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INTRODUCTION

Zabra Babar

Increasingly, the cross-border mobility of people and international migration
has become a central and dynamic hallmark of human existence. While migra-
tion is by no means a recent phenomenon, prescnt—day migratory experiences
are increasingly informed by national and international policy settings, and by
the needs of the global labour market. In contemporary times, the six Gulf
Cooperation Council (GCC) member states of Bahrain, Kuwait, Oman,
Qatar, Saudi Arabia, and the United Arab Emirates (UAE) have emerged as
the third-largest hub of international labour migration.

This migration has attracted increasing journalistic attention and a growing
body of scholarship from academics.! What has gone almost completely unno-
ticed, however, is the regional, intra-Arab aspect of the phenomenon. Migration
into the Gulf region from other Arab countries by far outdates more recent, and
comparatively more temporary, migratory patterns from South and South-East
Asia, and Western Europe. Not only are Arab migratory patterns into the Gulf
comparatively and qualitatively different from other similar patterns, the histori-
cal setting within which they have unfolded, the processes through which they

have taken place, and their economic, sociological, and political consequences
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ARAB MIGRANT COMMUNITIES IN THE GCC

have all been different. This book examines the dynamics involved in the emer-
gence of Arab migrant communities in the Gulf region, focusing specifically on
how they came about, their overall sociological compositions and economic
profiles, and the causes, processes, and consequences of their interactions with
and integration within their host countries.

Table 1.1: National and foreign populations in the GCC (by most recent year

available)

GCC states® Year Nationals Foreigners  Total population
Bahrain 2013 614,830 638,361 1,253,191
Kuwait 2011 1,089,969 1,975,881 3,065,850
Oman 2014 2,260,705 1,732,188 3,992,893
Qatar* 2013 177,666 1,592,608 1,770,274
Saudi Arabia 2007 17,493,364 6,487,470 23,980,834
UAE 2005 825,495 3,280,932 4,106,427

* In Qatar the only publicly available data on population states for those ‘15 years and
above, so this total does not include minors under the age of 15.

The Middle East displays high levels of inequality, where countries with
very different economic, political, and social resources live side by side.> Over
the past fifty years, the primary marker differentiating the developmental con-
ditions amongst Middle Eastern states has been the natural endowment, or
lack thereof, of petroleum resources. The difference in economic strength
between neighbouring states has had a profound impact on the dynamics of
intra-regional migration. Migration has largely been from the less wealthy
states of the Arab world to the small sheikhdoms of the Gulf. The particular
demographic features and economic needs of the states of the GCC have
facilitated this pattern of migration.

From the middle of the twentieth century, and with staggering rapidity,
petroleum-derived wealth transformed the six GCC states from some of the
poorest countries within the region to some of the wealthiest in the world.*
These conditions stood in clear contrast to the non-oil Arab states, where rap-
idly increasing youth populations, limited local opportunities, statist policies,
and stagnant economic development placed increasing pressure on the absorp-
tive capacity of domestic labour markets. As a consequence, in the non-oil states
labour out-migration evolved into a critical lifeline for individuals seeking eco-
nomic traction, as well as policymakers concerned with providing employment

2
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opportunities for their citizens.> The wealthier GCC states, whose burgeoning
development agendas outstripped local labour supplies, served as a natural
regional draw for labour migrants from within the Arab world.

Table 1.2: Total Arab migrant populations in the GCC region (% of total
population)®

Country Year
1995 2004

Bahrain 12 15
Kuwait 33 30
Oman 11 6
Qatar 21 19
Saudi Arabia 30 33
UAE 10 13

Table 1.3: Arab expatriate populations in the GCC region’

Country of origin ~ Babrain Kuwait  Oman — Qatar Saudi Arabia ~ UAE

2002 2004 2003 2004 2002 2004
Egypt 30,000 260,000 30,000 35,000 900,000 140,000
Yemen - - - - 800,000 60,000
Sudan - - - - 250,000 30,000
Jordan/Palestine 20,000 50,000 - 50,000 260,000 110,000
Syria - 100,000 - - 100,000 -
Bidoon (stateless) - 80,000 - - - -

