access 
to sanitation and hygiene facilities. 

Access to psychological medical care poses 
another challenge, given that many migrants and 
refugees consider the pandemic’s psychological toll 
to be equally severe to physical health risks or food 
insecurity, as do members of host communities.

Understanding pandemic-related nuances 
across the Arab region and within individual 
countries is the first step to understanding 
how to better address the health needs 
of migrants and refugees, including 
mental health and psychosocial support. 
While strengthening existing health-care 
infrastructure is critical to improving migrant 
and refugee health and wellbeing, and by 
extension the health of all people in the Arab 
region, developing new targeted programmes 
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that respond to the lessons learned from 
COVID-19 is necessary to guarantee that 
health-care institutions are resilient and able 
to meet the growing needs of the population, 
including the pressing needs of the migrant 
and refugee population.

4. Access to education challenges during 
the pandemic

In 2020, it was estimated that around 100 million 
students were out of school in the Arab region. 
The distance and e-learning modalities adopted 
in many schools raise various challenges for 
teachers, students and their parents, especially 
since only 51.6 per cent of households in non-
GCC Arab countries have Internet access.331  

Education access was a primary concern for 
migrants and refugees during the pandemic. 
The new learning modality posed several 
challenges. It increased costs associated with 

securing proper ICT equipment and reliable 
and adequate Internet access, which added to 
the financial difficulties of migrant and refugee 
families. Some families’ food insecurities 
intensified owing to these additional 
financial  constraints.

Education access also resulted in increased 
stressors on both migrant and refugee parents 
and students. Anecdotal evidence suggests that 
parents of migrant and refugee children may 
be less likely to have the abilities to assist their 
children with their studies, as some felt they were 
ill-equipped to support their children owing to their 
background, language barriers, and the additional 
work of shepherding children through new, 
unfamiliar online learning procedures at home. 
Others sought ways to manage the strain while 
working multiple jobs to mitigate lost income. On the 
other hand, migrant and refugee students struggled 
with the compounded effect of quarantine and 
isolation from their school.
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Students in higher education have also been 
affected. The lockdown measures affected around 
449,000 tertiary students from Arab countries 
studying abroad, many of which had to be 
repatriated, while others could not travel to attend 
university because of travel and visa restrictions. 
Several studies show increased anxiety, stress, 
depression and other psychological adversity 
among university  students.332

5. Gendered consequences of 
the  pandemic

Female migrants and refugees often face distinct 
disadvantages within their households and in 
their communities, which were exacerbated by 
the COVID-19 lockdown, because they have less 
access to power, resources and decision-making 
processes than men. Women make up a significant 
proportion of the informal sector, account for most 
of the domestic workforce due to responsibilities 
associated with traditional gender roles and norms, 
and are disproportionately more likely to assume or 
be forced to assume responsibility for unpaid care 
and domestic work.333

Many testimonies have shed light on the 
difficulties faced by women migrants during 
the pandemic, in particular those working 
in the informal and domestic sectors. They 
were often left economically vulnerable or 
had to endure predatory working conditions 
due to the large losses in informal sector 
jobs. Others were expected to do more 
domestic work or work longer hours 
because of stay-at-home orders, and to 
spend more time caring for children, older 
persons, and the sick in their own homes. 
The research findings showcased the added 
responsibilities women have shouldered 
during the pandemic, particularly in terms 
of productive, reproductive and community 
work, which are often transferred to 
daughters and other females within the 
household. Many young women have had 
to assume more gendered responsibilities, 
such as caring for younger siblings and older 
persons, in addition to being burdened with 
domestic work. This added responsibility 
has both short and long term impacts on 
the welfare and the resilience of female 
household members. 

The Eastern Mediterranean Region has 
the second-highest prevalence of violence 
against women worldwide at around 37 
per cent, according to WHO estimates.334 
In emergency situations, gender-based 
violence is likely to increase. The research 
findings corroborate this assumption, and 
indicate that the pandemic and ensuing 
lockdowns have rendered female migrants 
and refugees vulnerable to various forms of 
gender-based violence. Women have been 
more likely to experience physical violence, 
rape, beatings and other forms of violence 
by their husbands and close male relatives. 
In the early months of the pandemic, women 
in Jordan335 witnessed a 33 per cent increase 
in gender-based violence, compared with 
a tripling in Tunisia336 from 4.4 to 14.8 per 
cent. In Gaza, at least a third of Palestinian 
women, including refugees, have reported 
feeling unsafe at home and fearing domestic 
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violence.337 There was a 35 per cent increase 
in calls to gender-based violence hotlines 
in the State of Palestine in July 2020,338 
compared with May 2020. The pandemic also 
limited women’s access to medical care, 
especially reproductive and sexual health.339 
In Libya, 35 per cent of IDP respondents and 
15 per cent of migrants said that instances 
of domestic violence had increased as a 
result of the pandemic and it associated 
measures, such as including lockdowns and 
mobility  restrictions.340 

Based on the analysis above, building 
forward better for migrants and refugees 
necessitates the adoption of a gender-
responsive lens to examine how men and 
women face specific gendered challenges in 
the Arab region, and to formulate responses 
that adequately address those challenges.

6. Mobility restrictions 

In responding to the pandemic, many 
Arab countries have taken unprecedented 
measures to control human mobility, many of 
which have had adverse effects on migrants 
and refugees. While some measures have 
supported migrant communities, such 
as amnesty policies and experimenting 
with flexibility by allowing temporary visa 
extensions to avoid letting large numbers of 
migrants fall into irregularity, others policies 
have included border closures, quarantines, 
expulsions, and lockdowns of migrant 
worker communities and refugee  camps.341  

As a result, many migrants and refugees 
have been left stranded in host countries, 
without food, shelter, access to essential 
services or the ability to return home.342 
However, evidence suggests that despite 
border closures and mobility restrictions, 
mobility in the region was not significantly 
curbed.343 The region witnessed increased 
returns of migrants to and from Arab 
countries owing to job losses, changing 

working modalities, and repatriation efforts 
by States. In addition, the drivers to migrate, 
even using irregular pathways intensified, 
as a result of deteriorating socioeconomic 
condition in countries of origin, transit 
and  destination. 

As for refugees and asylum seekers, the 
pandemic amplified their already harsh living 
conditions. For many, mobility restrictions 
have prevented them from accessing 
safety.344 Consequently, many asylum 
seekers have not been able to reach asylum 
countries to seek protection.345 Furthermore, 
many of those awaiting deportation, or of 
those held in immigration detention facilities, 
were confined for longer periods in often 
overcrowded spaces with poor access to 
hygiene services, thus increasing their risk 
of contracting  COVID-19.

7. Limited connectivity and communication  

The pandemic highlighted the importance of 
access to digital communication for migrants 
and refugees to stay connected with their 
communities. Evidence illuminates the 
important role support from loved ones and 
community plays in helping develop personal 
resilience of migrants and refugees, who are 
often away from their family members for 
extended periods of time. 

Access to digital communication 
for migrants and refugees has also 
proved critical during the pandemic, as 
communication between Governments, 
migrants and refugees, and groups that 
serve them, has been largely limited to 
the digital space. While the pandemic has 
promoted investment in creative digital 
solutions to improve and expand access to 
virtual services, these advancements have 
not reached all groups equally. Migrant and 
refugee populations who do not have access 
to digital devices or Internet connection, 
or who are limited by a lack of digital skills 
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or language barriers, are sometimes left 
without reliable sources of information that 
enable them to make informed decisions and 
exercise their independence. Women and 
girls are often even more disproportionately 
affected by the digital  divide. 

Conversely, increased reliance on digital 
mediums could allow misinformation 
about COVID-19 to spread. The impact of 
misinformation, especially in relation to 
the pandemic, can have detrimental mental 
and physical consequences. This highlights 
the need for Governments to adopt various 
mediums of communication to ensure 
widespread access to reliable information. 

Coordinated low-cost communication is 
essential for Government and service 
providers to share accurate information 
with groups who rely on them. During 
the pandemic, enhancing government 

capacity to share health guidelines that 
reach migrant and refugee populations is 
critical to preventing the virus’ circulation 
and ensuring adequate treatment for 
the infected. Furthermore, developing 
government capacity to effectively 
communicate and reach vulnerable 
populations, particularly migrants and 
refugees, has important implications that 
extend far beyond the pandemic. To build 
forward better, Governments and groups that 
serve migrant and refugee interests should 
identify means to communicate clearly on 
ways to access services, including health 
care, immigration support, job and economic 
support, housing, food, and clean water.346  
Improved communication serves to inform 
the governance of migrant and refugee 
needs, and provides evidence to develop 
responsive policies and equip migrants and 
refugees with the knowledge and tools to 
protect and empower themselves.

E. Policy recommendations for a better future for migrants and 
refugees in the Arab region

The findings of the present research illustrate 
that the pandemic has exacerbated deeply 
entrenched structural and historical challenges 
for migrant and refugee communities, and for 
countries of origin and destination. Despite 
these challenges, migrants and refugees have 
displayed noticeable resilience, and continued 
to positively contribute to their communities. 

Chapter 3 explores the challenges posed by 
pandemic across various themes, including 
economic conditions, food insecurity, health 
barriers, education challenges, gender, mobility, 
communication and connectivity. Eighteen 
months into the global pandemic, the increasing 
socioeconomic and health disparities (particularly 
vaccine availability) among and within Arab 
countries have compounded these issues.

In response to these challenges, systematic 
changes to migration and refugee policies 
are needed to protect basic human rights and 
empower migrants and refugees. The pandemic 
should serve as a learning opportunity for 
countries and relevant stakeholders to reflect 
on their experiences and answer the question: 
How can we collectively build forward better 
for migrants and refugees? The following policy 
recommendations are deduced from lessons 
learned and promising practices observed, and 
aim to support member States in answering the 
aforementioned question and in accelerating 
their efforts to achieve the objectives of the 
Global Compact for Migration and the Global 
Compact on Refugees to ensure that no migrant 
or refugee is left behind.
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1. Facilitate regular migration pathways, limit irregular migration, and 
protect  migrants 

Enable voluntary returns for stranded migrants that respect their rights and dignity; and guarantee 
access to safe services that meet their basic needs such as food, shelter and water, and health-
care needs including COVID-19 testing. 

Adapt safe return procedures to ensure migrants have access to accommodation, food, water and 
other basic services, especially during crisis situations. 

Invest in the digitization of migration processes, including simple explanations of procedures 
to renew and extend visas available in different languages, to increase the transparency and 
accessibility of migration procedures and avoid falling into situations of irregularity. 

Intensify initiatives that facilitate regularization of migrants in irregular situations, such as 
regularization campaigns. 

Guarantee that migrants have access to their passports, identification documents, and other 
personal paperwork necessary to facilitate travel; and ensure that migrants are aware of their 
right to retain these documents by spreading awareness through migrant networks, organizations 
on the ground, and other relevant channels. 

Empower migrants with the ability to provide feedback on migration services; and ensure these 
mechanisms, such as hotlines, are accessible and promoted to migrant communities by offering services 
in relevant languages, and guaranteeing feedback will not be used to retaliate against complainants. 

Strengthen migrant access to justice mechanisms.

Amend visa and permit requirements to ensure survivors of human trafficking do not fall into 
irregular status owing to temporary documentation. 

Endow law enforcement with the authority and resources to pursue existing and emerging human 
trafficking patterns. 

Better integrate migrants and refugees in national and regional disaster preparedness plans and 
emergency procedures, and post emergency recovery.

2. Ensure the protection of refugees and asylum seekers 

Make use of screening arrangements at borders, and of testing, quarantine and other measures, to 
enable authorities to manage the arrival of asylum seekers and refugees, including stateless refugees, 
in a safe manner, while respecting international refugee protection standards during the pandemic. 

Where asylum procedures have been temporarily suspended on account of the pandemic, resume 
such procedures as soon as it is safe to do so, with all the necessary health considerations in place. 

Enhance communication with refugee communities to improve information on changes regarding 
services and assistance that they are entitled, and on how to access them.
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3. Decent work, fair and safe employment, and income security

Complete a comprehensive reform of the kafala system to address areas that put migrants in situations of 
vulnerability and forced labour; and recognize and enforce existing international human rights and labour 
laws and conventions aimed at guaranteeing the protection of migrant workers’ rights and welfare. 

Engage directly with migrants, refugees and international organizations to identify creative ways 
to reduce the risks migrant workers and refugees face during crises. 

Guarantee proper access to personal protective equipment in areas with high migrant or refugee 
density, including workplaces, labour camps, and migrant or refugee accommodation.

Develop confidential mechanisms for oversight and to report violations of health and other 
workplace guidelines that protect the privacy and job security of migrants and refugees.

Guarantee all migrant workers and refugees access to legal recourse for unfair or exploitative 
treatment, including withholding payment, underpayment, discrimination, overworking and other 
forms of abuse; and ensure that these resource channels are accessible to all, especially female 
migrant workers and refugees who face increased risk of violence, by offering personalized 
assistance and language interpretation services.

Guarantee that migrants and refugees have the same rights as other employed residents in terms 
of labour protections, equal pay for equal work, and organizing and forming unions and bargaining 
collectively; and ensure that domestic work is included in labour laws. 

Develop a rights-based approach to employment law and practices that include the needs 
of communities, by engaging directly with migrant and refugee populations and local and 
international organizations that serve their interests.

Offer paid sick leave to disincentivize working while sick, particularly during a pandemic, to 
safeguard public health and avoid the unnecessary spread of the virus.

Ensure that national and local economic stimulus and support measures meet the needs of 
migrant and refugee populations; and consult with active local migrant advocacy groups and 
migrant and refugee populations to identify specific community needs and include them in the 
development of national and local economic policies.

Provide economic relief to guarantee that migrants and refugees have access to basic services, 
including adequate housing, clean drinking water and food.

Further efforts to strengthen inclusion of refugees, including by providing national documents, 
ensuring access to services such as health care and education, and granting the right to work.

Support refugees and Arab countries hosting large numbers of refugees by increasing solidarity 
efforts, including resettlement quotas, enhancing access to family reunification and other 
complementary pathways, and resuming resettlement processing as soon as it is safe to do so.
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Include migrants and refugees in national and local job skills training programmes to qualify them for 
a wider range of jobs; and ensure that these programmes are accessible by offering them in different 
languages, and without participations restrictions based on migration status, gender, ethnicity or religion.

Allow migrants and refugees to enter national and private banking systems by partnering with 
banks to offer competitive banking services, particularly services that reduce the cost of sending 
remittances for low-income migrants and refugees.

Offer financial literacy training and workshops to migrants and refugees, with emphasis on topics 
that meet the needs of local groups, to empower them with information that allows them to make 
informed financial decisions.

Strengthen State cooperation and collaboration with different stakeholders, including 
international and local non-governmental organizations that serve migrant communities, to 
provide better access to services.

4. Health 

Engage with migrants, refugees, their host communities, and the organizations that serve them to 
ensure that the most up-to-date health guidelines, including sexual and reproductive health and 
other pertinent information, are shared regularly and are accessible in languages that meet the 
needs of the community.

