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CHAPTER ONE 
 
International Migration and Development: The Context, Perspectives and 

Prospects 
 

1.1 Labour Mobility in a Globalising World  

 

1.1.1 It is generally believed that the basic determinants of international migration are the 

disparities between the levels of development. The magnitude, persistence and flagrancy of 

those disparities in the globalised world of today seem to enhance the pressures for migration 

(UNFPA, 1998; UNS, 2004). In contrast to this, it has been argued recently that migration is 

not simply a linear function of global disparities and that social and economic development 

very often tends to stimulate rather than reduce migration.  

 

1.1.2 The ongoing reality of globalization is deeply contentious, defined and interpreted 

variously, drawing support and opposition alike (Cooper, 2004). It is advocated as a desirable 

reality capable of spreading the benefits of prosperity and welfare from its locus-centres to 

the entire world. For a significant group of scholars, the economics of globalization is 

unambiguously positive and the poorest regions of the world need more globalization rather 

than less (Bhagwati, 2004; Thadani, 2006).  Globalization, on the other hand, has also been 

seen as a source of increasing impoverishment caused by unfavourable conditions imposed 

on many of the poorest and least developed countries by global financial institutions and by 

multi-national corporations with devastating effects on them (Stiglitz, 2002; Thadani, 2006).   

 

1.1.3 Discussions on globalization in terms of international migration too are contentious 

and the relation between the two is often articulated as paradoxical. In a world intensely 

interconnected through liberalized financial and trade flows, mobility of people runs up 

against severe nationalist restrictive regimes. International migration thus seems to be 

excluded from the ongoing process of globalization (Tapinos and Delaunay, 2000). In a 

considerable number of countries, migration management responsibilities have been 

transferred from their labour to interior or home affairs ministries, taking it away from the 

domain of employment and work to that of policing and national security (Taran and 

Geronimi, 2003). However, restrictive immigration policies, do not address the root causes of 

migration. Rather than curbing immigration, such policies have the unintended effects of 
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stimulating irregular migration, discouraging migrants’ circular mobility and pushing them to 

permanent settlement (de Haas, 2007).  

1.1.4 However, globalization through economic integration coupled with transnational flow 

of capital, trade and technology have in reality accelerated the mobility of labour across 

national boundaries. Global estimates of people living outside their homeland have more than 

doubled from 75 in 1975 to 180 million in 2000. (Taranand Geronimi, 2003). This heightened 

flow is occurring in spite of diverse restrictive regimes with strong nationalist agendas, 

creating a significant number of illegal migrants. This seems paradoxical as well for along 

with an increased labour mobility under contemporary globalization, the levels of 

exploitation and deregulation too have accelerated (Taran and Geronimi, 2003). Many 

countries have placed increasingly strict barriers on legal entry of labour migrants. Yet in 

practice they are forced to tolerate the presence of large number of illegal migrants as the 

local labour market is unable to cater to the low-paid sectors of employment (Taran and 

Geronimi, 2003).  Movement of people across borders has also altered the notion that capital 

is intrinsically mobile whereas labor is fundamentally immobile. The contemporary views on 

migration also depart from the earlier premise of the push-pull theories. What was previously 

seen as a phenomenon driven purely by economic compulsions and opportunities, began to be 

viewed a vehicle for mobility in a much broader sense. Globalization of communication 

technology has boosted the linkages between the receiving and sending countries and made 

emigrations an easy affair. Migration is often seen as a reason and result of the wide ranging 

changes encapsulated in what is called ‘globalization’.   

 

1.1.5 It is quite reasonable to expect that developed countries with inadequate human 

resources need workers and depend on less developed countries with surplus human 

resources to meet this demand. This would operate through the establishment of dual labour 

markets. At a larger level, immigration of foreign workers, by filling the gaps in the domestic 

labour supply, serves as an adjustment mechanism in receiving countries. The labour markets 

of sending countries too get stabilized as most of them send only their residual labour force 

for expatriate work. Migration can also work as a factor to keep down wage increases in the 

host countries and can push up capital surpluses (UNS, 2004). Apart from providing wage 

flexibility in the sending labour markets, migrant labour is also important because of the 

resources they send back home as remittances. Here, globalization has further accentuated the 

divide between skilled and unskilled immigrants. Preferred by the employers, but scorned by 

the local population, unskilled immigrants build up their own social capital and maneuver to 
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get upward occupational and economic mobility. But they still work under stricter regulations 

and barriers of permanent residence, which more often force them to go illegal only to 

intensify the level of vulnerability. Skilled migrants, on the other hand, are in a better position 

and institutional frameworks like that of General Agreement on Trade in Services (GATS), 

which considers the movement of skilled human resource as complementary to trade. This 

understandably would not only allow developing countries to increase their participation in 

world trade but also would allow in the long run reducing the incentives for migration 

(Iredale, 2001; UNFPA, 1998; UNS, 2004). This has given way to the theories of “brain 

circulation” and “brain exchange”, replacing the earlier pessimistic one of “brain drain”.                