As is the case in other parts of the world, particular structural push and pull
factors have prompted migration within the Middle East. In addition to these
existing structural factors, the region has seen its share of cyclical patterns of
regional migration resulting from economic crises, conflict and war.® While
the economic push factors in the Arab labour-sending countries have not
radically changed, the numbers of Arab migrants present in the Gulf have
significantly decreased.” Although substantive and detailed data is limited,
scholars agree that the ethnic and national composition of the GCC expatri-
ate work force has changed dramatically. In the 1960s and 1970s the bulk of
the foreign work force was Arab, but gradually Asian workers replaced Arabs.
In 1975, 72 per cent of the GCC expatriate workforce were Arabs. By 1985
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this had decreased to 56 percent, and by 2009 this figure had further dropped
to 23 percent.'® Asians are now estimated to constitute more than double the
number of Arab expatriates in the GCC’s labour force."! Some estimates sug-
gest that in the private sector workers not of Arab origin comprise 96 per cent
of Qatar’s work force, 98 per cent of the UAEs, and 90 per cent of Kuwait’s.!

Economic and political factors have shaped historic patterns of migration
to the Gulf, and led to the transition from a predominantly Arab expatriate
labour force to one that is more ‘Asianised’ and international. Although reli-
able data is not readily available, figures suggest that about 2.4 million Arab
foreign workers are present in the GCC," and Arab migrants contribute
US$33 billion in remittances to their homelands on an annual basis.’ Despite
the transition in the Gulf’s expatriate labour force, the continued employment
opportunities provided to Arab migrants in the GCC are still of vital impor-
tance, particularly because the Middle East is once again in the throes of high
levels of instability and conflict. While the Gulf may not be amenable to host-
ing refugee populations from neighbouring Arab states, the desire of Arab
workers to find employment in the GCC can only have increased as a result
of the violence and warfare they are experiencing at home.

Intraregional mobility: economic drivers

During the 1960s, Arab policymakers attempted to lay down the foundations
for a common understanding of how to manage intraregional mobility,
emphasizing that doing so would increase regional economic integration.”
Several protocols were put forward, including the Arab Economic Unity
Agreement of 1964 and the Arab Agreement for Mobility of Arab Labour
No. 2 of 1967. A lack of consensus and limited political will on managing
regional mobility was demonstrated by the two agreements only being ratified
by fourteen countries, none of them GCC members.'® Historically, GCC
labour-receiving countries have considered pan-Arab market solutions not to
be in alignment with their interests, and non-oil Arab states have primarily
driven efforts to develop a unified regional agreement on labour mobility.
While there are indications that during the 1960s the Gulf states attempted
to develop migration policies sensitive to the pan-Arabist sentiments of the
time, and original policies were worded in ways that privileged the hiring of
Arabs, in reality these were never broadly implemented."”

As part of their socialist ruling bargains, many non-oil Arab states began
investing heavily in education from the 1950s, but these efforts were more
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successful in expanding access to rather than quality of education.'® The end
result was that a greater number of young people across the Arab world
obtained secondary and tertiary education, but lacked the fundamental skills
to match the needs of the labour market.” In addition, the continuously
increasing population levels and the stream of young people entering the job
market led to a situation where, despite economic growth in the non-oil coun-
tries, simply not enough jobs were available in the domestic sector.””

While Arab-origin migrants were present in the GCC states in earlier dec-
ades, the real wave of intraregional labour migration occurred in the 1970s—
particularly after 1973—when astronomical increases in oil revenues led to
unprecedented infrastructural development in all of the GCC states.”! With
small local populations unable to meet the ensuing labour demands, the
region was a natural draw for Arabs from neighbouring countries with less
robust economies and large numbers of the educated unemployed. Egypt,
Jordan, Syria, and Yemen emerged as the four countries with the highest num-
bers of their citizens working in the Gulf.** By the middle of the 1970s there
were 1.4 million Egyptians working in the Gulf region, and by 1983 the figure
had reached 2.9 million.”® By 1980 almost 300,000 Jordanians (approximately
30 per cent of the Jordanian labour force) were employed in the GCC.*
Yemen also served as a key exporter of its citizenry, particularly to Saudi
Arabia, and in the 1980s it was estimated that close to 1 million Yemenis were
living and working in one of the six oil states of the Gulf.”