Ensure universal access to health-care services regardless of migration status, race, ethnicity, 
gender or nationality. 

Develop strategies to combat COVID-19 at all levels of government planning (especially testing, 
treatment and vaccine distribution) that include meeting the needs of migrant and refugee 
populations, with particular attention to underserved individuals such as women and migrants in 
irregular situations.

Engage with migrant and refugee communities and the organizations that serve them to increase 
awareness of available channels to seek medical treatment; and encourage individuals to seek 
health care when needed, including reproductive health services.

Safeguard access to female health-care practitioners and quality female health services, 
including obstetrics and gynaecology. 

Ensure all service providers are trained to respond to the physical and mental health 
and psychological support needs of all survivors of gender-based violence in safe and 
confidential  environments.

Extend migrants and refugees access to interpreters, including sign language, when needed for 
all interactions with medical professionals.

Expand the availability of telehealth services, including virtual counselling, to migrants and 
refugees particularly high-risk populations, during the current global health crisis and to groups 
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5. Education

Promote the equal and continuous participation of girls in online learning and the return of girls to 
in-person learning at school when possible, including at the secondary level; address the needs of 
girls who have dropped out of school; and consider support classes specifically for girls. 

Reduce barriers to entering public education systems, particularly restrictions based on migration 
status, which prevent migrant and refugee children from entering public schools, while actively 
encouraging the inclusion of these students in formal education.

Work with local organizations and communities to identify solutions to improve school access, 
and encourage the enrolment of migrant and refugee students.

Ensure migrant and refugee children have access to Internet and devices compatible with 
online learning by offering Internet subsidies to families with children, instituting device loan 
programmes, and partnering with private technology companies to expand access to educational 
technology to all school age children regardless of migration status.

Guarantee that programmes implemented at the local and national levels to alleviate the costs of 
remote learning and tutoring include migrant and refugee children and families.

Provide free or subsidized school supplies, child meal plans during in-person learning, and other support. 

Ensure that programming and policy development meet the needs of migrant and refugee children 
and their families.

Provide opportunities and offer programmes for migrant and refugee teachers and tutors to gain 
necessary training or accreditation to enter public school systems that offer better job security 
and higher wages.

Expand and develop mental health support available to students by training teachers to identify signs 
of mental illness; and connect students with online counselling services and peer support groups.

Incorporate migrant and refugee experiences in national education curriculums.

Create accelerated language and educational programmes for children who were prevented from 
attending online and in-person schooling to ensure that they are not left behind. 

with longer-term limited access to nearby quality health-care services. To make existing telehealth 
services more accessible, providers should ensure services can be accessed using mediums and 
languages familiar to migrant and refugee communities.

Guarantee access to and coverage of mental health and psychosocial support for all migrant 
and refugee populations through and beyond the COVID-19 pandemic; and actively encourage 
engagement that destigmatizes mental illness and seek support by working directly with migrant 
and refugee groups and organizations that serve their interests.
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7. Connectivity and communication

Develop community loan programmes for electronic devices equipped with Internet in areas 
with high migrant and refugee density to provide access to digital platforms; and ensure these 
programmes are accessible to all regardless of gender, race, ethnicity or nationality.

6. Gender

Guarantee national and local social protection efforts and benefits reach migrant and refugee 
women and girls. 

Ensure female migrants and refugees are aware of and can access protection services and 
benefits that apply to them by offering services in different languages, creating clear and simple 
benefit redemption plans, and advertising programming on both digital and non-digital spaces in 
places with high concentrations of migrants and refugees.

Build safe houses and other spaces where women and girls facing sexual or domestic abuse, including 
intimate partner violence, can receive shelter, food, housing, medical assistance, and other necessities; 
ensure that these spaces are accessible, secure, and equipped to meet the childcare, mental health 
and psychosocial support needs of female migrants and refugees; and guarantee that access to 
existing safe houses for women are inclusive of migrant and refugee women and their children.

Develop and conduct information campaigns to raise the awareness of migrant and refugee 
women and girls of their rights; and offer confidential channels to provide assistance and counsel 
for women when these rights are abused.

Safeguard women’s access to necessary Personal Protective Equipment and other health equipment 
by offering free products, such as masks and sanitizers, in areas with high female migrant and 
refugee concentrations.

Ensure women are included in COVID-19 and other critical decision-making efforts by offering 
childcare services during meetings, creating environments that do not dismiss the voices of 
women, hosting women-only meetings to discuss and identify key issues on the ground, and 
working with local and international organizations to keep migrant and refugee women informed 
of the results achieved due to their cooperation.

Engage men and boys to prevent violence and to encourage healthy ways of coping with stressful 
situations associated with crisis.

Offer skills-based learning and recognition opportunities, such as free courses, for migrants and 
refugees; and ensure that these opportunities can accommodate adult working schedules. 

Require teacher diversity and cultural sensitivity trainings to guarantee that teachers are 
equipped to engage and meet the needs of students from diverse backgrounds.
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8. Expand transnational legal accountability 

     (a)  For migrants

Ratify the 1990 International Convention on the Protection of the Rights of All Migrant Workers 
and the ILO conventions relevant to migrant workers, in particular the Migration for Employment 
Convention (Revised), 1949 (No. 97), the Migrant Workers (Supplementary Provisions) Convention, 
1975 (No. 143), the Private Employment Agencies Convention, 1997 (No. 181), the Domestic 
Workers Convention, 2011 (No. 189), the 2014 Protocol to the Forced Labour Convention, 1930 (No. 
29), and the Violence and Harassment Convention, 2019 (No. 190).

Launch campaigns that increase migrants’ awareness of their legal rights under binding regional 
and international agreements; and offer legal counsel and advice, with translation services when 
needed, to migrants seeking to pursue legal action.

Establish regional and subregional standards relating to the kafala system that respect and 
promote human rights and dignity.

Develop community centres and enclaves, in line with health guidelines and regulations, where 
individuals can access devices and the Internet; and guarantee that these spaces are accessible 
to women and young people. In areas where free public centres already exist, ensure the number 
of available digital devices meet the needs of the community and are inclusive of migrant and 
refugee communities. 

Offer digital literacy courses and workshops in migrant and refugee dense communities.

Create and share a list of reliable information sources, especially during crisis, online and offline 
in areas with high migrant and refugee density; and ensure that these sources are offered in 
languages that meet the needs of the migrant and refugee populations, including up-to-date safety 
precautions and regulations.

Expose sources of misinformation and falsehoods; and create a channel for people to report 
misinformation or disinformation when they encounter it in various languages.

Open a dialogue between leaders in the migrant, refugee and local community to identify the 
source of hostility; and create a space that allows the groups to work together and create 
solutions that meet the needs of their communities.

Ensure that there are confidential reporting mechanisms for hate speech and discrimination available 
and accessible to the migrant and refugee population; and work with national and regional social 
media managers to remove groups that spread hate speech and violate online community guidelines.

Provide mental health services for migrants and refugees who experience hate speech and 
hostility; create spaces that allow for reflective open dialogue between migrants or refugees on 
their shared experiences; and use these discussions to help inform local organizational priorities 
and solutions that can help migrants and refugees feel more comfortable and protected.

Protect against hate crime by developing policies and training police and prosecutors to uphold 
migrant and refugee rights.
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9. Data collection

Invest in regional data collection efforts, with a particular emphasis on collecting disaggregated 
data, which may include information such as migration status, age, gender, ethnicity, disability 
status, occupation, sector of employment, country of origin, number of children per household, 
and level of education.

Ensure that anonymized data is made public and translated into different languages.

Collate existing data collected by States and non-governmental organizations into a single 
database, accounting for differences in collection methods and terminology where possible.

Move towards the standardization of migration and displacement-related terms by Governments 
at the subregional and regional level to ease the process of identifying common regional trends. 

Standardize migration and displacement-related terms in data collected by international organizations.

Invest in the collection of qualitative data, and qualitative longitudinal studies where possible, to 
collect information that highlights the migration and displacement experience and can expand 
knowledge on the direct needs of migrants and refugees.

Prioritize data collection in the period before, during and after new programming and policies are 
launched to track their impact on migrant and refugee populations; and share evidence-driven 
successful policies and programming on a platform available to policymakers, international 
organizations, and other relevant bodies to encourage best practices.

Improve data collection and analysis on migration and refugee movements during sudden or slow-
onset crises, and facilitate real-time data sharing.

Expand the legal basis for pursuing action against human trafficking and smuggling by ratifying 
and enforcing the 2000 United Nations Convention against Transnational Organized Crime and 
its two supplementary protocols: the Protocol to Prevent, Suppress, and Punish Trafficking in 
Persons, Especially Women and Children; and the Protocol against the Smuggling of Migrants by 
Land, Sea and Air.

     (b)  For refugees 

Ratify the 1951 Convention relating to the Status of Refugees, and the 1967 Protocol Relating to the 
Status of Refugees.

Where conventions have been ratified, government agencies should ensure that they are being 
followed. When abuses are found, actions, including enforcing legal measures, should be pursued.
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Annexes
Annex 1. Glossary of terms

Amnesty A general pardon, “regularization” or “legalization” that is extended to people who can show residence in a 
country for which the amnesty is granted, despite the fact that such residence was unauthorized.

Asylum

The grant, by a State, of protection on its territory to persons outside their country of nationality or habitual 
residence, who are fleeing persecution or serious harm or for other reasons. Asylum encompasses a variety of 
elements, including protection against refoulement, permission to remain on the territory of the asylum country, 
humane standards of treatment and access to a durable solution.

Asylum-seeker

A general term for any person who is seeking international protection. In some countries, it is used as a legal term 
referring to a person who has applied for refugee status or a complementary international protection status and 
has not yet received a final decision on their claim. It can also refer to a person who has not yet submitted an 
application but may intend to do so, or may be in need of international protection. Not every asylum-seeker will 
ultimately be recognized as a refugee, but every refugee is initially an asylum seeker. However, an asylum-seeker 
may not be sent back to their country of origin until their asylum claim has been examined in a fair procedure, and 
is entitled to certain minimum standards of treatment pending determination of their status.

Child An individual being below the age of eighteen years unless, under the law applicable to the child, majority is 
attained earlier (Article 1, Convention on the Rights of the Child, 1989).

Deportation
In international humanitarian law, deportation refers to the forced displacement of civilians which is prohibited 
in times of occupation and non-international armed conflict except when required for their security or imperative 
military reasons.

Detention

The deprivation of liberty for migration-related reasons.

Administrative Detention: Deprivation of liberty decided by the competent administrative authority of a State, 
whether it is subject to judicial review or not. In the migration context, detention often takes the form of 
administrative detention. Administrative detention is usually less regulated and affords fewer guarantees of 
legality and due process to those who are detained than criminal detention.

Diaspora
Migrants or descendants of migrants whose identity and sense of belonging, either real or symbolic, have been 
shaped by their migration experience and background. They maintain links with their homelands, and to each 
other, based on a shared sense of history, identity, or mutual experiences in the destination country.

Displaced persons

Persons or groups of persons who have been forced or obliged to flee or to leave their homes or places of 
habitual residence, either across an international border or within a State, in particular as a result of or in order 
to avoid the effects of armed conflict, situations of generalized violence, violations of human rights or natural or 
human-made disasters.

Displacement

The movement of persons who have been forced or obliged to flee or to leave their homes or places of habitual 
residence, either across an international border or within a State, in particular as a result of or in order to avoid 
the effects of armed conflict, situations of generalized violence, violations of human rights or natural or human-
made disasters.

Facilitated 
migration

Fostering or encouraging of regular migration by making travel easier and more convenient. This may take the 
form of a streamlined visa application process, or efficient and well-staffed passenger inspection procedures.

Family 
reunification/
reunion

The right of non-nationals to enter into and reside in a country where their family members reside lawfully or of 
which they have the nationality in order to preserve the family unit.

Forced/compulsory 
labour

All work or service which is exacted from any person under the menace of any penalty and for which the said 
person has not offered himself/herself voluntarily (Article 2(1), ILO Convention No. 29 on Forced Labour, 1930).

Forced return The act of returning an individual, against his or her will, to the country of origin, transit or to a third country that 
agrees to receive the person, generally carried out on the basis of an administrative or judicial act or decision.
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Migration 
governance

The combined frameworks of legal norms, laws and regulations, policies and traditions as well as organizational 
structures (subnational, national, regional and international) and the relevant processes that shape and regulate 
States’ approaches with regard to migration in all its forms, addressing rights and responsibilities and promoting 
international cooperation.

Highly skilled 
migrant worker

A migrant worker who has earned, by higher level education or occupational experience, the level of skill or 
qualifications typically needed to practice a highly skilled occupation.

Integration

The two-way process of mutual adaptation between migrants and the societies in which they live, whereby 
migrants are incorporated into the social, economic, cultural and political life of the receiving community. It 
entails a set of joint responsibilities for migrants and communities, and incorporates other related notions such as 
social inclusion and social cohesion.

Internal migration Internal migration the movement of people within a State involving the establishment of a new temporary or 
permanent residence.

Internally 
displaced persons 
(IDPs)

Persons or groups of persons who have been forced or obliged to flee or to leave their homes or places of 
habitual residence, in particular as a result of or in order to avoid the effects of armed conflict, situations of 
generalized violence, violations of human rights or natural or human-made disasters, and who have not crossed 
an internationally recognized State border (Guiding Principles on Internal Displacement, E/CN.4/1998/53/Add.2).

International 
migration

The movement of persons away from their place of usual residence and across an international border to a 
country of which they are not nationals.

Internationally 
mobile students/
student mobility

Students who have crossed a national or territorial border for the purpose of education and are now enrolled 
outside their country of origin.

Migrant in an 
irregular situation

A person who moves or has moved across an international border and is not authorized to enter or to stay in a 
State pursuant to the law of that State and to international agreements to which that State is a party.

Irregular 
migration

Movement of persons that takes place outside the laws, regulations, or international agreements governing the 
entry into or exit from the State of origin, transit or destination.

International 
protection 

The protection that is accorded by the international community to individuals or groups who are outside their 
own country, who are unable to return because they would be at risk there, and whose own country is unable or 
unwilling to protect them

Labour migration
Movement of persons from one State to another, or within their own country of residence, for the primary purpose 
of employment. Labour migration is addressed by most States in their migration laws. In addition, some States 
take an active role in regulating outward labour migration and seeking opportunities for their nationals abroad.

Low-skilled 
migrant worker

A migrant worker whose level of education, occupational experience, or qualifications make them eligible to 
practice a typically low skilled occupation only.

Migrant

Any person who is moving or has moved across an international border or within a State away from his/her 
habitual place of residence, regardless of (1) the person’s legal status; (2) whether the movement is voluntary or 
involuntary; (3) what the causes for the movement are; or (4) what the length of the stay is. This does not include 
refugees or people who are likely to be in need of international protection, such as asylum-seekers.

Migrant flow The number of international migrants arriving in a country (immigrants) or the number of international migrants 
departing from a country (emigrants) over the course of a specific period.