 

1.1.6 Nonetheless, globalization is not free from its own contradictions when it comes to 

the issue of migration. Migration, on the one hand, leads to greater ethno-cultural diversity 

within nation-states, blurring traditional identities and opens up multiple spaces of 

hybridization. But national governments of the receiving countries often put restrictive 

measures to proscribe ‘unruly’ immigration, on the other. Migration also sets off different 

types of citizenship in the host societies, resulting in a situation where some become full 

citizens while others are marginalized. This issue of exclusion and inclusion underwritten in 

the new global order engendered by transnational migration is seen as the central 

contradiction of globalization (Castles, 1998). The application of restrictive policies has also 

coincided in many countries with an increasing vilification of migrants in the discursive 

terrain. The association of migrants and migration phenomena with criminality and of late 

with terrorism appears to be subscribing the same language of combating illegal migration 

(Taran and Geronimi, 2003). The incongruity between the unfettered market and the state is 

also perceptible - countries of origin are not generally supportive of the emigration of highly 

skilled people as they consider it as a ‘brain drain’ and loss of educational investments, 

whereas receiving countries are usually enthusiastic to welcome only skilled immigrants. But 

a reverse logic comes into play in the case of unskilled workers at both levels. Globalisation 

and labour mobility are also said to have generated growing inequalities and exclusion not 

only within nation states but also between nation states. This is no more a North-South divide 

as rich centres have emerged in the South and certain centres in the North have found 

themselves in crisis. Discrimination and marginalization within the nation state occur at 

multiple levels including race, community and gender and resulting in explicit and implicit 

forms of social conflict. Growth of anti-immigration movements based on ahistorical myths 

of homogeneous and autonomous societies has manifested itself in manifold ways including 
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separatist, fundamentalist and new social movements that make the political landscape of the 

host countries turbulent. There are instances of environmental degradation inducing people to 

migrate resulting in a category of ‘environmental refugees’. Globalization, as an all-

embracing meta-narrative of integration, economic and civilizational, can be seen as a 

product of an enlightenment project of modernity; but contrary to it, it also simultaneously 

represents the post-modern fragmented political and cultural sphere. Contrary to the 

expectation that free circulation of labour will maximize the utility of human capital and lead 

to an equalization of wages across countries, international migration of labour has resulted 

new forms of inequality in wages between and within countries. The porous borders and 

regular movement of people across them has resulted in multiple identities, transcultural 

competencies and multiple citizenships. The notion that each person should belong politically 

and culturally to just one nation-state is becoming increasingly unfeasible.  

 

1.1.7 Parallel to this multiple affiliations and belongings, international migration make its 

participants global citizens too, which is reinforced through flattening mechanisms of global 

cultural industries (Castles, 1998). Individuals are found to be capable of advancing both 

local and global values without detracting from each other (Rosenau, 1997). The symbiosis of 

global, national and local in multiple forms adds to the contradiction of globalisation as 

manifested in international migration. Fragmentation has been identified as an intrinsic part 

of globalization. Globalization and localization can coexist, but the former sets the context 

for the latter. As against attempts to configure globalisation through impositions of drastic 

changes on local communities from above, countervailing attempts are on to configure it 

from below with a more equitable vision (Castles, 1998; Rosenau, 1997). It is precisely from 

the vantage point of ‘globalization from below’ that sending countries like India have 

considered policy intervention in such a way as to make use of the emerging situation for the 

best interests of its people. 