In addition to the changes in the number of Arab migrants, there have been
historic transitions in the skills and qualifications of Arab expatriates present
in the Gulf; and the way that they have been integrated into the GCC’s labour
markets. During the 1950s and 1960s the bulk of Arab workers in the region
were skilled workers, engaged primarily in professions such as medicine, edu-
cation and engincering. But by the 1970s this had changed, and Arab workers
were visible throughout the labour market, including in less-skilled and lower-
paying jobs.” Migration policy has not only been implemented in the GCC
states to restrict people’s entry, it has also been used by Arab states interested
in controlling their citizens” exit. When Egypt lifted restrictions on emigra-
tion in 1973, many more Egyptians began seeking jobs in the GCC. In the
1960s, the majority of Egyptians working in the Gulf came from educated,
white-collar, professional backgrounds. But by the 1970s, with changes in
emigration policy, a massive wave of unskilled Egyptian migrants began to
populate the region.” Post-1980s, with the influx of cheaper Asian labour to
compete for jobs at the lower end of the Gulf labour market, the pattern of
Arab migration to the region changed again.”®
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From the 1980s onwards, several Arab states began facing increasing rates
of unemployment. Economic growth and development and the expansion of
national labour markets were unable to keep pace with rapid increases in
population size.”” Onn Winckler has suggested that these states began to suf-
fer from ‘structural unemployment;, partially as a result of demographic fac-
tors.” These factors included the pressures of sustaining societies where the
majority of the population was young and below working age, a very low
female participation rate in the labour force, dramatic increases in educational
attainment levels, and public-sector employment offering ‘early retirement’
opportunities.’’ Despite implementing ambitious economic reforms and
restructuring programmes, many of the non-oil Arab states continued to expe-
rience high levels of unemployment and limited opportunities for upward
economic mobility for their middle classes.®> While these adverse economic
circumstances were apparent several decades ago, in recent years they have
been magnified. Today, across the region those who struggle the most to find
employment are the young, educated segment of the population who are new
entrants to the labour market. As a result, many of the Arabs working in the
Gulf currently are younger, educated people who were unable to find occupa-
tion in their own countries.®

The benefit for the non-oil Arab states of sending their citizens to work in
the GCC—in addition to the successful, productive employment of their
nationals—was most visible in the flows of financial remittances that sent
infusions of foreign currency back home, along with the increasing levels of
development aid that the GCC states provided. However, the disastrous
impact on the non-oil Arab states when the oil market collapsed in the 1980s
showed that the relationship between labour-sending and -receiving states was
at best tenuous and came with costs, risks, and vulnerabilities.

With the collapse of oil prices in the mid-1980s, the economic trajectories
for the Gulf states changed dramatically and the demand for Arab labour
significantly declined. The then largest Arab exporters of labour—Egypt,
Jordan, Syria and Yemen—faced the most immediate negative consequences
of this development.** The shift from the mid-1980s onwards, when the GCC
states began to increasingly seck and rely on cheaper workers from less devel-
oped Asian countries, showed that there was no such thing as regional solidar-
ity when it came to economic pragmatism.

The decrease in Arab workers™ presence in GCC countries has occurred
because of the implementation of labour migration policies based on the eco-
nomic, political and security concerns of the Gulf states. The argument of eco-
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nomic rationality is that the expansion of the regional private sector, the
increasing integration of the Gulf into the global economy, and the success of
neo-liberal economic policies, which predicate the logic of seeking cheaper
sources of labour, have all curtailed the regional demand for Arab workers. Arab
economists and policymakers from the non-oil states have long suggested—and
continue to suggest—that the Middle East is best served if it is conceived of as
a single unit, where different parts offer different strengths to complement and
stabilise one another.? Such analysis encourages a regional approach to manag-
ing labour needs, and suggests that the current domination of the Gulf labour
force by Asian workers has negative consequences for the political economies of
all the Arab states. In line with this, Arab neighbours urge GCC states to
actively work to replace Asian migrant workers with Arab ones.