Migrant stock For statistical purposes, the total number of international migrants present in a given country at a particular point 
in time who have ever changed their country of usual residence.

Migrant worker
“A person who is to be engaged, is engaged or has been engaged in a remunerated activity in a State of which 
he or she is not a national” (Article 2(1), International Convention on the Protection of the Rights of All Migrant 
Workers and Members of Their Families, 1990).

Migration

The movement of a person or a group of persons, either across an international border, or within a State. It is 
a population movement, encompassing any kind of movement of people, whatever its length, composition and 
causes; it includes migration of refugees, displaced persons, migrant workers, and persons moving for other 
purposes, including family reunification.

Migration 
management

The management and implementation of the whole set of activities primarily by States within national systems or 
through bilateral and multilateral cooperation, concerning all aspects of migration and the mainstreaming of migration 
considerations into public policies. The term refers to planned approaches to the implementation and operationalization 
of policy, legislative and administrative frameworks, developed by the institutions in charge of migration.

https://documents-dds-ny.un.org/doc/UNDOC/GEN/G98/104/93/PDF/G9810493.pdf?OpenElement
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Mixed movements 

The cross-border movement of people, generally in an irregular manner, involving individuals and groups who travel 
alongside each other, using similar routes and means of transport or facilitators, but for different reasons. People 
travelling as part of mixed movements have different needs and profiles and may include asylum-seekers, refugees, 
victims of trafficking, unaccompanied or separated children, stateless persons, and migrants (including migrants in 
irregular situations or migrants in vulnerable situations).

Naturalization Naturalization Any mode of acquisition after birth of a nationality not previously held by the person that requires an 
application by this person or his or her legal agent as well as an act of granting nationality by a public authority.

Non-refoulement 

A core principle of international human rights and refugee law that prohibits States from returning individuals in any 
manner whatsoever (whether directly or indirectly) to territories where they may be at risk of persecution, torture, 
or other forms of serious or irreparable harm. The most prominent expression of the principle of non-refoulement in 
international refugee law is Article 33(1) of the 1951 Convention. The principle also is part of customary international law 
and is therefore binding on all States, whether or not they are parties to the 1951 Convention.

Readmission Act by a State accepting the re-entry of an individual (own national, third-country national or stateless person).

Refugee

Any person who meets the eligibility criteria under an applicable refugee definition, as provided for in international or 
regional refugee instruments, under UNHCR’s mandate, or in national legislation.

Under international law and UNHCR’s mandate, refugees are persons outside their countries of origin who are in need 
of international protection because of feared persecution, or a serious threat to their life, physical integrity or freedom 
in their country of origin as a result of persecution, armed conflict, violence or serious public disorder.

Note: Under international law, a person is considered a refugee as soon as they meet the relevant criteria, whether or 
not they have been formally recognized as a refugee. A person does not become a refugee because of recognition, but 
rather is recognized because they are a refugee.

Sometimes—notably in statistical contexts—the word refugee is used to designate individuals or groups who have 
been formally recognized by States or UNHCR as entitled to refugee status following an asylum or other status-
determination procedure. When this limited nonlegal meaning is intended, it should be clearly indicated. The clearest 
designation in such contexts is recognized refugee.

Refugee status 
determination

The legal or administrative process by which governments or UNHCR determine whether a person seeking international 
protection is considered a refugee in under international, regional or national law.

Regular migration Migration that occurs in compliance with the laws of the country of origin, transit and destination.

Regularization Any process or programme by which the authorities in a State allow non-nationals in an irregular situation to stay 
lawfully in the country by granting them a regular status. 

Reintegration

A process which enables individuals to secure and sustain the political, economic, social and psychosocial conditions 
needed to maintain life, livelihood and dignity in the country and community they return or are returned to, in full 
respect of their civil, political, economic, social and cultural rights. This should include targeted measures that enable 
returning migrants to have access to justice, social protection, financial services, health-care, education, family life, 
an adequate standard of living, decent work, and protection against discrimination, stigma, arbitrary detention and all 
forms of violence, and that allows returnees to consider that they are in an environment of personal safety, economic 
empowerment, inclusion and social cohesion upon return.

Remittances Multi-directional, voluntary, and private international monetary transfers that migrants make, individually or collectively, 
to people with whom they maintain close links.

Resettlement

The selection and transfer of refugees from a State in which they have sought treaty protection to a third State that 
has agreed to admit them – as refugees – with permanent residence status. The status provided ensures protection 
against refoulement and provides a resettled refugee and his or her dependants with access to rights similar to those 
enjoyed by nationals. Resettlement also carries with it the opportunity to eventually become a naturalized citizen of the 
resettlement country. As such, resettlement is a mechanism for refugee protection, a durable solution, and an example 
of international burden and responsibility sharing.

Return migration

An umbrella term to refer to the various forms, methods and processes by which migrants return or are compelled 
to return to their country of origin or habitual residence, or to a third country. This includes, inter alia, independent 
departure, assisted, voluntary or spontaneous return, deportation, expulsion, removal, extradition, pushback, handover, 
transfer or any other return arrangement. The use of the term ‘return’ provides no determination as to the degree of 
voluntariness or compulsion in the decision to return, nor of the lawfulness or arbitrariness of the return.
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Seasonal migrant 
worker/migration

A migrant worker whose work, or migration for employment, is by its character dependent on seasonal conditions and 
is performed only during part of the year (Article 2(2)(b), International Convention on the Protection of the Rights of All 
Migrant Workers and Members of Their Families, 1990).

Smuggling of 
migrants

“The procurement, in order to obtain, directly or indirectly, a financial or other material benefit, of the illegal entry of a 
person into a State Party of which the person is not a national or a permanent resident” (Article 3(a), Protocol Against 
the Smuggling of Migrants by Land, Sea and Air, supplementing the United Nations Convention against Transnational 
Organized Crime, 2000). Smuggling, contrary to trafficking, does not require an element of exploitation, coercion, or 
violation of human rights.

Statelessness The condition of not being considered as a national by any State under the operation of its law.

Temporary 
(labour) migration

Migration of workers who enter a foreign country for a specified limited period of time before returning to the country 
of origin.

Trafficking in 
persons

“The recruitment, transportation, transfer, harbouring or receipt of persons, by means of the threat or use of force or 
other forms of coercion, of abduction, of fraud, of deception, of the abuse of power or of a position of vulnerability or of 
the giving or receiving of payments or benefits to achieve the consent of a person having control over another person, 
for the purpose of exploitation” (Article 3(a), Protocol to Prevent, Suppress and Punish Trafficking in Persons, Especially 
Women and Children, Supplementing the Convention against Transnational Organized Crime, 2000). Trafficking in 
persons can take place within the borders of one State or may have a transnational character. In the case of children 
(anyone aged under 18 years), trafficking in persons comprises a trafficking act for the purpose of exploitation; the 
means set out above are not required to constitute the crime of child trafficking.

Transit A stopover of passage of varying length while travelling between two or more countries.

Vulnerability
Within a migration context, vulnerability is the limited capacity to avoid, resist, cope with, or recover from harm. 
This limited capacity is the result of the unique interaction of individual, household, community, and structural 
characteristics and conditions.

Vulnerable group

Depending on the context, any group or sector of society (such as children, the elderly, persons with disabilities, ethnic 
or religious minorities, migrants, particularly those who are in an irregular situation, or persons of diverse sex, sexual 
orientation and gender identity (SSOGI)) that is at higher risk of being subjected to discriminatory practices, violence, 
social disadvantage, or economic hardship than other groups within the State. These groups are also at higher risk in 
periods of conflict, crisis or disasters.

Annex 2. Country data

A. Migration and forced displacement in the Arab region

Table A2.1. Migration and forced displacement in GCC countries, 1990-2020

International migrant and refugee population in GCC countries at mid-year

Year

International 
migrant and refugee 

population,  
both sexes

Migrant and refugee 
population as a 

percentage of the 
total population

Percentage of 
female migrant and 
refugee  population

Top countries of origin,  
both sexes

Bahrain

1990 173,212 34.9 29.1 India (60,505), Egypt (21,908), Pakistan (20,949), 
Bangladesh (20,442), Philippines (7,934)

1995 205,979 36.5 30.0 India (74,599), Pakistan (25,280), Bangladesh (24,630), 
Egypt (23,628), Philippines (10,206)

2000 239,361 36.0 30.9 India (88,904), Pakistan (29,683), Bangladesh (28,889), 
Egypt (25,417), Philippines (12,508)

2005 404,018 45.4 28.6 India (157,081), Bangladesh (49,900), Pakistan (46,931), 
Egypt (41,784), Philippines (24,672)
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International migrant and refugee population in GCC countries at mid-year

Year

International 
migrant and refugee 

population,  
both sexes

Migrant and refugee 
population as a 

percentage of the 
total population

Percentage of 
female migrant and 
refugee  population

Top countries of origin,  
both sexes

Bahrain

2010 666,406 53.7 27.8 India (259,915), Bangladesh (81,920), Pakistan (74,535), 
Egypt (67,374), Philippines (42,281)

2015 722,487 52.7 26.7 India (281,787), Bangladesh (88,813), Pakistan (80,807), 
Egypt (73,043), Philippines (45,839)

2020 936,094 55.0 25.8 India (365,098), Bangladesh (115,071), Pakistan (104,698), 
Egypt (94,638), Philippines (59,391)

Kuwait

1990 1,074,391 51.3 39.0 India (375,183), Egypt (135,880), Pakistan (129,928), 
Bangladesh (126,783), Philippines (49,207)

1995 921,954 57.2 35.8 India (332,377), Pakistan (112,925), Bangladesh (110,044), 
Egypt (107,006), Philippines (45,266)

2000 1,127,640 55.1 32.5 India (418,664), Pakistan (139,783), Bangladesh (136,047), 
Egypt (119,693), Philippines (58,906)

2005 1,333,530 58.7 31.1 India (485,921), Bangladesh (175,042), Pakistan (162,388), 
Egypt (128,040), (Philippines (76,339)

2010 1,874,812 62.7 30.0 India (675,347), Bangladesh (258,071), Pakistan (225,820), 
Egypt (168,563), Philippines (112,977)

2015 2,866,136 74.7 33.6 India (1,061,758), Egypt (387,993), Bangladesh (350,229), 
Pakistan (312,434), Philippines (181,462)

2020 3,110,159 72.8 33.7 India (1,152,175), Egypt (421,025), Bangladesh (380,046), 
Pakistan (339,033), Philippines (196,910)

Oman

1990 304,000 16.8 20.2 India (152,554), Bangladesh (50,041), Pakistan (35,675), 
Egypt (18,811), Sri Lanka (13,996)

1995 539,643 24.5 22.6 India (282,987), Bangladesh (82,653), Pakistan (59,439), 
Egypt (27,544), Sri Lanka (14,591)

2000 623,608 27.5 21.7 India (333,881), Bangladesh (92,034), Pakistan (66,498), 
Egypt (28,536), Indonesia (17,274)

2005 666,164 26.5 20.8 India (373,411), Bangladesh (92,947), Pakistan (70,569), 
Egypt (27,249), Indonesia (19,887)

2010 816,234 26.8 19.3 India (473,206), Bangladesh (108,861), Pakistan (86,029), 
Egypt (30,361), Indonesia (25,710)

2015 1,856,226 43.5 16.4 India (1,076,151), Bangladesh (247,568), Pakistan 
(195,644), Egypt (69,046), Indonesia (58,468)

2020 2,372,836 46.5 16.4 India (1,375,667), Bangladesh (316,467), Pakistan 
(250,092), Egypt (88,261), Indonesia (74,739)

Qatar

1990 309,753 65.0 27.1 Indonesia (108,178), United Arab Emirates (39,178), Philippines 
(37,462), Bangladesh (36,556), Saudi Arabia (14,187)

1995 361,673 70.4 25.4 Indonesia (130,606), Philippines (44,332), Bangladesh (43,199), 
United Arab Emirates (41,796), Saudi Arabia (17,817)
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International migrant and refugee population in GCC countries at mid-year

Year

International 
migrant and refugee 

population,  
both sexes

Migrant and refugee 
population as a 

percentage of the 
total population

Percentage of 
female migrant and 
refugee  population

Top countries of origin,  
both sexes

Qatar

2000 359,697 60.7 23.8 Indonesia (133,562), Philippines (44,593), Bangladesh (43,402), 
United Arab Emirates (38,184), Saudi Arabia (18,792)

2005 646,026 74.6 22.8 India (193,404), Bangladesh (75,689), Indonesia (64,612), 
Philippines (54,268), Pakistan (51,773)

2010 1,456,413 78.5 17.2 India (540,914), Bangladesh (169,370), Pakistan (145,204), 
Egypt (136,060), Philippines (107,963)

2015 1,687,640 65.8 16.1 India (645,577), Egypt (163,569), Bangladesh (160,183), 
Nepal (151,314), Philippines (148,496)

2020 2,226,192 77.3 17.2 India (702,013), Bangladesh (261,672), Nepal (253,940), 
Philippines (235,505), Egypt (183,544)

Saudi Arabia

1990 4,998,445 30.8 33.5 India (906,468), Indonesia (635,007), Pakistan (556,715), 
Bangladesh (479,380), Egypt (357,540)

1995 5,122,702 27.5 33.3 India (929,709), Indonesia (650,793), Pakistan (570,555), 
Bangladesh (491,297), Egypt (366,429)

2000 5,263,387 25.5 33.2 India (978,992), Indonesia (668,666), Pakistan (586,225), 
Bangladesh (504,790), Egypt (376,493)

2005 6,501,819 27.3 31.3 India (1,216,549), Indonesia (825,998), Pakistan (724,160), 
Bangladesh (623,564), Egypt (465,079)

2010 8,429,956 30.7 29.6 India (1,579,235), Indonesia (1,070,951), Pakistan 
(938,913), Bangladesh (808,485), Egypt (603,000)

2015 10,771,366 34.0 30.7 India (2,003,256), Indonesia (1,368,407), Pakistan 
(1,187,817), Bangladesh (1,022,812), Egypt (770,483)

2020 13,454,842 38.6 31.4 India (2,502,337), Indonesia (1,709,318), Pakistan 
(1,483,737), Bangladesh (1,277,624), Egypt (962,432)

United Arab Emirates

1990 1,306,574 71.5 28.7 India (458,294), Egypt (165,980), Pakistan (158,710), 
Bangladesh (154,869), Philippines (60,107)

1995 1,824,118 75.5 28.2 India (667,853), Pakistan (225,750), Bangladesh (219,911), 
Egypt (207,924), Philippines (91,840)

2000 2,447,010 78.1 28.2 India (915,848), Pakistan (305,782), Bangladesh (297,620), 
Egypt (261,934), Philippines (128,860)

2005 3,281,115 71.5 27.2 India (1,286,993), Bangladesh (408,976), Pakistan 
(383,831), Egypt (341,789), Philippines (202,658)

2010 7,316,697 85.6 25.3 India (2,913,858), Bangladesh (919,365), Pakistan 
(836,310), Egypt (755,158), Philippines (474,063)