 

1.1.8 International migrations in the globalising world, as indicated already, have given 

way to intense cultural exchanges resulting in the making of multicultural spaces and 

transnational communities. Thanks to advances in communications and transport coupled 

with better education and greater awareness about destination countries, many more people 

interested in migrating than ever. Migration in that sense is based increasingly on informed 

decisions. 
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1.1.9 One of the consequences of globalization and international migration is the 

undermining of territorially based national identities in favour of other identities of trans-

territorial nature. The multiple belongings of these transnational communities are a 

consequence of an interactive role of international migration and globalisation (Castells, 

1999; UNS, 2004). Given the restrictive attitudes to immigration and practices of social 

rejection, migrants resort to their own strategies of social networking and communitization as 

an affirmative strategy. This has also become very much part of the contemporary 

globalisation and such social networks cut across multiple national territorialities.   

 

1.1.10 International migration in the past, in accordance with the specific economic, social 

and political regimes, aided the expansion of trade and the economy, helped to create new 

nations and territories, fostered urbanization, opened up new spaces for production and made 

decisive contributions to social and cultural change. It is well known that voluntary migration 

of Europeans and forced migrations of the colonized to tropical regions during the nineteenth 

century had only furthered inequality. Migration today, in a highly inter-connected world 

with profound economic disparities and acute structural deficiencies, would continue with 

same amount of intensity or even with more force at least for some more time (UNS, 2004; 

Taran and Geronimi, 2003). Developed countries with their aging populations would 

continue to attract skilled human resources and would keep up their demand for less-skilled 

workers. Residual labour available for expatriate work may decline eventually in a large part 

of the developing world as a result of the ongoing demographic transition, if not due to 

adjustment of unequal development through remittance flows and a resultant catching up with 

the development process. But if the central contradiction between the ‘demographic decline’ 

in the developed countries and the ‘demographic dividend’ of the developing countries 

continues to exist, the flow of labour across national boundaries would remain unchanged 

(Harris, 2005). It also is very likely that due to social networking through familial linkages 

and so on, remittance flows would continue unabated which would induce further migration 

(Orozco, 2002). In such a context, a reassertion of the right to emigrate along with putting 

organized actors and structures in place in this field would allow potential groups to take 

right decisions on emigration. While the demand for skilled and unskilled immigrants would 

persist in the developed world, the forces of globalization and socio-economic development 

in poor countries are likely to further people’s capabilities and aspirations to migrate rather 

than the other way round (de Haas, 2007). Migration in that sense is both a cause and effect 

of broader development processes with which it is intertwined. It is evident from the previous 
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experiences that the policies to curb migration or promote return migrants by the developed 

host countries generally failed to meet their objectives (Bhagawati, 2003; Castles, 2004). As 

long as developed countries keep growing and developing countries thrive to catch up with 

development, low skilled migration will persist, or even increase, while highly skilled 

migration will continue to be welcomed (Bhagawati, 2003; Harris, 2002; Martin, 2003; de 

Haas, 2007). In the present context of continuing globalization and global economic 

integration, “there is little cause to expect a general decrease in mobility and migration. 

Migration will, in all likelihood, remain an intrinsic feature of our world” (de Haas, 2007). 

This would certainly further complicate the process of globalization and that of transnational 

labour flows in a reciprocal way in multiple demeanors.  

 

1.2 Migration and development: countries of origin and destination 

 

1.2.1 Of late, the relationship between migration and development is taken to be axiomatic. 

Migration is seen as an integral part of development and both are not independent variables 

(Skeldon, 1997 & 2004). Migration was viewed negatively earlier as it was believed that it 

perpetuated lopsided development and outflow of people in actuality represented a drain of 

brain and labour resources from the regions of emigration to the regions of immigration. 

However, this paradigm is losing currency as it is increasingly recognized that though certain 

paths of development can generate migration, migration itself can be a facilitator of profound 

changes in the economy and society that can be considered to be ‘development’ (Skeldon, 

2004). Migration facilitates transfer of goods and ideas from the host to home countries along 

with the private transfer of money in the form of remittances. Remittances have become a 

major component of the foreign exchange earnings of a number of countries, resulting in the 

acceptance of emigration for work as a means of alleviating poverty and ensuring 

development (Harris, 2005). This has led to the growing realization that emigration can be 

‘managed’ to promote development (Skeldon, 2008b).  

 

1.2.2 However, it is still felt that the loss of the most enterprising and best-trained workers 

is detrimental to developing countries and that indiscriminate migration creates problems for 

the receiving countries too. Hence, from both perspectives, temporary and circular migration 

is seen as more desirable. As against a permanent loss of its best brains and labour, circular 

migration would become a means of suitably using the human capital of developing countries 
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for the task of reducing world poverty (Harris, 2005). Circular migration is thus seen as the 

best form of migration as it serves the interests of receiving countries apart from supporting 

development in sending countries through remittances and investments by return migrants, 

thus eventually reducing migration pressures (Vertovec, 2007; de Haas, 2005 & 2007).     