Despite ebbs and flows over time, remittances and labour mobility con-
tinue to play a significant role in relations between the GCC states and their
neighbours, and this will remain so despite the decline in the overall number
of Arab migrants present in the region.’® Intra-regional remittance flows to
the Arab labour-exporting states from the resource-rich states have outpaced
trade-related flows.”” Remittances from the Gulf have provided a vital eco-
nomic lifeline to the less economically robust Middle Eastern countries. For
example, in 2007 more than half of remittances received in Egypt came from
GCC countries.*® Egypt, Morocco and Lebanon today are the three largest
receivers of workers’ remittances in the Arab world, while the four countries
that provide the largest numbers of Arab workers to GCC countries are
Egypt, Jordan, Lebanon, and Syria. Saudi Arabia remains the largest single
source of remittances from the GCC region to Arab states.

Intraregional mobility: political factors

Economic considerations have not been the sole determinative factor to affect
Arab migration to the Gulf. This of course reinforces what the existing literature
on migration has already told us: although applying an economic lens is critical
to studying migration, economics alone is not enough to understand migration
in any context.”’ As early as the 1960s, Gulf governments were uncasy with the
potential threat posed by hosting large numbers of non-national Arabs.® This
threat was not one that derived from Gulf governments’ economic concerns, but
primarily stemmed from their political qualms.* Following Iraq’s invasion of
Kuwait in the 1990s, it became quite clear that labour migration policies were
not immune to political events, and in fact were directly shaped by them. During
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and after the First Gulf War of 1991, almost 2 million non-GCC Arabs were
cither expelled or voluntarily left the Gulf, which had an enduring impact on the
pattern of intraregional migration.*

During the First Gulf War, several of the Arab labour-sending states with
high numbers of their citizens present in GCC countries either supported
Saddam Hussein and Iraq’s Kuwait campaign, or expressed neutrality. The
GCC states’ response to this perceived disloyalty was immediate and effective.
Jordan, which had not expressed outright support for the Kuwaiti cause, saw
more than 200,000 of its citizens summarily ejected from Kuwait and neigh-
bouring GCC states.” The Palestine Liberation Organization adopted a simi-
lar position during the Iraqi occupation, which resulted in the same
consequences for Palestinians living and working in the Gulf.* In 1965
Palestinians had comprised 30 per cent of the foreign population in Kuwait
but following the Gulf War, 150,000 Palestinians were summarily expelled
from the country.” The Yemeni government also faced similar consequences
over its lack of support for the Kuwaiti regime and the other GCC states, and
as a result 800,000 to 900,000 Yemenis were expelled from Saudi Arabia
alone. On the other hand, Syria, by way of implicit thanks for its support of
the anti-Iraq coalition, benefitted by seeing an increase in the numbers of its
citizens present in the GCC region after the war.

The polarising consequence of Iraqs invasion of Kuwait was undoubtedly one
of the most important political events to affect the region’s demography.
However, while the invasion may have served as a catalyst, the gradual departure
of Arabs from the Gulf labour market was not the result of one causal event.
Beginning in the 1970s the GCC region steadily tilted in the direction of Asian
migrants, not only for the economic benefits of the cheaper labour they offered,
but also because politically, culturally and socially Asians were perceived by
GCC policymakers to be more amenable to short-term labour recruitment, and
easier to socially and culturally segregate from the rest of the population. Due
to their cultural differences, GCC policymakers considered Asians to have less
of a chance of achieving assimilation and integration with the host population,
and that they would leave less of a diasporic footprint, and have less of a moral
right to or interest in permanent settlement and citizenship.

In addition to the First Gulf War, the Arab world has seen its share of mass
movements because of political and social upheavals. The current political
turmoil in the Middle East has reinvigorated older political and security con-
cerns of the GCC states, and will certainly have repercussions on Arab intra-
regional mobility. The GCC states are not signatories to the 1951 Geneva
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Refugee Convention and have no official framework for managing or accept-
ing refugees or asylum seckers. As of 2015, 2 million Syrian refugees are
hosted in the Middle East, primarily by five countries: Turkey, Jordan, Iraq,
Lebanon, and Egypt. None of the GCC states has expressed a desire to play a
role in hosting refugees of current crises. The conflict currently playing out in
Yemen is certain to create a new cadre of internally displaced people pressing
against the borders of yet another fractured Middle Eastern state.