2015 7,995,126 86.3 26.3 India (3,184,043), Bangladesh (1,004,611), Pakistan 
(913,855), Egypt (825,178), Philippines (518,041)

2020 8,716,332 88.1 26.3 India (3,471,300), Bangladesh (1,095,231), Pakistan 
(996,288), Egypt (899,612), Philippines (564,769)

Source: DESA, 2020.
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Table A2.2. Migration and forced displacement in Maghreb countries, 1990-2020

International migrant and refugee population in Maghreb countries at mid-year

Year

International 
migrant and refugee 

population,  
both sexes

Migrant and refugee 
population as a 

percentage of the 
total population

Percentage of 
female migrant and 
refugee  population

Top countries of origin,  
both sexes

Algeria

1990 273,954 1.1 45.2 Western Sahara (167,905), State of Palestine (36,004), 
Sudan (9,127), Germany (6,544), Russian Federation (6,287)

1995 262,032 0.9 45.2 Western Sahara (166,903), State of Palestine (33,836), 
Somalia (6,248), Sudan (5,362), Iraq (4,249)

2000 250,110 0.8 45.2 Western Sahara (165,911), State of Palestine (31, 667), 
Somalia (11,570), Iraq (7,579), Saudi Arabia (3,926)

2005 197,728 0.6 45.2 Western Sahara (131,163), State of Palestine (25,035), 
Somalia (9,147), Iraq (5,992), Saudi Arabia (3,103)

2010 217,268 0.6 47.1 Western Sahara (144,923), State of Palestine (27,509), 
Somalia (10,050), Iraq (6,584), Saudi Arabia (3,409)

2015 239,473 0.6 47.2 Western Sahara (156,658), State of Palestine (29,900), 
Somalia (10,923), Iraq (7,156), Syrian Arab Republic (6,211)

2020 250,378 0.6 47.2 State of Palestine (31,097), Somalia (11,361), Syrian Arab 
Republic (7,757), Iraq (7,441)

Libya

1990 457,075 10.3 46.9
State of Palestine (152,266), Sudan (38,599), Germany 
(27,674), Russian Federation (26,586), United States of 

America (19,067)

1995 508,041 10.3 40.8 State of Palestine (179,924), Somalia (40,088), Iraq 
(26,910), Sudan (24,407), Saudi Arabia (19,379)

2000 567,436 10.6 35.0 State of Palestine (210,540), Somalia (76,918), Iraq (50,384), 
Saudi Arabia (26,101), Syrian Arab Republic (20,428)

2005 625,412 10.8 28.7 State of Palestine (232,065), Somalia (84,783), Iraq (55,536), 
Saudi Arabia (28,771), Syrian Arab Republic (22,517)

2010 687,192 11.1 28.5 State of Palestine (254,662), Somalia (93,040), Iraq (60,954), 
Saudi Arabia (31,573), Syrian Arab Republic (24,709)

2015 771,146 12.0 28.8 State of Palestine (285,146), Somalia (104,178), Iraq (68,240), 
Saudi Arabia (35,352), Syrian Arab Republic (27,666)

2020 826,537 12.0 28.2 State of Palestine (305,476), Somalia (111,588), Iraq (73,093), 
Syrian Arab Republic (44,450), Saudi Arabia (37,866) 

Morocco

1990 54,895 0.2 47.1 France (15,056), Algeria (9,188), Spain (2,802), Tunisia 
(1,763), Syrian Arab Republic (1,399)

1995 50,360 0.2 47.8 France (13,813), Algeria (8,429), Spain (2,571), Tunisia 
(1,618), Syrian Arab Republic (1,284)

2000 53,034 0.2 48.6 France (14,547), Algeria (8,877), Spain (2,708), Tunisia 
(1,704), Syrian Arab Republic (1,353)

2005 56,222 0.2 49.3 France (15,422), Algeria (9,412), Spain (2,872), Syrian Arab 
Republic (1,436) Tunisia (1,088)
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International migrant and refugee population in Maghreb countries at mid-year

Year

International 
migrant and refugee 

population,  
both sexes

Migrant and refugee 
population as a 

percentage of the 
total population

Percentage of 
female migrant and 
refugee  population

Top countries of origin,  
both sexes

Morocco

2010 71,189 0.2 49.6 France (26,839), Algeria (10,231), Spain (3,121), Tunisia 
(1,954) Syrian Arab Republic (1,560)

2015 92,424 0.3 49.8 France (34,615), Algeria (13,194), Spain (4,025), Syrian Arab 
Republic (2,610), Tunisia (2,533)

2020 102,358 0.3 48.5 France (38,063), Algeria (14,497), Spain (4,421), Syrian Arab 
Republic (3,676) Tunisia (2,781)

Tunisia

1990 37,984 0.5 50.2 Algeria (13,757), Morocco (7,275), France (3,870), Italy 
(1,622), Libya (1,224)

1995 37,867 0.4 49.7 Algeria (13,669), Morocco (7,220), France (3,841), Italy 
(1,610), Libya (1,215)

2000 36,719 0.4 49.1 Algeria (10,041), Morocco (6,607), France (4,789), Libya 
(1,804), Italy (1,620)

2005 35,040 0.3 48.6 Algeria (9,577), Morocco (6,315), France (4,577), Libya 
(1,725), Italy (1,548)

2010 43,172 0.4 48.5 Algeria (8,068), Libya (7,062), France (6,669), Morocco 
(4,480), Italy (1,705)

2015 56,532 0.5 48.3 Algeria (10,411), Libya (9,119), France (8,612), Morocco 
(5,785), Italy (2,208)

2020 60,145 0.5 47.7 Algeria (11,060), Libya (9,688), France (9,151), Morocco 
(6,146), Italy (2,345)

Source: DESA, 2020.

Table A2.3. Migration and forced displacement in Mashreq countries, 1990-2020

International migrant and refugee population in Maghreb countries at mid-year

Year

International 
migrant and refugee 

population,  
both sexes

Migrant and refugee 
population as a 

percentage of the 
total population

Percentage of 
female migrant and 
refugee  population

Top countries of origin,  
both sexes

Egypt

1990 173,833 0.3 47.1 State of Palestine (53,328), Sudan (15,184), Germany (9,692), 
Russian Federation (9,311), United States of America (6,679)

1995 166,955 0.3 47.0 State of Palestine (52,935), Sudan (11,817), Germany 
(7,378), Russian Federation (7,112), Somalia (6,209)

2000 184,774 0.3 46.8 State of Palestine (66,745), Somalia (11,540), Sudan 
(9,388), Iraq (7,793), Saudi Arabia (5,987)

2005 285,006 0.4 42.0 State of Palestine (117,556), Sudan (24,677), Somalia 
(17,739), Iraq (9,278), Saudi Arabia (7,128)
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International migrant and refugee population in Maghreb countries at mid-year

Year

International 
migrant and refugee 

population,  
both sexes

Migrant and refugee 
population as a 

percentage of the 
total population

Percentage of 
female migrant and 
refugee  population

Top countries of origin,  
both sexes

Egypt

2010 310,017 0.4 43.8 State of Palestine (116,437), Sudan (46,473), Somalia 
(19,080), Iraq (9,979), Saudi Arabia (7,667)

2015 353,641 0.4 41.3 Syrian Arab Republic (104,635), State of Palestine 
(96,879), Sudan (38,410), Somalia (13,110), Iraq (12,817)

2020 543,937 0.5 46.8 Syrian Arab Republic (125,673), State of Palestine 
(135,932), Sudan (60,066), Somalia (20,501), Iraq (20,042)

Iraq

1990 83,638 0.5 33.3 Iran (14,976), State of Palestine (14,347), Egypt (11,075), 
Jordan (7,970), Syrian Arab Republic (4,778)

1995 199,460 1.0 42.4 State of Palestine (73,847), Iran (44,953), Turkey (17,439), 
Egypt (13,058), Jordan (9,397)

2000 210,525 0.9 42.8 State of Palestine (94,124), Iran (42,602), Turkey (13,885), 
Egypt (12,375), Jordan (8,905)

2005 134,863 0.5 39.3 State of Palestine (29,940), Iran (17,651), Turkey (17,586), 
Egypt (14,394), Jordan (10,358)

2010 120,466 0.4 38.1 Iran (18,029), Turkey (17,961), Egypt (14,702), State of 
Palestine (13,296), Jordan (10,580)

2015 359,352 1.0 41.8 Syrian Arab Republic (252,056), Turkey (17,514), Iran 
(14,405), Egypt (14,363) State of Palestine (12,051)

2020 365,766 0.9 44.9 Syrian Arab Republic (254,441), Turkey (20,677), Iran 
(14,540), Egypt (14,498), State of Palestine (12,164)

Jordan

1990 1,146,349 32.2 48.8 State of Palestine (851,880), Egypt (171,413), Syrian Arab 
Republic (51,557), Iraq (25,773), Sri Lanka (11,062)

1995 1,537,097 33.5 48.9 State of Palestine (1,140,038), Egypt (229,396), Syrian 
Arab Republic (54,585), Iraq (40,831), Sri Lanka (13,104)

2000 1,927,845 37.6 42.8 State of Palestine (1,428,251), Egypt (287,377) Syrian Arab 
Republic (57,624), Iraq (55,884), Sri Lanka (15,147)

2005 2,198,740 38.1 49.1 State of Palestine (1,827,877), Iraq (139,668), Egypt 
(97,992), Syrian Arab Republic (54,460), Sri Lanka (11,370)

2010 2,786,853 38.4 49.2 State of Palestine (1,983,733), Iraq (396,962), Syrian Arabic 
Republic (124,888), Egypt (113,465), Sri Lanka (23,474)

2015 3,116,961 34.2 49.6 State of Palestine (2,117,361), Syrian Arab Republic 
(674,705), Iraq (158,951), Egypt (78,178), Yemen (22,918)

2020 3,457,691 33.9 49.2 State of Palestine (2,272,411), Syrian Arab Republic 
(698,701), Iraq (206,047), Egypt (101,340), Yemen (29,708)

Lebanon

1990 523,693 18.7 48.8 State of Palestine (389,171), Egypt (78,308), Syrian Arab 
Republic (23,553), Iraq (11,774), Sri Lanka (5,054)

1995 608,303 17.2 48.9 State of Palestine (428,088), Egypt (104,377), Syrian Arab 
Republic (24,856), Iraq (18,572), Sri Lanka (5,965)
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Year

International 
migrant and refugee 

population,  
both sexes

Migrant and refugee 
population as a 

percentage of the 
total population

Percentage of 
female migrant and 
refugee  population

Top countries of origin,  
both sexes

Lebanon

2000 692,913 18.0 49.0 State of Palestine (467,005), Egypt (130,459), Syrian Arab 
Republic (26,159), Iraq (25,369), Sri Lanka (6,876)

2005 742,243 15.8 48.4 State of Palestine (489,195), Egypt (112,519), Iraq (82,759), 
Syrian Arab Republic (22,970), Sri Lanka (5,279)

2010 793,191 16.0 47.9 State of Palestine (512,795), Iraq (138,593), Egypt (95,688), 
Syrian Arab Republic (19,987), Sri Lanka (3,757)

2015 1,916,259 29.3 51.9 Syrian Arab Republic (1,194,049), State of Palestine 
(500,579), Iraq (117,164), Egypt (80,893), Sri Lanka (3,176)

2020 1,712,762 25.1 51.0 Syrian Arab Republic (1,042,785), State of Palestine 
(476,033), Iraq (102,319), Egypt (70,643), Sri Lanka (2,771)

State of Palestine

1990 288,332 13.7 54.2 Israel (98,290), Jordan (55,317), Saudi Arabia (21,258), 
Egypt (17,920), Kuwait (16,702)

1995 281,767 10.8 54.5 Israel (96,052), Jordan (54,057), Saudi Arabia (20,773), 
Egypt (17,515), Kuwait (16,322)

2000 275,202 8.5 54.7 Israel (93,814), Jordan (52,798), Saudi Arabia (20,289), 
Egypt (17,104), Kuwait (15,942)

2005 274,520 7.7 54.6 Israel (78,664), Jordan (61,322), Saudi Arabia (20,238), 
Egypt (17,061), Kuwait (15,902)

2010 273,840 6.8 54.5 Israel (63,755), Jordan (61,279), Saudi Arabia (23,955), 
Egypt (20,333), Kuwait (17,624)

2015 273,163 6.0 54.3 Israel (62,895), Jordan (60,127), Saudi Arabia (24,094), 
Egypt (21,218), Kuwait (18,541)

2020 272,784 5.3 54.3 Israel (62,927), Jordan (59,543), Saudi Arabia (24,951), 
Egypt (21,588) Kuwait (19,605)

Syrian Arab Republic

1990 714,140 5.7 54.2 State of Palestine (244,707), Iraq (3,825), Somalia (200)

1995 830,610 5.8 54.5 State of Palestine (289,464), Iraq (3,036), Somalia (345), 
Afghanistan (92), Sudan (48)

2000 834,916 5.1 54.7 State of Palestine (385,199), Iraq (1,829), Somalia (443), 
Afghanistan (172), Sudan (91)

2005 882,398 4.8 54.6 State of Palestine (442,981), Iraq (337,785), Somalia 
(1,458), Afghanistan (629), Sudan (222)

2010 1,783,595 8.3 54.5 Iraq (1,110,642), State of Palestine (495,785), Somalia 
(3,100), Afghanistan (2,605), Sudan (538)

2015 835,716 4.6 54.3 State of Palestine (573,436), Iraq (195,204), Afghanistan 
(1,487), Somalia (1040), Sudan (203)

2020 868,711 5.0 54.3 State of Palestine (596,357), Iraq (203,003), Afghanistan 
(1,143), Somalia (1079), Sudan (209)

Source: DESA, 2020.
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Table A2.4. Migration and forced displacement in the Arab LDCs, 1990-2020

International migrant and refugee population in the Arab LDCs at mid-year

Year

International 
migrant and refugee 

population,  
both sexes

Migrant and refugee 
population as a 

percentage of the 
total population

Percentage of 
female migrant and 
refugee  population

Top countries of origin,  
both sexes

Comoros

1990 14,079 3.4 52.3 Madagascar (10,810), Réunion (957), France (543), United 
Republic of Tanzania (163), Kenya (87)

1995 13,939 2.9 52.6 Madagascar (10,701), Réunion (948), France (538), United 
Republic of Tanzania (162), Kenya (86)

2000 13,799 2.5 52.8 Madagascar (10,595), Réunion (938), France (532), United 
Republic of Tanzania (160), Kenya (85)

2005 13,209 2.2 52.4 Madagascar (10,142), Réunion (898), France (509), United 
Republic of Tanzania (153), Kenya (81)

2010 12,618 1.8 52.0 Madagascar (9,689), Réunion (857), France (486), United 
Republic of Tanzania (146), Kenya (77)

2015 12,555 1.6 51.6 Madagascar (9,651), Réunion (850), France (482), United 
Arab Emirates (145), Kenya (76)