 

1.2.3 Such conclusions presume that development in sending countries will reduce 

migration and there is one-to-one linear relationship between migration and development. 

These conclusions have however been plagued by some serious conceptual difficulties and 

misunderstandings. It can be seen that migration and development share a complex, 

reciprocal and multi-dimensional relationship (de Haas, 2007; Skeldon, 2004). It is yet again 

presumed, in absolute terms, that migration is caused by lack of development and that 

poverty and lack of opportunity at home force people to migrate. But this is not often the 

case. Upon closer investigation, it is found that it is rarely the poorest who move and rarely 

the poorest countries that participate most in the global migration process (Skeldon, 2008). It 

is also revealed that development in the areas of origin did not slow down out-migration, 

instead it often accelerated out-movements. The attempt to find ‘smart solutions’ to migration 

through trade liberalization and development aid would also result in a similar situation as 

social and economic development tends to stimulate rather than reduce migration, at least in 

the short to medium run (de Haas, 2007). Seeing temporary and circular migrations as the 

ideal solution to prevent permanent settlement also ignores the past failures of ‘revolving 

door’ policies and their perverse effects on circular mobility (de Haas, 2007). Development 

and migration are intensely intertwined and this “nexus” denies easy conclusions aimed at 

managing migration or finding ‘smart solutions’ to it (de Hass, 2007. Skeldon, 1997 & 2008).   

 

1.2.4 Along side being a conduit for development, migration also poses newer challenges to 

the sending countries. Remittances go to the households directly and their immediate poverty 

alleviation impact is very much discernable. However, the long- term positive impacts are 

seen as doubtful, especially if few productive assets are being created. Hence, remittances are 

seen as better instruments to resolve transient poverty, rather than structural poverty (Kapur, 

2004). Remittances have also had considerable impact on regional economies as explicated 

by the case of Kerala where remittances made up 21 per cent of state income in the 1990s, 

and had telling impact on the state’s consumption expenditure and patterns (Srivastava and 

Sasikumar, 2003; Zachariah and Rajan, 2007). However, it can also create dependency and 

adversely affect regional systems of commodity production from within. The stagnation in 
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commodity producing sectors in Kerala since mid 1970s is attributed to the ‘resource 

movement effect’ and ‘spending effect’ associated with the migration-remittances boom 

(Harilal and Joseph, 2003). The majority of the remittances are spent unproductively on 

personal, and often conspicuous, consumption in an effort to claim social and symbolic 

capital (Taylor et.al 2007; Ballard 2003, Thandi, 2006, Osella, 2000). In short, the 

relationship between migration and development is complex and it involves intricate issues 

that need careful treatment when it comes to policy making. 

 

It is estimated that almost 200 million people reside temporarily or permanently outside their 

country of origin as migrants today. The International Organization for Migration (IOM) and 

the U.N have estimated this number as 180 million (Taran and Geronimi, 2003). According 

to a more recent estimate of the World Bank, the stock of immigrants is 190.6 million as of 

2005, representing 3% of the world population (World Bank, 2008). Countries that receive 

most of the emigrant labour continue to be from the developed world, particularly from the 

West. OECD countries have accommodated 90.9 million of immigrants, which represents 9.8 

per cent of their population (World Bank, 2008). The share of the developed nations in 

international immigrants is growing significantly over years- from 42 percent in 1975 to 60 

per cent in 2005 (Lowel, 2007). High-income non-OECD countries, which include the gulf 

countries, together have 21.6 million of immigrants, which is 33.6 per cent of the total 

population (World Bank, 2008). Many other countries have become asylums for refugees and 

migrants even when they are not developed to attract labour from outside in massive numbers 

as one sees in the case of Bangladesh, Afghanistan, India and Pakistan. Countries categorized 

as ‘least developed’ have 21.8 million immigrants, which represents 2.9 per cent of their total 

population. The United States of America has the maximum number of immigrants, 38.4 

million, followed by Russia and Germany far behind in terms of number. India has 5.7 

million immigrants which is 0.5% of the total number of immigrants across the world. The 

graph below shows the top immigration countries as of 2005.  
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Figure: 1 Top Immigration Countries 
Source: World Bank, 2008 
 
 
 
Countries that have the maximum number of emigrants are from the developing world. 