The reconfiguration of the ethnic and national composition of the GCC
labour force has been a gradual process and a result of economic and political
factors. Over time, the region has moved from being dominated by high num-
bers of non-national Arab migrants to contemporary circumstances where a
far greater number of non-Arabs make up the workforce. While the configura-
tion of different nationalities and ethnicities present in each of the GCC
states is continuously changing, the bulk of migrants working and living in the
Gulf today come from South and South-East Asia. The notion that intra-
regional Arab labour migration has supported and promoted sustained social,
political, cultural and economic regional integration is clearly questionable.
While intraregional labour migration has benefitted both Arab labour-send-
ing and -receiving states, it has flourished more as a result of the national
interests of states on either side of the migration divide, rather than as a result
of an active cffort to promote Arab solidarity. Much as we sce in other parts
of the world, the national interests of a particular state at a given historic
moment dictate migration policies in sending and receiving Arab states.

Gulf migration in comparative perspective

The study of migration in the GCC region has provided us with a richer
understanding of how patterns of movement have developed in this sub-
region of the Middle East. Among other things, the emerging literature on
this topic has deepened our understanding of the conditions and lived experi-
ences of migrants living in the Gulf states; focused our attention on the chal-
lenges of local labour governance practices such as the kafala (sponsorship
system); and explored some of the deeper societal dynamics and tensions
around migration that have developed in the GCC context.* However,
despite the increasing empirical work being produced, a trend persists in theo-
retical literature of treating conditions in the Gulf as exceptional, as though
the patterns of regional migration, the policymaking mechanisms in place,
and the particular vulnerabilities of Gulf migrants are somehow unique to the
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region. The Gulf’s story of migration is all too frequently seen through the
lenses of oil flows and repressive regimes, and this limited view allows for little
comparative perspective and robs us of analytical depth.

Much of the story of Gulf migration in fact reflects broader global trends,
and can be compared with what occurs in other parts of the world that are
similarly struggling with the challenges of managing migration. While the
Gulf region has increasingly become a site of contestation over accepted rights
and norms for migrants, this is but one site in what is in fact a globalised
struggle. While much of the discussion in the GCC region appears to centre
on regional specificities and focuses on the particularly egregious nature of
local practices of migration management, the attention that Gulf governments
are receiving is very closely tied to and informed by debates that are equally
relevant elsewhere. At the most fundamental level, the implementation of
national immigration policies by all states often inherently clashes with
migrants’ basic human rights. Broader rights for migrants, such as rights to
integration and inclusion, are being contested and challenged in many parts
of the world. The rising popularity of temporary worker programmes—which
share a marked similarity with the £afa/a—in the historic migration hubs of
North America and Europe indicates that, worldwide, states are showing a
noticeable preference for meeting labour-market shortages without offering
permanent settlement.”” Increasingly, researchers on Gulf migration are point-
ing out that migrants in the Gulf are far from a homogeneous group, and that
their particular conditions and exposures to vulnerability reflect differences
in class, gender and income levels. Targeted migration policies and practices,
which separate out skilled and sought-after international workers from lower-
income, less-skilled migrants, is also not a phenomenon unique to the Gulf.*
The era of globalisation, which has allowed an increasing number of the
skilled and highly skilled to take up international occupations and in essence
become ‘transnational’” migrants, has simultaneously led to a proliferation of
policies that ease the settlement of ‘more desirable’ migrants, while increasing
restrictions and limitations on unskilled workers populating jobs in the lower
strata of the labour market.>® Furthermore, in addition to income, skill and
gender levels, the migration experience in the GCC region is also informed by
migrants’ particular ethnic, linguistic and national identity affiliations.’!
Focusing on Arab communities in the region allows us not only to explore not
only how culture and ethnicity are entwined with migration in the Gulf, but
also to contribute to the broader global understanding of migration.