2020 12,496 1.4 51.6 Madagascar (9,605), Réunion (845), France (479), United 
Republic of Tanzania (143), Kenya (74)

Djibouti

1990 122,221 20.7 47.4 Somalia (101,216), Ethiopia (13,405), Yemen (289)

1995 99,774 15.8 47.4 Somalia (82,625), Ethiopia (10,943), Yemen (236)

2000 100,507 14.0 47.3 Somalia (83,230), Ethiopia (11,023), Yemen (238)

2005 92,110 11.8 44.3 Somalia (76,278), Ethiopia (10,103), Yemen (219)

2010 102,307 12.2 47.5 Somalia (84,725), Ethiopia (11,222), Yemen (242)

2015 112,351 12.3 47.4 Somalia (88,152), Ethiopia (11,676), Yemen (6,157)

2020 119,089 12.1 47.5 Somalia (94,976), Ethiopia (12,578), Yemen (5,322) 

Mauritania

1990 111,650 5.5 48.4 Senegal (94,138), Mali (6,776), Guinea (2,748), Algeria (1,450), 
Guinea-Bissau (1,067)

1995 89,562 3.9 47.5 Mali (41,626), Senegal (36,493), Guinea (2,936), Algeria 
(1,549), Guinea-Bissau (1,140)

2000 57,366 2.2 45.7 Senegal (37,730), Mali (7,483), Guinea (3,042), Algeria 
(1,601), Guinea-Bissau (1,178)

2005 58,211 1.9 43.9 Senegal (38,114), Mali (7,559), Guinea (3,073), Algeria 
(1,617), Guinea Bissau (1,190)

2010 84,920 2.4 42.6 Senegal (26,706), Western Sahara (26,001) Mali (5,297), 
Guinea (2,157), Algeria (1,133) 

2015 166,552 4.1 43.5 Mali (104,491), Western Sahara (28,007), Senegal 
(17,630), Guinea (3,105), Algeria (1,634)

2020 182,286 3.9 43.4 Mali (114,379), Western Sahara (30,652), Senegal 
(19,294), Guinea (3,396), Algeria (1,788)
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Year

International 
migrant and refugee 

population,  
both sexes

Migrant and refugee 
population as a 

percentage of the 
total population

Percentage of 
female migrant and 
refugee  population

Top countries of origin,  
both sexes

Somalia

1990 478,294 6.6 48.9 Ethiopia (460,000)

1995 19,527 0.3 47.3 Ethiopia (18,044)

2000 20,097 0.2 47.1 Ethiopia (555)

2005 20,768 0.2 46.6 Ethiopia (1,148), Eritrea (18)

2010 48,106 0.4 47.6 Ethiopia (26,183), Eritrea (37)

2015 40,990 0.3 47.3 Ethiopia (13,641), Yemen (5,883), Eritrea (34)

2020 58,590 0.4 44.9 Ethiopia (21,764), Yemen (13, 285), Eritrea (36)

Sudan

1990 1,402,896 7.0 50.4 Ethiopia (942,295), Chad (196,164), Uganda (74,433), Eritrea 
(64,790), Nigeria (23,208)

1995 1,053,396 4.4 50.1 Ethiopia (496,740), Eritrea (287,519), Chad (85,807), 
Uganda (57,771), Nigeria (23,677)

2000 805,086 3.0 49.7 Eritrea (435,158), Ethiopia (123,478), Chad (72,615), 
Uganda (47,612), Nigeria (24,143)

2005 546,419 1.8 49.1 Eritrea (196,564), Ethiopia (107,732), Chad (80,942), 
Uganda (26,103), Nigeria (25,762)

2010 618,709 1.8 49.2 South Sudan (212,948), Eritrea (142,187), Chad (80,202), 
Ethiopia (73,623), Democratic Republic of Congo (24,549)

2015 620,523 1.6 49.7 South Sudan (255,959), Eritrea (159,748), Chad (74,514), 
Ethiopia (50,734), Nigeria (14,828)

2020 1,379,147 3.1 50.3 South Sudan (867,593), Eritrea (220,960), Chad (103,065), 
Ethiopia (70,173), Central African Republic (25,962)

Yemen

1990 118,863 1.0 43.6 Somalia (36,771), Sudan (18,648), Ethiopia (15,804), Egypt 
(8,579), Iraq (4,943)

1995 136,515 0.9 43.0 Somalia (61,684), Sudan (19,777), Egypt (8,886), (Iraq 
(5,140), State of Palestine (3,353)

2000 144,940 0.8 44.5 Somalia (69,757), Sudan (20,102), Egypt (9,206), Iraq 
(5,389), State of Palestine (2,794)

2005 171,871 0.9 42.5 Somalia (92,022), Sudan (21,394), Egypt (9,808), Iraq 
(6,731), State of Palestine (3,392)

2010 288,394 1.2 45.9 Somalia (194,353), Sudan (23,170), Egypt (10,621), Iraq 
(10,441), Ethiopia (6,181)

2015 379,882 1.4 47.5 Somalia, (275,683), Sudan (26,541), Ethiopia (15,740), Iraq 
(9,801), Egypt (7,596)

2020 387,113 1.3 42.3 Somalia (280,940), Sudan (27,044), Ethiopia (16,039), Iraq 
(9,987), Egypt (7,739)

Source: DESA, 2020.
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Table A2.5. Migration and forced displacement from GCC countries, 1990-2020

International migrant and refugee population from GCC countries at mid-year

Year

International 
migrant and refugee 

population,  
both sexes

Migrant and refugee 
population as a 

percentage of the 
total population

Percentage of 
female migrant and 
refugee  population

Top countries of origin,  
both sexes

Bahrain

1990 12,817 2.6 52.3 State of Palestine (8,351), Libya (1,091), United Kingdom (583), 
Australia (493), Egypt (382)

1995 26,014 4.6 49.1 Bangladesh (10,375), State of Palestine (8,161), United 
Kingdom (2,295), Libya (894), Canada (802)

2000 47,736 7.2 48.5 Bangladesh (20,661), Philippines (8,381), State of Palestine 
(7,791), United Kingdom (4,047), Canada (1,327)

2005 51,835 5.8 47.7 Bangladesh (24,592), State of Palestine (7,951), Philippines 
(6,783), United Kingdom (4,611), Canada (1,681)

2010 52,235 4.2 46.9 Bangladesh (28,471), State of Palestine (7,931), United Kingdom 
(4,868), Canada (1,995), United Arab Emirates (1,679)

2015 56,721 4.1 47.4 Bangladesh (30,160), State of Palestine (7,911), United Kingdom 
(5,825), Canada (2,375), United Arab Emirates (1,834) 

2020 58,270 3.4 59.2 Bangladesh (29,574), State of Palestine (7,900), United 
Kingdom (6,575), Canada (2,572), Australia (2,055)

Kuwait

1990 81,583 3.9 44.6 India (16,860), State of Palestine (16,702), United Arab Emirates 
(13,095), United States of America (8,889), Qatar (6,155)

1995 97,009 6.0 42.8 United Arab Emirates (16,904), State of Palestine (16,322), 
United States of America (14,823), India (12,149), Qatar (7,067)

2000 113,415 5.5 41.5
United Arab Emirates (21,687), United States of 

America (20,884), State of Palestine (15,942), Canada 
(9,513), Libya (7,947)

2005 129,005 5.7 41.0
United Arab Emirates (26,337), United States of 

America (22,048), State of Palestine (15,902), Canada 
(10,982), India (10,884)

2010 177,816 5.9 38.8
United Arab Emirates (56,684), United States of 

America (23,921), State of Palestine (17,624), India 
(13,519), Canada (12,860)

2015 195,034 5.1 39.4
United Arab Emirates (61,939), United States of 

America (29,826), State of Palestine (18,541), Canada 
(15,141), India (12,597)

2020 212,271 5.0 38.9
United Arab Emirates (67,525), United States of 

America (29,083), State of Palestine (19,605), Canada 
(16,405), United Kingdom (12,436)

Oman

1990 12,504 0.7 48.6 State of Palestine (9,110), Libya (1,246), Jordan (540), 
Egypt (436), United Kingdom (281)

1995 13,844 0.6 47.8 State of Palestine (8,902), Libya (1,236), United Kingdom 
(1,108), Jordan (657), Egypt (401)

B. Migration and forced displacement from the Arab region
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International migrant and refugee population from GCC countries at mid-year

Year

International 
migrant and refugee 

population,  
both sexes

Migrant and refugee 
population as a 

percentage of the 
total population

Percentage of 
female migrant and 
refugee  population

Top countries of origin,  
both sexes

Oman

2000 15,623 0.7 47.3 State of Palestine (8,695), United Kingdom (1,954), Libya 
(1,247), Jordan (772), Canada (555)

2005 18,824 0.7 46.9 State of Palestine (10,368), United Kingdom (2,401), Libya 
(1,374), Canada (1,031), Australia (840)

2010 20,752 0.7 46.2 State of Palestine (10,342), United Kingdom (2,534), Libya 
(1,508) Canada (1,385), Australia (1,250)

2015 22,797 0.5 47.5 State of Palestine (11,667), United Kingdom (3,032), Libya 
(1,688), Australia (1,560), Canada (1,530) 

2020 25,099 0.5 45.9 State of Palestine (11,984), United Kingdom (3,421), 
Australia (2,260), Libya (1,806), Canada (1,656)

Qatar

1990 12,175 2.6 50.6 State of Palestine (9,870), Libya (819), Egypt (287), Canada 
(259), France (151)

1995 13,302 2.6 49.7 State of Palestine (9,645), Libya (921), Canada (666), United 
Kingdom (582), Egypt (278)

2000 14,680 2.5 49.0 State of Palestine (9,420), Canada (1,089), Libya (1,040), 
United Kingdom (1,026), Egypt (292)

2005 17,131 2.0 48.0 State of Palestine (9,396), United Kingdom (1,647), Canada 
(1,361), Libya (1,147), United Arab Emirates (824)

2010 20,674 1.1 48.2 State of Palestine (9,372), United Arab Emirates (2,244), 
United Kingdom (1,738), Canada (1,650), Libya (1,260)

2015 23,574 0.9 49.5 State of Palestine (9,348), Canada (2,474), United Arab 
Emirates (2,452), United Kingdom (2,079), Libya (1,410)

Saudi Arabia

1990 107,045 0.7 46.1 State of Palestine (21,258), Qatar (14,187), Libya (12,976), 
United States of America (12,632), India (6,058)

1995 130,911 0.7 43.3 State of Palestine (20,773), Libya (19,379), Qatar (17,817), 
United State of America (17,082), United Kingdom (6,294)

2000 153,614 0.7 41.5 Libya (26,101), United States of America (21,618), State of 
Palestine (20,289), Qatar (18,792) Canada (9,840)

2005 178,744 0.7 41.0 Libya (28,771), United States of America (27,673), State of 
Palestine (20,238), United Kingdom (19,498), Canada (15,696)

2010 215,338 0.8 41.5 United States of America (34,736), Libya (31,573), State of 
Palestine (23,955), United Kingdom (20,585), India (16,579)

2015 282,906 0.9 45.5 United States of America (87,863), Libya (35,352), United 
Kingdom (24,638), State of Palestine (24,094), Canada (19,956)

2020 299,268 0.9 44.8 United States of America (77,946), Libya (37,866), United 
Kingdom (27,808), State of Palestine (24,951), Canada (21,622)

United Arab Emirates

1990 79,499 4.3 43.8 Qatar (39,178), State of Palestine (10,629), India (9,940), 
Kuwait (4,778), Turkey (3,344)
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Table A2.6. Migration and forced displacement from Maghreb countries, 1990-2020

International migrant and refugee population from Maghreb countries at mid-year

Year

International 
migrant and refugee 

population,  
both sexes

Migrant and refugee 
population as a 

percentage of the 
total population

Percentage of 
female migrant and 
refugee  population

Top countries of origin,  
both sexes

Algeria

1990 921,665 3.6 43.5 France (788,914), Belgium (16,077), Israel (19,544), Tunisia 
(13,757), Spain (11,518) 

1995 979,641 3.4 43.8 France (814,417), Israel (25,514), Belgium (24,149), Tunisia 
(13,669), Spain (12,706) 

2000 1,037,985 3.3 44.1 France (839,920), Israel (30,056), Belgium (21,519) Canada 
(20,571), Spain (19,360) 

2005 1,599,647 4.8 47.8 France (1,337,210), Spain (48,283), Israel (36,950), Canada 
(34,754), Italy (19,139)

2010 1,655,264 4.6 44.8 France (1,343,555), Spain (60,246), Canada (51,080), Israel 
(44,292), United Kingdom (23,713)

2015 1,836,502 4.6 46.3 France (1,489,151), Canada (64,223), Spain (56,038), Israel 
(45,680), Belgium (25,666)

2020 2,022,337 4.6 46.3 France (1,637,211), Canada (59,587), Spain (61,611), Israel 
(44,358), United States of America (28,531)

Libya

1990 76,239 1.7 47.4 Israel (19,180), Indonesia (13,860) United Kingdom (6,468), Italy 
(5,450), Côte d’Ivoire (5,379) 

1995 77,398 1.6 47.3 Israel (19,857), Indonesia (9,170), United Kingdom (7,588), 
Côte d’Ivoire (5,397), United States of America (4,763)

International migrant and refugee population from GCC countries at mid-year

Year

International 
migrant and refugee 

population,  
both sexes

Migrant and refugee 
population as a 

percentage of the 
total population

Percentage of 
female migrant and 
refugee  population

Top countries of origin,  
both sexes

United Arab Emirates

1995 97,928 4.1 41.4 Qatar (41,796), India (12,301), State of Palestine (10,387), 
Oman (7,470), Kuwait (5,852)

2000 111,082 3.5 40.4 Qatar (38,184), India (14,662), State of Palestine (10,145), 
Oman (10,139), Kuwait (9,199)

2005 125,618 2.7 44.6 India (31,371), Qatar (18,041), Kuwait (13,638), State of 
Palestine (13,525), Canada (10,402)

2010 155,609 1.8 46.1 India (44,142), Kuwait (21,510), Canada (14,355), State of 
Palestine (13,718), Qatar (12,533)

2015 178,324 1.9 47.1 India (41,132), Kuwait (24,662), Canada (20,866), Oman (14,848), 
State of Palestine (14,045)

2020 203,214 2.1 47.1 India (38,470), Kuwait (26,760), Canada (22,608), Oman 
(18,978), United States of America (18,046)

Source: DESA, 2020.
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International migrant and refugee population from Maghreb countries at mid-year

Year

International 
migrant and refugee 

population,  
both sexes

Migrant and refugee 
population as a 

percentage of the 
total population

Percentage of 
female migrant and 
refugee  population

Top countries of origin,  
both sexes

Libya

2000 80,014 1.5 46.7 Israel (19,423), United Kingdom (8,836), Côte d’Ivoire 
(5,623), United States of America (5,500) Indonesia (4,480)