Mexico and Russia are in the top of this list, with 11.5 million emigrants from these countries 

living abroad. Countries with high demographic dividend, India and China follow Mexico 

and Russia in this regard, with 10 and 7.3 million emigrants abroad. The graph below shows 

the top emigration countries as estimated for 2005. The proportion of emigrants is 0.9 per 

cent of the total population in the case of India, which is far lesser than the world average 

(World Bank, 2008).            
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Figure: 2 Top Emigration Countries 
Source: World Bank, 2008 
 
There are certain specific corridors through which the maximum quantum of migration takes 

place. The Mexcio-US corridor tops the list followed by the Russia-Ukraine and Ukraine-

Russia passageways. The Bangladesh-India corridor comes after this, with an estimated flow 

of 3.5 million, of which a significant number are illegal immigrants.   
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Figure:3 Top migration Corridors 
Source: World Bank, 2008 
 
 
It is also interesting to note that the greatest growth in the international stock of migrants 

occurred not in the past decade but in the one that preceded it, that is between 1985 and 1995 

with 62 per cent decadal growth. Although the growth slowed, still the stock in the developed 

nations increased by 23 percent between 1995 and 2005. The rate of immigration growth 

declined outside the developed world, from 29 per cent in 1975 to 9 per cent between 1995 

and 2005 (Lowell, 2007). 

 
 

 
Figure: 4, Number of Immigrants by place of residence and level of development 
Source: Lowell, 2007 
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1.3  Migration patterns: North-North, South-North and South-South 
 
International migrants come from all parts of the world and they go to all parts of the world. 

However, the preceding discussion indicates that the highest share of migration is taking 

place from the global South to the North. The migration from North to North is also in 

significant number. But, the migration from South to South has grown considerably and the 

recent estimates show that it is almost as large as that of South-North migration, which 

accounts for 47 per cent of the total emigration from developing countries (World Bank, 

2008). It is roughly estimated that as of 2005, two of every five migrants on the globe (which 

is around 78 million out of the 191 million) were residing in the developing countries (Ratha 

and Shaw, 2007). It is also pointed out that almost 80 per cent of South-South migration is 

taking place between countries with contiguous borders. This is occurring mainly between 

countries with relatively small difference in income (Ratha and Shaw, 2007). The South-

South Migration is larger than South-north migration in Sub-Saharan Africa (72 per cent) 

Europe and Central Asia (64 per cent) and South Asia (54 per cent) (World Bank, 2008). The 

emergence of South-South migration as a major stream has its own consequences in the 

constitution of remittance flows. It is estimated that out of the total world wide remittance of 

$318 billion in 2007, developing countries received as much as $240 million. The share of 

remittances from the South to the developing countries is estimated as upto 30 per cent 

(Ratha and Shaw, 2007).  However, the impact of South-South migration on the income of 

the migrants and the natives is smaller than that of South-North migration.  

 
 
1.4: Migration of highly skilled workers Vs low skilled 
 
The total number of citizens that have emigrated from India is about 10 million (World Bank 

(2008). At this it works out to just about a per cent of her population (Table 1).  
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Table 1: Stock of emigrants from India (as on December 31 2005) 
 

 
Source: World Bank (2008) 

 
 
India is one of those countries from where the migration rate of high skilled migrants has 

always been much higher than the total migration rate. For instance in 1990, the total 

migration rate for all education groups was 0.2 per cent. This has since increased marginally 

to 0.3 per cent in 2000. In the case of high skilled migrants (defined as those with at least 

tertiary education) was 2.6 per cent and 4.2 per cent in 1990 and 2000 respectively.   

 

The routes through which high skilled and low skilled migration takes place differ widely. In 

the case of high skilled migration there are two routes: first education related and the second 

the employment relate. In the case of low skilled migration, there is however, only one route 

namely the employment related route.  

 

Regarding high skilled migration the traditional route of migration has been the education 

route. Indian students go abroad for higher studies and then remain back in the host country 

by taking up employment. This route has now become more pronounced with more and more 

students going abroad for higher studies. Although we do not have good quality quantitative 

numbers on the number of students who have gone abroad for higher studies this trend can be 

indirectly gleaned through the education related travel in the current account of India’s BoP 

tables: this used to be only about on an average about US $ 60 million per annum during the 

1990s, but this has since increased to about US $ 1 billion during the period since 2000. This 
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traditional route has been supplemented with employment related emigration. The growing 

globalization of the world economy in general and the growing competence of India in 

certain areas of technical skills such as those related to Information Technology (IT) has 

meant that Indian citizens with these skills are much in demand in the labour markets of 

especially Western countries.  