The rescarch that was undertaken for the chapters that follow is neither
based on a single a priori hypothesis nor on a series of interlinking hypotheses.
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Rather, the goal is to present readers with a series of cross-disciplinary studies
that provide a deeper, empirically based understanding of a phenomenon that
has gone largely neglected in the study of the Gulf region, namely the persis-
tent presence of an Arab expatriate community. Within the literature on
regional migration acknowledgement is growing that it is not only the mark-
ers of class and income, but also ethnicity, nationality, language, religion and
culture that shape and inform the migration experience. It is thus even more
of an imperative to study sub-national and ethnic foreign communities in the
Gulf, so as to gain a more nuanced understanding of processes and experiences
of regional migration. Additionally, and as discussed in the previous para-
graphs, the different chapter contributions in this volume, when read as a
whole, push against prevailing assumptions about the Gulf’s exceptionalism
in terms of labour migration.

In this volume

Sensitivities in some of the GCC states regarding the public disclosure of
information on their demographic conditions mean that simply obtaining
accurate numbers of Arab-origin migrants present in the region has been a
persistent challenge. The absence of adequate data on the region’s Arab
migrant communities has meant that in-depth studies that examine various
aspects of Arab migrants’ lives in the Gulf are almost non-existent. This vol-
ume partly addresses this gap in the literature by providing empirically rich
analyses on Arab migrant communities in the GCC. The chapters that follow
use multi-disciplinary views to provide us with original material on the his-
toric and contemporary dynamics of Arab migration to the Gulf, and unravel
how the particular social and cultural practices of Arab migrants have inter-
acted with the host states. Among other things, specific contributions allow
us to consider the particular socio-economic and political factors that have
historically shaped the character of the Arab migratory experience; the sorts
of work opportunities that Arab migrants have sought in the region; what
their work conditions and lived experiences have been; and whether we can
discern any patterns of socio-cultural integration for Arab non-nationals.
Given that across the GCC region we know that the vast numbers of
migrants occupying lower-income and less-skilled jobs in the construction and
service sectors originate from Asia, can we say that Arab migrant workers tend
to be more visible in medium- or high-skilled occupations? Chapter Two
focuses on addressing this particular question through a review of the Arab
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expatriate labour force in Qatar, and provides us with original data from
Qatar’s Ministry of Labour. Data provided in the chapter shows that the num-
ber of Arab migrants present in Qatar is far lower than previous work has
suggested. Additionally, the analysis of Arab migrants’ integration into the
Qatari national labour market bolsters the argument that Arab migrants for
the most part tend to occupy positions in sectors that are at higher income
and skill levels than their Asian counterparts.

Historically, Egypt has provided the Gulf with a trained workforce that has
served as the backbone in certain critical sectors such as education, healthcare
and the judiciary. Despite the transition in the region’s workforce and the
move to a less costly, Asianised labour pool, many Egyptians continue to work
in the Gulf’s education sector. In Chapter Three, Natasha Ridge, Soha Shami
and Susan Kippels explore the dynamics of skilled Arab migrants through a
sectoral analysis of their integration into the education sectors in the UAE
and Qatar. Through this comparative case study, Chapter Three unravels anxi-
eties and challenges Arab migrant teachers face in GCC countries, and also
provides us with a deeper understanding of how their motivations and reasons
for working in the Gulf differ from other expatriate teachers in the Gulf.
Zahra Babar’s and Ridge, Shami and Kippels’ chapters underscore that skilled
Arab workers dominate particular sectors and may continue to do so in the
future, a reflection perhaps of the particular linguistic and ethno-cultural
abilities required to do certain jobs in the Gulf.

What are the overall living, employment and residential conditions and
status of long-term Arab migrants in Gulf states? The Yemeni, Egyptian and
Palestinian communities in the GCC are assumed to be into their third gen-
eration and have left a diasporic presence in the region, despite restrictive poli-
cymaking mechanisms designed to curtail pathways to assimilation and
long-term settlement. Have there been naturalisation tracks for these
migrants, and if so, what is the form of citizenship access that they may benefit
from? Despite the obvious need to expand their domestic labour forces, the
GCC states have been extremely reluctant to extend naturalised citizenship,
even to their Arab neighbours.> Several chapters in the volume address the
enduring presence of certain Arab migrant communities in the Gulf. Abdullah
Alajami examines the experiences of migrants in Kuwait who come from the
Hadramaut region of Yemen. He suggests that this historically embedded
migratory pattern developed as a result of individual- and household-level
economically motivated decision-making, but was also buttressed by congen-
ial and fraternal social relations that existed between Yemen and Kuwait. He
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