2005 100,248 1.7 46.9 Italy (19,794), Israel (17,977), United Kingdom (11,782), 
United States of America (6,250), Côte d’Ivoire (5886)

2010 127,399 2.1 47.3 Italy (36,492), Israel (16,748), United Kingdom (12,439), 
United States of America (7,213), Tunisia (7,062) 

2015 152,544 2.4 46.5 Italy (34,995), Israel (17,273), Jordan (15,094), United 
Kingdom (14,887), United States of America (9,676) 

2020 185,518 2.7 45.5 Italy (34,542), Jordan (19,564), United Kingdom (16,803), 
Israel (16,773), United States of America (14,059)

Morocco

1990 1,784,116 7.0 43.7 France (713,987), Belgium (295,459), Italy (169,285), Israel 
(157,029), Spain (133,341)

1995 1,883,924 7.0 44.8 France (737,068), Belgium (267,838), Italy (227,427), Israel 
(166,657), Spain (165,214) 

2000 2,007,010 7.2 45.4 France (760,148), Italy (285,569), Spain (266,706), Belgium 
(232,447), Israel (166,953) 

2005 2,470,656 8.1 44.6 France (832,641), Spain (521,940), Italy (355,367), Belgium 
(174,115), Netherlands (167,369)

2010 2,860,702 8.8 44.8 France (870,001), Spain (763,734), Italy (416,832), Belgium 
(178,785), Netherlands (166,946) 

2015 2,971,770 8.6 47.0 France (964,250), Spain (699,880), Italy (422,481), Belgium 
(208,071), Netherlands (166,873)

2020 3,262,222 8.8 47.7 France (1,059,918), Spain (785,884), Italy (451,960), Belgium 
(225,217), Netherlands (174,914)

Tunisia

1990 465,549 5.6 39.5 France (276,216), Italy (70,813), Israel (40,293), Germany 
(27,234), Belgium (17,755)

1995 476,933 5.2 40.9 France (285,233), Italy (73,188), Israel (39,320), Germany 
(25,283), Belgium (14,184) 

2000 486,964 5.0 42.1 France (294,250), Italy (75,563), Israel (36,146), Germany 
(23,332), Belgium (10,205)

2005 579,009 5.7 43.1 France (362,087), Italy (91,608), Israel (29,309), Germany 
(28,888), Belgium (10,205)

2010 615,732 5.8 41.3 France (364,914), Italy (112,624), Germany (33,215), Israel 
(22,828), Belgium (11,453)

2015 774,376 6.9 43.9 France (404,445), United States of America (120,883) Italy 
(101,334), Germany (34,166), Israel (23,543)

2020 902,268 7.6 44.3 France (444,572), United States of America (175,685), Italy 
(108,129), Germany (45,857), Israel (22,850)

Source: DESA, 2020. 
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Table A2.7. Migration and forced displacement from Mashreq countries, 1990-2020

International migrant and refugee population from Mashreq countries at mid-year

Year

International 
migrant and refugee 

population,  
both sexes

Migrant and refugee 
population as a 

percentage of the 
total population

Percentage of 
female migrant and 
refugee  population

Top countries of origin,  
both sexes

Egypt

1990 1,321,915 2.4 37.8 Qatar (357,540), Jordan (171,413), United Arab Emirates 
(165,980), Kuwait (135,880), Lebanon (78,308)

1995 1,492,004 2.4 36.3 Saudi Arabia (366,429), Jordan (229,396), United Arab 
Emirates (207,924), Kuwait (107,006), Lebanon (104,377)

2000 1,708,296 2.5 35.3 Qatar (376,493), Jordan (287,377), United Arab Emirates 
(261,834), Lebanon (130,459), Kuwait (119,693)

2005 1,807,941 2.4 34.5
Saudi Arabia (465,079), United Arab Emirates (341,789), 
Kuwait (128,040), United States of America (124,709), 

Lebanon (112,519)

2010 2,586,643 3.1 32.4
United Arab Emirates (755,158), Saudi Arabia (603,000), 
Kuwait (168,563), United States of America (137,193), 

Qatar (136,060)

2015 3,151,069 3.4 35.2
United Arab Emirates (825,178), Saudi Arabia (770,483), 
Kuwait (387,993), United States of America (188,170), 

Qatar (163,569)

2020 3,610,461 3.5 35.1
Saudi Arabia (962,432), United Arab Emirates (899,612), 
Kuwait (421,025), United States of America (204,993), 

Qatar (183,544)

Iraq

1990 1,506,679 8.6 43.3 Iran (290,278), Israel (74,502), United States of America 
(44,916), Saudi Arabia (42,857), Sweden (38,795)

1995 1,328,704 6.6 42.9 Iran (257,645), Israel (77,265), United States of America 
(68,305), Sweden (46,038), Jordan (40,831)

2000 1,163,980 4.9 42.5 Iran (204,812), United States of America (92,147), Israel 
(75,702), Germany (58,884), Jordan (55,884)

2005 1,445,446 5.4 45.2
Syrian Arab Republic (337,785), Jordan (139,668), 
Iran (121,384), United States of America (105,551), 

Lebanon (82,759)

2010 2,639,101 8.6 46.7
Syrian Arab Republic (1,110,642), Jordan (396,962), 

Lebanon (138,593), United States of America (122,517), 
Sweden (117,472)

2015 1,668,072 4.6 46.2 United States of America (213,417), Syrian Arab Republic 
(195,204), Jordan (158,951), Turkey (139,629), Sweden (124,520)

2020 1,679,040 4.4 46.0 United States of America (256,028), Turkey (233.288), Germany 
(226,480), Jordan (206,047), Syrian Arab Republic (203,003)

Jordan

1990 313,621 8.8 40.3
Saudi Arabia (90,278), State of Palestine (55,317), United 

States of America (31,871), United Arab Emirates 
(26,078), Kuwait (21,348)
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International migrant and refugee population from Mashreq countries at mid-year

Year

International 
migrant and refugee 

population,  
both sexes

Migrant and refugee 
population as a 

percentage of the 
total population

Percentage of 
female migrant and 
refugee  population

Top countries of origin,  
both sexes

Jordan

1995 339,026 7.4 39.4
Saudi Arabia (92,523), State of Palestine (54,057), United 

States of America (39,858), United Arab Emirates 
(35,757), Kuwait (18,028)

2000 368,299 7.2 38.6
Saudi Arabia (95,064), State of Palestine (52,798), United 

States of America (47,982), United Arab Emirates 
(47,494), Kuwait (21,710)

2005 440,788 7.6 37.1
Saudi Arabia (117,432), United Arab Emirates (63,626), 
State of Palestine (61,322), United States of America 

(55,381), Kuwait (24,523)

2010 602,099 8.3 36.0
Saudi Arabia (152,257), United Arab Emirates (141,838), 

United States of America (64,674), State of Palestine 
(61,279), Kuwait (33,502)

2015 706,832 7.6 36.5
Saudi Arabia (192,620), United Arab Emirates (154,989), 

United States of America (75,355), State of Palestine 
(60,127), Kuwait (50,399)

2020 814,909 8.0 36.6
Saudi Arabia (240,606), United Arab Emirates (168,968), 

United States of America (91,208), State of Palestine 
(59,543), Kuwait (54,688)

Lebanon

1990 507,722 18.1 42.6 United States of America (86,369), Australia (81,858), 
Saudi Arabia (57,203), Canada (52,394), Germany (45,648)

1995 531,538 15.1 43.1 United States of America (97,425), Australia (79,925), 
Canada (59,419), Saudi Arabia (58,626), Germany (47,656)

2000 558,891 14.5 43.6 United States of America (108,599), Australia (79,070), 
Canada (67,856), Saudi Arabia (60,237), Germany (49,663)

2005 608,856 13.0 42.1 United States of America (114,895), Australia (84,886), 
Saudi Arabia (74,411), Canada (72,255), Germany (57,764)

2010 699,704 14.1 40.8 United States of America (124,883), Saudi Arabia (96,479), 
Australia (89,640), Canada (81,105), Germany (64,057)

2015 757,183 11.6 40.9 Saudi Arabia (123,277), United States of America (119,613), 
Australia (93,290), Canada (88,200), Germany (65,743)

2020 856,814 12.6 40.8 Saudi Arabia (153,988), United States of America (119,145), 
Australia (101,508), Canada (95,568), Germany (88,243)

1990 1,812,673 86.3 51.0 Jordan (851,880), Lebanon (389,171), Syrian Arab 
Republic (244,707), Libya (152,266), Egypt (53,328)

1995 2,274,589 86.9 50.4 Jordan (1,140,038), Lebanon (428,088), Syrian Arab 
Republic (289,464), Libya (179,924), Iraq (73,847)

2000 2,767,331 85.8 49.4 Jordan (1,428,251), Lebanon (467,005), Syrian Arab 
Republic (385,199), Libya (210,540), Iraq (94,124)

2005 3,258,102 91.1 48.8 Jordan (1,827,877), Lebanon (489,195), Syrian Arab 
Republic (442,981), Libya (232,065), Egypt (117,556)
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International migrant and refugee population from Mashreq countries at mid-year

Year

International 
migrant and refugee 

population,  
both sexes

Migrant and refugee 
population as a 

percentage of the 
total population

Percentage of 
female migrant and 
refugee  population

Top countries of origin,  
both sexes

State of Palestine

2010 3,539,908 87.3 49.0 Jordan (1,983,733), Lebanon (512,795), Syrian Arab 
Republic (495,785), Libya (254,662), Egypt (116,437)

2015 3,773,988 83.3 47.7 Jordan (2,117,361), Syrian Arab Republic (573,436), 
Lebanon (500,579), Libya (285,146), Egypt (96,879)

2020 4,022,791 78.9 47.5 Jordan (2,272,411), Syrian Arab Republic (596,357), 
Lebanon (476,033), Libya (305,476), Egypt (135,932)

Syrian Arab Republic

1990 620,285 5.0 42.8 Saudi Arabia (305,838), Jordan (51,557), United States of 
America (36,728), Lebanon (23,553), Germany (15,330)

1995 661,278 4.6 42.7 Saudi Arabia (313,441), Jordan (54,585), United States of 
America (46,282), Lebanon (24,856), Germany (20,223)

2000 707,070 4.3 42.4 Saudi Arabia (322,050), Jordan (57,624), United States of 
America (55,946), Lebanon (26,159), Germany (25,116)

2005 813,361 4.4 40.5 Saudi Arabia (397,826), United States of America (57,569), 
Jordan (54,460), Germany (34,895), Lebanon (22,970)

2010 1,057,322 4.9 38.8
Saudi Arabia (515,803), Jordan (124,888), United States 

of America (61,003), United Arab Emirates (44,428), 
Germany (42,766) 

2015 6,447,843 35.8 43.2 Turkey (2,714,774), Lebanon (1,194,049), Jordan (674,705) 
Saudi Arabia (659,067), Iraq (252,036)

2020 8,457,214 48.3 42.4 Turkey (3,792,505), Lebanon (1,042,049), Saudi Arabia 
(823,261), Jordan (707,457), Iraq (698,701)

Source: DESA, 2020.

Table A2.8. Migration and forced displacement from the Arab LDCs, 1990-2020

International migrant and refugee population from the Arab LDCs at mid-year

Year

International 
migrant and refugee 

population,  
both sexes

Migrant and refugee 
population as a 

percentage of the 
total population

Percentage of 
female migrant and 
refugee  population

Top countries of origin,  
both sexes

Comoros

1990 40,079 9.7 45.0 France (18,859), Mayotte (10,288), Madagascar (8,179), Libya 
(1,203), Réunion (411)

1995 51,290 10.8 45.7 Mayotte (20,154), France (19,469), Madagascar (7,242), 
Libya (2,178), Réunion (952)

2000 70,502 13.0 47.6 Mayotte (36,203), France (20,078), Madagascar (8,050), 
Libya (3,162), Réunion (1,509)
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International migrant and refugee population from the Arab LDCs at mid-year

Year

International 
migrant and refugee 

population,  
both sexes

Migrant and refugee 
population as a 

percentage of the 
total population

Percentage of 
female migrant and 
refugee  population

Top countries of origin,  
both sexes

Comoros

2005 96,143 15.7 48.2 Mayotte (49,545), France (30,384), Madagascar (8,910), 
Libya (3,485), Réunion (1,878)

2010 109,125 15.8 50.3 Mayotte (56,520), France (34,401), Madagascar (9,876), 
Libya (3,824), Réunion (2,143)

2015 121,749 15.7 51.4 Mayotte (63,225), France (38,126), Madagascar (10,953), 
Libya (4,281), Réunion (2,294)

2020 150,823 17.3 51.6 Mayotte (86,652), France (41,908), Madagascar (12,153), 
Libya (4,584), Réunion (2,294)

Djibouti

1990 5,308 0.9 45.6 France (3,050), Ethiopia (904), Libya (694), Egypt (234), Canada 
(111)

1995 6,964 1.1 43.9 France (3,149), Ethiopia (1,901), Libya (863), Canada (300), 
Egypt (247)

2000 9,055 1.3 42.6 Ethiopia (3,258), France (3,247), Libya (1,047), Canada 
(496), Egypt (271)

2005 11.987 1.5 47.5 France (6,015), Ethiopia (2,389), Libya (1,155), Canada 
(943), Egypt (323)

2010 13,797 1.6 48.0 France (6,170), Ethiopia (2,999), Canada (1,330), Libya 
(1,269), Belgium (687)

2015 16,969 1.9 49.0 France (6,838), Ethiopia (3,702), Canada (2,405), Libya 
(1,421), Belgium (1,212)

2020 18,365 1.9 49.4 France (7,515), Ethiopia (3,439), Canada (2,405), Libya 
(1,519), Belgium (1464)

Mauritania

1990 134,478 6.6 44.1 Senegal (89,862), Mali (14,942), France (11,287), Côte 
d’Ivoire (9,873), Gambia (2,005)

1995 151,710 6.6 43.8 Senegal (98,848), Mali (20,955), France (11,652), Côte 
d’Ivoire (10,316), Gambia (2,474)

2000 107,607 4.1 38.9 Senegal (59,956), Mali (12,423), France (12,017), Côte 
d’Ivoire (10,749), Gambia (3,100)

2005 103,107 3.4 38.1 Senegal (53,740), France (12,537), Côte d’Ivoire (11,252), 
Spain (8,638), Mali (6,283)

2010 114,192 3.3 37.1 Senegal (50,090), France (16,685), Côte d’Ivoire (11,755), 
Spain (11,138), Mali (10,600) 

2015 114,630 2.8 37.8 Senegal (45,357), France (18,491), Mali (13,539), Côte 
d’Ivoire (12,271) Spain (8,532)

2020 130,226 2.8 38.5 Senegal (46,376), Mali (24,197), France (20,324), Côte 
d’Ivoire (12,739), Spain (8,879)

Somalia

1990 848,055 11.7 47.1 Ethiopia (616,940), Djibouti (101,216), Yemen (36,771), 
Canada (19,517), Italy (11,363)
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International migrant and refugee population from the Arab LDCs at mid-year