 

This increased high skilled migration from India has at least two major implications. First the 

high skilled migration has resulted in larger amount of remittances (See section 3.5 for an 

elaboration of this issue). The second one is that it has had a deleterious consequence on the 

supply of high skilled personnel especially for R&D: in fact India has one of the lowest 

densities of scientists and engineers engaged in R&D (See Mani, 2008 for an elaboration of 

this argument).  

 

The current thinking in the development circles is that governments of sending countries 

ought to be taking advantage of high skilled migration for their economies rather than put 

hurdles in the way of such migration. The term “brain drain” is increasingly replaced with 

“brain circulation”. There are many instances of these high skilled migrants contributing to 

the well being of their home countries by providing information on markets and technology 

and indeed in facilitating the supply of risk capital such as venture capital which then can be 

used for establishing technology-oriented ventures in their home countries.   

  

  

1.5 Dynamics of Global Demography: Opportunities and challenges 
 
The world is experiencing ever-increasing movements of people. Migration, whether 

international or internal, presents both opportunities and challenges for migrants themselves, 

the communities from which they leave, through which they transit, and those at the 

destination and also in localities in which some ultimately settle. With globalization - 

especially in relation to trade liberalization, global economic integration, and electronic 

communication – there has come a heightened awareness of opportunities to live and work in 

other parts of the world. Coupled with developments in international transport, this has led to 

greater population mobility throughout the world. 
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In the past century, it was often an economic or a political force that shaped the volume and 

direction of international population movements. Today, many developed countries will 

experience the progression of population ageing and population declines in the foreseeable 

future thus the demographic dynamics of each country will become another underlying factor 

for formulating migration policy. Brain drain is still a significant concern for countries 

experiencing large-scale emigration of skilled workers. Loss of skilled citizens can be a 

particular challenge for emerging economies such as India. More countries in the world are 

looking at ways to manage migration in order to meet their demographic, economic 

development, and labour market needs. Developing countries are becoming aware of the 

benefits migrants can bring, with contributions through remittances, investment, and 

expenditures, as well as through skills, entrepreneurial activities, and support for 

democratization and human rights. 

 

It is likely that the ageing of populations in developed countries will generate new demands 

for migrants in order to lessen the social burden arising from the unevenness of population 

structure or from maintaining the economic vitality. Despite the potential demographic 

implications, governments may encounter difficulties promoting liberal migration policy 

because of unwarranted concern that the result would be mass immigration and changes in 

the nature of society from an inflow of many cultures. Governments will need to take a 

comprehensive approach to assess policy implications, and include an evaluation of policies 

in all sectors potentially affected by increased migration. This will include not only 

economic,  and labour market policies, but also social policies and in particular those related 

to integration and social cohesion.  
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Figure 1.5.1: World Population, 1950-2050 based on UN Projections 

 

Figure 1.5.2: Broad Age Structure of the World Population 2008 

 

 

 

International labour migration from and within the ESCAP region has expanded rapidly 

during the past two or three decades, propelled by widening disparities in the level of 

economic development between countries of origin and countries of destination, demographic 

changes leading to low rates of growth of the working age population in countries of 

destination but high rates in countries of origin, and the emergence of governmental and 

private agencies dedicated to the international deployment of migrant workers. 
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International labour migration has become a significant element in economic growth in both 

origin and destination economies in the region. In some occupations, a regional labour market 

is evolving. Social issues are emerging because of the millions of international migrants 

working outside their home countries. The scope of international labour migration requires 

more thorough planning at the national level and among countries at the regional and sub-

regional level. The actual number of migrant workers going abroad is greater than the official 

numbers because many migrate from other countries in the region and several persons 

migrate for work without registering with their national authorities.  