Year

International 
migrant and refugee 

population,  
both sexes

Migrant and refugee 
population as a 

percentage of the 
total population

Percentage of 
female migrant and 
refugee  population

Top countries of origin,  
both sexes

Somalia

1995 968,956 12.9 47.6 Ethiopia (459,615), Kenya (172,164), Djibouti (82,625), 
Yemen (61,684), Libya (40,088)

2000 1,006,128 11.3 48.5 Ethiopia (389,419), Kenya (159,197), Djibouti (83,230), Libya 
(76,918), Yemen (69,757)

2005 1,060,953 10.2 46.4 Ethiopia (285,575), Kenya (208,156), Yemen (92,022), Libya 
(84,783), United States of America (76,917)

2010 1,595,328 13.2 47.4 Kenya (392,063), Ethiopia (346,579), Yemen (194,353), United 
States of America (120,575), United Kingdom (111,360)

2015 2,008,490 14.6 48.2 Kenya (488,470), Ethiopia (442,461), Yemen (275,683), 
United Kingdom (133,284), Libya (104,178)

2020 2,034,221 12.8 47.7 Kenya (425,284), Ethiopia (411,152), Yemen (280,940), 
United Kingdom (150,448), Libya (120,671)

Sudan

1990 584,935 2.9 42.5 Saudi Arabia (178,769), Uganda (124,116), Ethiopia 
(53,857), Libya (38,599), United Arab Emirates (32,088)

1995 775,375 3.2 43.3 Uganda (268,735), Saudi Arabia (183,214), United Arab 
Emirates (42,130), Kenya (41,215), Ethiopia (33,008) 

2000 885,660 3.2 43.2 Uganda (341,554), Saudi Arabia (188,246), Kenya (56,360), 
United Arab Emirates (54,597), Central African Republic (29,587)

2005 1,277,632 4.1 44.5 Uganda (337,681), Chad (247,573), Saudi Arabia (232,539), 
Kenya (76,711), Ethiopia (73,927)

2010 1,235,193 3.6 42.7 Saudi Arabia (301,500), Chad (293,205), Uganda (145,366), 
United Arab Emirates (111,835), Egypt (46,473)

2015 1,842,602 4.5 45.0 South Sudan (562,381), Saudi Arabia (385,241), Chad 
(320,988), United Arab Emirates (122,204), Uganda (66,853)

2020 2,104,887 4.8 45.1 South Sudan (587,668), Saudi Arabia (481,215), Chad 
(372,594), United Arab Emirates (133,226), Uganda (62,670)

Yemen

1990 455,492 3.9 36.3 Saudi Arabia (286,032), United Arab Emirates (44,514), 
Kuwait (36,441), Israel (36,222), Libya (10,956)

1995 486,249 3.3 35.7 Saudi Arabia (293,143), United Arab Emirates (57,044), 
Israel (37,172), Kuwait (29,202), Libya (13,236)

2000 529,396 3.0 35.1 Saudi Arabia (301,194), United Arab Emirates (72,861), Israel 
(36,041), Kuwait (33,307), United States of America (19,697)

2005 628,869 3.1 34.5 Saudi Arabia (372,063), United Arab Emirates (82,490), Kuwait 
(35,981), Israel (32,787), United States of America (27,207)

2010 876,383 3.8 32.5 Saudi Arabia (482,400), United Arab Emirates (172,602), Kuwait 
(47,699), United States of America (35,748), Qatar (33,584)

2015 1,095,240 4.1 34.2 Saudi Arabia (616,386), United Arab Emirates (188,606), Kuwait 
(65,129), United States of America (45,642), Qatar (34,877)

2020 1,301,166 4.4 34.9 Saudi Arabia (769,945), United Arab Emirates (205,618), Kuwait 
(70,672), United States of America (56,816), Qatar (35,517)

Source: DESA, 2020.
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Annex 3. Data on migrant and refugee populations

A. Migration and forced displacement in the Arab region

Table A3.1. Migrant and refugee population by age
Country 0-4 5-9 10-14 15-19 20-24 25-29 30-34 35-39 40-44 45-49 50-54 55-59 60-64 65-69 70-74 75+ Total

Algeria 10,204 6,670 8,761 13,482 19,265 23,758 24,581 21,396 20,190 19,912 19,064 18,345 15,732 11,079 7,318 10,621 250,378

Bahrain 41,855 10,413 2,952 7,142 21,613 102,207 234,780 185,682 112,014 85,122 58,012 38,894 23,149 8,890 2,554 815 936,094

Comoros 304 418 624 628 1,150 1,363 1,351 1,298 1,270 1,086 896 691 507 350 220 140 12,496

Djibouti 3,924 5,678 7,067 9,667 14,297 16,484 14,807 12,194 10,001 7,356 5,411 4,283 3,465 2,685 1,353 1,066 119,738

Egypt 29,517 21,657 21,040 30,989 55,839 71,654 65,915 67,537 48,421 43,876 31,184 21,761 14,042 8,643 5,030 6,832 543,937

Iraq 21,272 27,284 31,745 39,510 40,984 44,708 35,430 28,377 24,135 21,108 15,981 12,779 11,299 5,039 3,095 3,020 365,766

Jordan 533,448 478,004 384,890 306,427 233,534 208,093 228,101 204,609 182,159 161,707 138,660 107,938 84,858 74,746 58,346 72,171 3,457,691

Kuwait 196,395 185,519 139,139 130,207 186,228 213,388 330,065 468,471 406,203 329,240 220,385 130,884 92,467 43,986 19,706 17,876 3,110,159

Lebanon 56,184 190,609 200,596 113,351 105,597 214,383 193,250 153,513 122,157 107,450 84,398 57,449 39,894 26,577 19,306 28,048 1,712,762

Libya 44,153 40,093 44,785 53,379 73,972 89,142 87,642 84,163 78,907 70,330 54,206 40,300 29,305 20,245 7,711 8,204 826,537

Mauritania 23,846 21,259 18,091 16,484 15,270 18,883 17,376 13,670 10,689 8,403 5,877 4,128 3,138 1,947 1,380 1,845 182,286

Morocco 6,448 5,523 4,879 5,150 7,123 10,823 11,118 9,768 8,662 7,813 6,629 5,436 4,261 3,260 2,352 3,113 102,358

Oman 63,237 73,303 75,431 123,283 214,089 284,977 477,141 354,082 232,286 165,084 114,319 78,005 53,314 30,670 17,234 16,381 2,372,836

Qatar 94,523 92,024 88,900 90,537 187,754 262,432 356,486 330,486 236,862 189,227 123,190 83,850 50,985 24,345 8,245 6,346 2,226,192

Saudi Arabia 618,666 784,762 643,098 523,460 557,786 1,296,061 1,544,539 2,180,661 2,039,274 1,388,218 853,224 517,091 290,207 115,002 58,788 44,005 13,454,842

Somalia 6,675 5,572 5,038 4,322 4,515 4,832 4,984 4,826 4,452 4,053 3,216 2,468 1,615 1,080 467 475 58,590

State of Palestine 3,446 6,575 8,617 19,937 35,810 40,140 35,904 26,946 19,557 13,995 10,438 6,980 7,592 12,951 10,000 13,896 272,784

Sudan 185,191 158,006 164,353 154,350 71,614 78,027 76,682 77,926 83,863 81,321 72,296 65,240 28,415 23,189 20,525 38,149 1,379,147

Syrian Arab Republic 45,140 42,319 38,300 42,526 56,613 90,729 110,614 118,644 99,504 8,618 58,645 38,894 23,718 11,476 5,733 4,238 868,711

Tunisia 3,404 3,196 2,591 2,946 3,832 4,900 5,554 5,609 5,469 5,240 4,754 4,054 3,312 2,464 1,448 1,372 60,145

United Arab Emirates 420,917 423,161 324,712 337,441 651,361 1,299,643 1,665,357 1,279,287 858,062 590,271 421,722 270,130 103,711 38,556 17,588 14,413 8,716,332

Yemen 44,598 35,491 24,951 19,200 24,584 32,076 35,527 34,439 32,231 28,002 22,839 17,914 13,543 9,356 6,484 5,787 387,113

Arab region 2,453,347 2,617,536 2,240,560 2,044,618 2,582,830 4,408,703 5,557,204 5,663,584 4,636,368 3,410,432 2,325,346 1,527,514 898,529 476,536 274,883 298,904 41,416,894

Source: DESA, 2020.
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Table A3.2. Number of migrants and refugees by broad age group, 2020
Country Children (0-14) Youth (15-24) Active working age (25-60) Older persons 60+ Total

Algeria 25,635 32,747 147,246 44,750 250,378

Bahrain 55,220 28,755 816,711 35,408 936,094

Comoros 1,346 1,978 7,955 1,217 12,496

Djibouti 16,669 23,964 70,536 8,569 119,738

Egypt 72,214 86,828 350,348 34,547 543,937

Iraq 80,301 80,494 182,518 22,453 365,766

Jordan 1,396,342 539,961 1,231,267 290,121 3,457,691

Kuwait 521,053 316,435 2,098,636 174,035 3,110,159

Lebanon 447,389 218,948 932,600 113,825 1,712,762

Libya 129,031 127,351 504,690 65,465 826,537

Mauritania 63,196 31,754 79,026 8,310 182,286

Morocco 16,850 12,273 60,249 12,986 102,358

Oman 211,971 337,372 1,705,894 117,599 2,372,836

Qatar 275,447 278,291 1,582,533 89,921 2,226,192

Saudi Arabia 2,046,526 1,081,246 9,819,068 508,002 13,454,842

Somalia 17,285 8,837 28,831 3,637 58,590

State of Palestine 18,638 55,747 153,960 44,439 272,784

Sudan 507,550 225,964 535,355 110,278 1,379,147

Syrian Arab Republic 125,759 99,139 598,648 45,165 868,711

Tunisia 9,191 6,778 35,580 8,596 60,145

United Arab Emirates 1,168,790 988,802 6,384,472 174,268 8,716,332

Yemen 105,040 43,784 203,028 35,261 387,113

Arab region 7,311,443 4,627,448 27,529,151 1,948,852 41,416,894

Source: DESA, 2020.

B. Migrant and refugee population by broad age group
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Table A3.3. Percentage of migrants and refugees by broad age group, 2020
Country Children (0-14) Youth (15-24) Active working age (25-60) Older persons 60+

Algeria 10.2 13.1 58.8 17.9

Bahrain 5.9 3.1 87.2 3.8

Comoros 10.8 15.8 63.7 9.7

Djibouti 13.9 20.0 58.9 7.2

Egypt 13.1 16.0 64.4 6.4

Iraq 22.0 22.0 49.9 6.1

Jordan 40.4 15.6 35.6 8.4

Kuwait 16.8 10.2 67.5 5.6

Lebanon 26.1 12.8 54.5 6.6

Libya 15.6 15.4 61.1 7.9

Mauritania 34.7 17.4 43.4 4.6

Morocco 16.5 12.0 58.9 12.7

Oman 8.9 14.2 71.9 5.0

Qatar 12.4 12.5 71.1 4.0

Saudi Arabia 15.2 8.0 73.0 3.8

Somalia 29.5 15.1 49.2 6.2

State of Palestine 6.8 20.4 56.4 16.3

Sudan 36.8 16.4 38.8 8.0

Syrian Arab Republic 14.5 11.4 68.9 5.2

Tunisia 15.3 11.3 59.2 14.3

United Arab Emirates 13.4 11.3 73.2 2.0

Yemen 27.1 11.3 52.4 9.1

Arab region 17.7 11.2 66.5 4.7

Source: DESA, 2020.

Note: Due to rounding, the sum of the percentages may not add to 100%.
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Table A4.1. Remittance inflows to Arab countries, 2007-2020 (Millions of dollars)
Country 2007 2009 2011 2013 2015 2017 2019 2020

GCC countries

Algeria - - - - - - - -

Kuwait - - 6 4 34 23 26 22

Oman 39 39 39 39 39 39 39 39

Qatar - - 574 574 437 666 577 652

Saudi Arabia 123 214 244 269 295 291 334 302

United Arab Emirates - - - - - - - -

Maghreb

Algeria 99 150 203 210 1,997 1,792 1,786 1,682

Libya - - - - - - - -

Morocco 6,730 6,269 7,256 6,882 6,904 6,823 6,963 7,419

Tunisia 1,716 1,964 2,004 2,291 1,971 1,890 2,050 2,100

Mashreq

Egypt 7,656 7,150 14,324 17,833 18,325 24,737 26,781 29,603

Iraq 3 152 223 727 1,005 1,089 859 717

Jordan 3,326 3,465 3,684 5,343 5,348 4,432 4,389 3,901

Lebanon 5,769 7,558 6,878 7,567 7,481 7,062 7,410 6,298

State of Palestine 599 755 1,142 1,489 1,817 2,379 2,861 2,650

Syrian Arab Repunlic 1,030 1,350 - - - - - -

Arab LDCs

Comoros 74 100 108 - 132 132 169 161

Djibouti 29 32 32 40 40 41 79 56

Mauritania - - - - - 77 64 61

Somalia - - - - - - 1,577 1,735

Sudan 1,000 1,394 824 620 151 213 522 496

Yemen 1,322 1,160 1,404 3,343 3,351 - - -

Arab region 29,515 31,755 38,945 47,229 49,328 51,686 56,486 57,895

Source: World Bank, 2021a.

Note: Data for 2020 are estimates.

Annex 4. Remittances
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Table A4.2. Remittance outflows to Arab countries, 2007-2019 (Millions of dollars)
Country 2007 2009 2011 2013 2015 2017 2019

GCC countries

Bahrain 1,483 1,391 2,050 2,166 2,367 2,466 -

Kuwait 9,764 11,749 13,012 17,711 15,203 13,760 15,299

Oman 3,670 5,316 7,215 9,104 10,991 9,815 9,134

Qatar - - 10,445 11,281 12,192 12,759 11,964

Saudi Arabia 16,436 26,470 28,475 34,984 38,787 36,119 31,197

United Arab Emirates 8,683 9,532 11,220 17,933 40,702 44,753 44,976

Maghrab

Algeria 49 46 31 39 72 214 82

Libya 762 1,361 650 3,199 840 680 -

Morocco 49 60 71 63 79 112 136

Tunisia 15 13 19 20 26 29 26

Mashreq

Egypt 180 255 293 355 623 271 472

Iraq 17 27 78 484 539 396 664

Jordan 479 502 550 535 597 673 575

Lebanon 2,962 5,749 4,377 4,949 3,675 4,453 4,333

State of Palestine 8 8 48 53 30 27 16

Syrian Arab Republic 250 211 - - - - -

Arab LDCs

Comoros 0 1 1 - 1 2 5

Djibouti 5 6 13 - - - -

Mauritania - - - 255 172 53 10

Somalia - - - - - - -

Sudan 2 0 2 64 89 125 139

Yemen 319 337 333 333 333 - -

Arab region 45,132 63,033 78,882 103,530 127,319 126,708 119,028

Source: World Bank, 2021a.
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Annex 5. Arab States’ ratification status of international legal 
instruments related to international migration
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Algeria 2005 (a)* 1963 (d) 1967 (a) 2001 (s); 
2004 (r)*

2001 (s); 
2004 (r)* 1964 (a) - 1962 - 1962* 1969 - 2006 - - 2018

Bahrain - - - 2004 (a)* 2004 (a)* - - 1981 - - 1998 - - - 2018 2018

Comoros 2000 (s) - - 2020 (a) 2020 (a) - - 1978 - - 1978 - - - 2018 2018

Djibouti - 1977 (d) 1977 (d) 2005 (a) 2005 (a) - - 1978 2018 - 1978 - - - 2018 2018

Egypt 1993 (a)* 1981 (a)* 1981 (a) 2002 (s); 
2004 (r) 2005 (a) - - 1955 - - 1958 - - - 2018 2018

Iraq - - - 2009 (a) 2009 (a) - - 1962 - - 1959 - - - 2018 2018

Jordan - - - 2009 (a) - - - 1966 - - 1958 - - - 2018 2018

Kuwait - - - 2006 (a) 2006 (a) - - 1968 - - 1961 - - - 2018 2018

Lebanon - - - 2002 (s);  
2005 (r)

2002 (s);  
2005 (r) - - 1977 - - 1977 - - - 2018 2018

Libya 2004 (a) - - 2001 (s);  
2004 (r)

2001 (s);  
2004 (r) 1989 (a) 1989 (a) 1961 - - 1961 - - - - -

Mauritania 2007 (a) 1987 (a) 1987 (a) 2005 (a) 2005 (a) - - 1961 2016 - 1997 2019 - - 2018 2018
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Morocco 1991 (s);  
1993 (r)* 1956 (d) 1971 (a) 2011 (a) - - - 1957 - 2019* 1966 - 1999 - 2018 2018

Oman - - - 2005 (a) 2005 (a) - - 1998 - - 2005 - - - 2018 2018

Qatar - - - 2009 (a)* - - - 1998 - - 2007 - - - 2018 2018

Saudi Arabia - - - 2002 (s); 
2007(r)*

2002 (s);  
2007(r) - - 1978 2021** - 1978 - - - 2018 2018

Somalia - 1978 (a) 1978 (a) - - - - 1960 - 2021** 1961 2021** 2021** - - 2018

State of Palestine - - - 2017 (a) - - - - - - - - - - 2018 2018

Sudan - 1974 (a)* 1974 (a) 2014 (a) 2018 (a)* - - 1957 2021** - 1970 - - - 2018 2018

Syrian Arab 
Republic 2005 (a) - - 2000 (s);  

2009 (r)*
2000 (s);  
2009 (r)* - - 1960 - - 1958 - - - 2018 2018

Tunisia - 1957 (d) 1968 (a) 2000 (s);  
2003 (r)*

2000 (s);  
2003 (r)* 1969 (a) 2000 (a)* 1962 - - 1959 - - - 2018 2018

United Arab 
Emirates - - - 2009 (a)* - - - 1982 - - 1997 - - - 2018 2018

Yemen - 1980 (a) 1980 (a) - - - - 1969 - - 1969 - - - 2018 2018

Source: United Nations Treaty Collection, Multilateral Treaties Deposited with the Secretary-General, Status of Treaties. Available from https://treaties.un.org/pages/
ParticipationStatus.aspx?clang=_en (accessed on 12 May 2021); International Labour Organization, Ratification by Convention. Available from www.ilo.org/dyn/
normlex/en/f?p=NORMLEXPUB:12001:0::NO (accessed on 12 May 2021).

Note: * with reservations; **not in force (s) signature; (a) accession; (d) succession; (r) ratification.
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In Bahrain, all health professionals are required 
to submit an application to the National Health 
Regulatory Authority (NHRA), along with offer 
letter from their prospective employer and a 
verification report for the required documents 
(DataFlow). Applicants are informed by NHRA 
if they are exempt from the Bahrain Licensure 
Examination or are required to take it. In both 
cases, a letter addressed to the Labour Market 
Regulatory Authority is issued and, upon its 
submission, a license is issued by NHRA.347 

In Kuwait, a professional license must be 
obtained from the Ministry of Health by clearing 
the Kuwait Medical License Examination.348 
Procedural steps for the government and 
private sectors may vary, but all candidates are 
required to submit an application to the Medical 
License Department of the Ministry of Health, 
clear the applicant assessment, and obtain 
approval from the Medical License Committee 
followed by a permanent licence.349   

In Oman, the Ministry of Health and other 
public/private institutions require an Oman 
Medical Specialty Board (OMSB) exam 
for licensing of health professionals. All 
candidates are required to have their 
documents (education certificates, training, 
licensing) verified and pass the OMSB 
exam, but not necessarily in that order. All 
candidates are eligible to schedule their 
OMSB exams.350 DataFlow and Prometric third 
parties are engaged for document verification 
and  examination.351

In Qatar, the Registration and Licensing 
Department of the Council for Healthcare 
Practitioners regulates health-care practitioners 
and issues licenses. After contacting prospective 
employers and document verification, applicants 
sit for the qualifying exam. Successful applicants 
first apply for registration and then for a license 
within six months.352 DataFlow and Prometric 
third parties are engaged for document 
verification and examination.353 

In Saudi Arabia, the Saudi Commission for 
Health Specialties (SCFHS) is the licensing and 
regulatory body for all health professionals.354 
Initial document verification (education 
certificates, training, licensing) is followed 
by a SCFHS review to determine eligibility for 
licensing. Upon passing the licensing exam, 
SCFHS conducts a final review of the application, 
and a Professional Classification Certificate and 
Qualification is issued.355 DataFlow and Prometric 
third parties are engaged for document 
verification and examination.356 

In the United Arab Emirates, all health 
professionals are required to have their 
documents verified (education certificates, 
training, licensing), and pass an assessment 
conducted by a different authority depending on 
the Emirate, such as the Department of Health of 
Abu Dhabi or the Dubai Health Authority.357 A job 
offer letter and an oral assessment are usually 
required to activate a professional licence.358 
DataFlow and Prometric third parties are engaged 
for document verification and examination.359

Annex 7. Chapter 3 methodology note

The present study utilizes a mix of social science 
approaches to punctuate broad analysis of 
migration with representative experiences of 
22 interviewed skilled and low-skilled regular 
migrant workers, in addition to five male and 

female refugees from diverse regional and 
national contexts and socioeconomic conditions. 
Accurately gauging the variation of effects 
of and responses to the COVID-19 pandemic 
in such a diverse regional context is a key 

Annex 6. Recruitment of health workers in the GCC subregion
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Figure A7.1. Interviewees subregion of residence
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Figure A7.2. Interviewees country of origin
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concern. To help mitigate this issue, primary and 
secondary data were gathered and analysed 
on a subregional level for selected countries 
in the GCC, Mashreq and Maghreb subregions 
and some Arab LDCs (see figures A7.1 and 
A7.2).360 The research participants hail from 
a diverse range of origin countries, including 
Bahrain, Bangladesh, Cameroon, Colombia, the 
Democratic Republic of Congo, Eritrea, Ethiopia, 
Guinea, India, Kenya, Nigeria, the Philippines, 
the Syrian Arab Republic, Somalia, Sri Lanka, the 
Sudan and Yemen.

A significant challenge encountered while 
conducting interviews was the lack of participants’ 
access to the Internet, computers, smartphones 
and other tools necessary to accommodate virtual 
interviewing needs. This resulted in a reduced 
number of potential participants. Unfortunately, 
pandemic travel restrictions, the necessary 
technology required to conduct virtual interviews 
limited the research sample, despite best efforts. 
In addition to language barriers and technological 
access during a global pandemic, it is necessary 
to highlight that the interviewed sample did not 
include all migrant or refugee groups, such as 
migrants in an irregular situation, those without 
documentations, or young children, especially 
girls with special needs. Furthermore, many of 
the interviewed participants were hesitant to 
speak critically about government responses to 

COVID-19, working conditions, social distancing, 
and vaccination problems. In response to this 
challenge, participants were provided informed 
consent and were assured anonymity. They 
were not required to provide an answer to every 
question, and in some cases were able to build 
a rapport with their interviewer. As a result, 
pseudonyms were used in chapter 3 to refer to the 
testimonies of all of the interviewees.

Moreover, given that chapter 3 examines an 
area as large and diverse as the Arab region, 
home to different categories of migrants and 
refugees (who represent diverse identities 
across gender, age, language, nationality, sexual 
orientation, skills and education lines, among 
other variables), it is not methodologically 
sound to draw generalizations based solely on 
the collected primary data. As a result, data 
from supplementary scholarly peer-reviewed 
publications have been incorporated and utilized, 
along with various reports commissioned by the 
United Nations, other regional and international 
non-governmental organizations, and other 
reliable online data. The desk research was 
useful in filling information gaps, identifying 
trends based on the emerging body of published 
work, and drawing meaningful conclusions. The 
utilized resources coupled with testimonials 
from migrants and refugees form the basis of the 
present report’s analysis and recommendations.
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Endnotes 

1. DESA, 1998. 
2. www.unhcr.org/frequently-asked-questions.html#refugeesandmigrant; www.unhcr.org/glossary/.
3. A/RES/73/195.
4. United Nations, 2018.
5. The UNHCR “Policy on Age, Gender and Diversity” provides additional information on criteria and tools to ensure inclusion and 

participation of forcibly displaced populations, available at www.unhcr.org/protection/women/5aa13c0c7/policy-age-gender-
diversity-accountability-2018.html. 

6. www.un.org/development/desa/pd/content/international-migrant-stock.
7. In countries where citizenship is conferred on the basis of jus sanguinis, people who were born in the country of residence may be 

included in the number of international migrants, even though they may have never lived abroad. Conversely, persons who were 
born abroad and who naturalized in their country of residence are excluded from the stock of international migrants when using 
citizenship as the criterion to define international migrants. 

8. For detailed information on how migrant stock data is calculated by DESA, see DESA, 2019. Palestinian refugees living in the West 
Bank and the Gaza Strip are not included in this definition and estimate.

9. Pursuant to the 1951 Convention Relating to the Status of Refugees, UNHCR defines a refugee as a person who, “owing to well-
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services and national systems. This gradual transition strengthens the resilience of the refugee community and host community 
alike, empowers host authorities through capacity-building, enhances income-generating programming, and requires stronger 
coordination with development actors.
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__________ )2019و). “وام” حتى الساعة، 29 أيلول/سبتمبر.

وكالة أنباء البحرين )2020أ). العبسي: التصريح المرن ال يمنح للعمالة الهاربة ومستمرون في تطوير أنظمة سوق العمل، 9 أيلول/سبتمبر.

__________ )2020ب). النائب العام يصدر قرارًا بتشكيل نيابة االتجار باألشخاص، 20 تشرين األول/أكتوبر.

__________ )2020ج).  نماذج رائدة للبحرين في مجال مكافحة االتجار بالبشر، 21 تشرين األول/أكتوبر.

__________ )2019أ). األمم المتحدة تقدم خبراتها الفنية واألكاديمية دعما لمبادرة البحرين بإنشاء مركز خبرة دولي للتدريب في 
مجال مكافحة االتجار باألشخاص، 22 حزيران/يونيو. 

__________ )2019ب). سمو رئيس الوزراء يطلق البرنامج الوطني للتوظيف، 25 شباط/فبراير.

وكالة األنباء السعودية )2020أ). “الموارد البشرية” : قرار توطين مهن االتصاالت وتقنية المعلومات سيوفر 9000 فرصة وظيفية 
للباحثين عن عمل في تخصصات االتصاالت وتقنية المعلومات، 18 تشرين األول/أكتوبر.

__________ )2020ب). وزارة الموارد البشرية ُتعلن عن قرب تطبيق المرحلة السادسة عشرة من برنامج حماية األجور، 23 تموز/يوليو.

__________ )2020ج). وزير الموارد البشرية ُيطلق “منصة ُمدد” لتمكين المنشآت من تنظيم أجور العاملين وإدارتها وفق عمليات 
متكاملة ومتطورة، 15 تموز/يوليو.

__________ )2019أ). بدء استقبال طلبات الراغبين بالحصول على اإلقامة المميزة السعودية عبر منصة “سابرك”، 23 حزيران/يونيو.

__________ )2019ب). “التأشيرات الفورية مقابل التوطين” خدمة تتيحها وزارة العمل عبر منصة “قوى”، 19 آب/أغسطس.

__________ )2019ج). مدير التسويات الودية بوزارة العمل والتنمية االجتماعية يطلق برنامج “ودي” في مكتب العمل باألحساء، 
10 أيلول/سبتمبر.

__________ )2019د). مكتب عمل األحساء يطلق البرنامج اإللكتروني إلدارة التسويات “ودي”، 6 أيلول/سبتمبر.

__________ )2019هـ). وزارة العمل والتنمية االجتماعية تبدأ تنفيذ المرحلة األولى من قرار توطين عدد من اإلدارات والمهن 
القيادية والتخصصية في قطاع اإليواء السياحي، 27 كانون األول/ديسمبر.

وكالة األنباء الكويتية )2020أ). )األشغال) الكويتية تجهز مساكن مؤقتة لعمالة وزارة الصحة الوافدة لتجنب اختالطهم باآلخرين، 
21 آذار/مارس.

__________ )2020ب). الداخلية الكويتية: السيطرة على شغب قام به بعض األفراد الجالية المصرية بمراكز اإليواء، 4 أيار/مايو.

__________ )2020ج). وزير الداخلية الكويتي يشكل فريق عمل للقضاء على ظاهرة تجار اإلقامات، 23، نيسان/أبريل.

الوكالة العربية السورية لألنباء )2020). بيان لوزارة المالية حول قرار مجلس الوزراء القاضي بتصريف السوريين القادمين 100 دوالر 
أو ما يعادلها من العمالت األجنبية، 11 تموز/يوليو.
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The Arab region continues to be a prominent region of origin, transit 
and destination for international migration and forced displacement. In 
2020, Arab countries hosted around 41.4 million migrants and refugees, 
and were the origin of an estimated 32.8 million. The COVID-19 pandemic 
has magnified the negative impact of pre-existing structural barriers 
on migrants and refugees. It has highlighted the need to accelerate 
collective work in line with global frameworks, namely the 2030 Agenda 
for Sustainable Development, the Global Compact for Safe, Orderly and 
Regular Migration, and the Global Compact on Refugees.

The present report highlights promising practices Arab countries have 
adopted to empower migrants and refugees in response to the pandemic. 
While recognizing their resilience and positive contributions to their 
countries of origin and destination, the report underscores the distinct 
vulnerabilities of migrants and refugees. Building forward better requires 
systematic changes to protect basic human rights and empower migrants 
and refugees. The report offers concrete and actionable recommendations 
to that end. It urges countries to capitalize on the potential of migrants and 
refugees to promote sustainable development, and calls on policymakers to 
protect and fulfil their rights.
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