 

Bangladesh, Pakistan, Sri Lanka and Thailand routinely deploy 100,000 to 200,000 migrant 

workers per year. Annual deployments from India and Indonesia are approximately 800,000 

and those from the Philippines have surpassed 800,000. While deployments from South Asia 

go mostly to the Middle East, those from South-East Asia go increasingly to East Asia and to 

other countries within South-East Asia. The most recent data indicate that about 75 per cent 

of the workers from Bangladesh migrated to the Middle East, while over 90 per cent of those 

from India, over 95 per cent of those from Pakistan and about 85 per cent of those from Sri 

Lanka did so (Asis, 2002). 

 

1.5.1 Fertility transition in Asia 

 

If the very low fertility levels now prevalent in several Asian societies and in Singapore 

persist in the future, their populations will eventually begin to decline. The United Nations 

(2001) projects that the population of Japan will begin to decline soon after 2005, while that 

of the Republic of Korea would begin to decline after 2035 in the absence of international 

migration. Huguet (2002) has shown that in the absence of migration, the population of China 

would begin to decline in 2040, that of Singapore in 2025 and that of Taiwan Province of 

China in 2035. The population of Japan in the main working ages of 15-64 years is already 

declining and the United Nations (2001) projects that the working age population of 

Singapore will begin to decline after 2015, that of the Republic of Korea after 2020, and 

those of China, Sri Lanka and Thailand after 2025. The ratio of the population aged 15-64 

years to that aged 65 years and over (potential support ratio) is declining rapidly in each of 

the low-fertility societies mentioned above. 
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The United Nations (2001) has prepared hypothetical population projections in order to 

estimate the number of international migrants that would be necessary to prevent the potential 

support ratio, the size of the population aged 15-64 years and the total population, from 

declining in low-fertility countries. The results were surprising for the volume of migration 

required in those scenarios. The United Nations report concluded that it would not be feasible 

to stabilize potential support ratios through international migration. The study found that 

Japan would need 33.5 million migrants between 1995 and 2050, or an annual average of 

609,000 migrants, to maintain the 1995 size of the working-age population. In order to 

prevent the population from declining, Japan would require 17 million migrants between 

2005 and 2050, or 381,000 per year. The Republic of Korea would require an annual average 

of 213,000 net immigrants between 2020 and 2050 to prevent the working-age population 

from declining and an average of 100,000 per year between 2035 and 2050 to keep the total 

population from declining. 

 

The United Nations report concluded that these levels of migration are much higher than are 

likely to be accepted by those countries. It noted that the potential support ratios could be 

maintained approximately at current levels by increasing the upper limit of the working-age 

population to about 75 years of age, which would also entail a difficult political choice. 

Countries such as Singapore, Taiwan Province of China and Thailand, are more likely to 

attempt to meet labour shortages through the use of temporary labour migration. 

 

1.5.2 Demographic transition in Arab Regions 

 

During the last quarter of the twentieth century, international migration within the Arab 

region occurred mostly in response to the economic development of the oil-rich Gulf 

countries, where rising oil prices considerably increased the growth rate of the gross domestic 

product (GDP), as well as the investment rates. To benefit from the economic wealth 

generated by the soaring oil prices, which improved their economic and social infrastructure, 

the Gulf countries sought to attract workers from highly populated countries and chose to 

assign high priority to the Arab labour force. This created a kind of balanced regional labour 

market during that period. The small size of their populations, the low female labour force 

participation rates, the low status of manual labour, and the reluctance of nationals to work in 

the private sector made it very difficult to alleviate the ensuing labour shortages without 

importing foreign workers. 
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The oil-producing countries of the Gulf region thus became the main destination for migrant 

workers from the Asian countries with conflicting realities of high population growth, an 

unfavorable age structure of the population, and a high dependency ratio. These countries 

were unable to absorb the vast growth in the working-age population, however, the reason 

being that the accumulation of GDP in the industrial sector now depended on high 

technology, which required technical skills that their educational and training system had 

failed to provide. At the same time, another type of migration had emerged, in which a large 

flow of people migrated outside the Arab region. The unfavorable demographic trend in 

Western countries, where fertility rates were below replacement level, had made it difficult 

for them to meet their labour market requirements. In contrast, population and high fertility 

trends in the Arab countries were moving in an opposite direction that eventually created 

widespread unemployment. These conditions caused a good number of Arabs to emigrate 

from their country in search of jobs at higher wages and a better quality of life. 

During this phase, the process of international migration in the Arab region was interpreted in 

terms of labour market demand and supply. In general, that stage reflected the former role of 

the Arab labour market in achieving a balance between the flow of labour from countries that 

were highly populated but scarcely endowed to other countries that were highly endowed 

with oil and scarcely populated. Thus, economic prosperity as a pull factor in countries of 

destination has played a considerable role in decreasing unemployment in countries of origin. 

Gross national incomes from the export of oil had climbed from US$ 2.6 billion in 1965 to 

US$ 8 billion in 1972, and to US$ 208 billion in 1980. Following this period, when the 

international oil prices were rectified, the Gulf countries felt compelled to adopt ambitious 

programs and plans; but because of population growth, the labour force participation rate and 

the skills level, they were unable to ameliorate the requirements for investments. Meanwhile, 

the non-oil Arab countries were experiencing a high population growth and had an overflow 

in their labour force, which made it normal that this surplus be used to meet the labour 

shortages in Gulf countries. 

 

1.5.3 Opportunities and Challenges 

If the countries of the region hope to succeed in transforming the challenges into a success 

story, they have to, accelerate the process of demographic transition and resolve regional and 

domestic conflicts; initiate economic policies that will improve the capability of the economic 

sectors to absorb the oversupply of labour and productively employ those workers—a 
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capability largely associated with the rate and type of capital accumulation and dependent on 

the availability of other related factors, such as managerial and administrative skills; integrate 

population issues in the process of economic growth and development, which is an 

instrumental factor in achieving the demographic dividend; and finding a niche for competing 

in the global markets. 

 

The traditional demographic balance was based on a high fertility rate coupled with a high 

mortality rate. This pattern has changed in recent decades, with the rapid decline in infant 

mortality and the increase in life expectancy, causing an imbalance in the age structure of the 

population that considerably increased the number of people in the working age group (15–

64). Even though the absolute number of children aged 0–14 in the Arab region increased 

from 75 million in 1980 to 109 million in 2000 and is projected to reach 124.4 million in 

2010, the proportion of children aged 0–14 has actually declined, from 44.2 percent in 1980 

to 38 percent in 2000 and is expected to reach 34.8 percent in 2010. This young age structure, 

in which more than one third of the region’s population is under the age of 15, gives 

population growth an unexpected momentum. In the Arab region, the 15–24 age group, 

which represents the transition period from childhood to adulthood in most societies, totalled 

33 million in 1980, 58.3 million in 2000, and is projected to increase to 69.9 million and 78.3 

million by 2010 and 2020, respectively. The most dramatic and rapid population increase in 

the coming decade is likely to occur in the Arab working-age (25–64years) group, which will 

add a total of 40.8 million people to the economically-active population by 2010. The 

region’s working-age population in 1980 was 55.9 million, which increased by 52.8 million 

to reach a total of 108.7 million by the year 2000 and which is projected to grow to 149.6 

million by 2010 and 194 million by 2020. Similarly, between 1980 and 2010, this age group 

is projected to increase from 32.9 percent to 41.8 per cent of the total population of the region 

(figure 1.5.1). 
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Figure 1.5.1: Age Structure of Arab Countries, 1980–2050 

 

 

 

As noted above and in Chart 1.5.1, population trends in the Arab region started to change in 

the last decades of the past century towards more advanced phases of the demographic 

transition, paving the way to changes in the age structure of people in the region. The 

increase in the number of working-age people may be a good opportunity to increase the 

savings and investments that result from the decrease in the dependency ratio. When the 

dependency ratio declines—as in the case of Arab countries, from 90.9 in 1980 to 71.5 in 

2000 and to 61 per 100 people aged 15-65 by 2015—more resources will be freed for 

investment. However, it may not prove to be a good opportunity if those savings and 

investments are not able to accommodate the growing number of working-age people, thus 

urging them to migrate (Figure 1.5.2). 
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The present change in the age structure of the population in most of the Arab countries is 

only considered to be positive if integrated with appropriate policies that promote economic 

growth and social changes. The desired results may be difficult to achieve if the appropriate 

combination of socio-economic and demographic policies—including the need for creating 

productive job opportunities, providing appropriate wages, developing integrated programs 

on reproductive health, empowering women and ensuring political participation for the 

majority of population— are not given importance. What is more, this phenomenon may have 

negative impacts on development if decision makers fail to consider it at an early stage and if 

they don’t provide good governance and a responsive political environment. 

 

1.5.4 Demand from Developed countries 

The developed word stands at the fore of a phenomenal demographic transition. Over the 

next 30 years the number of elderly in the U.S., the EU, and Japan will more than double. 

Total fertility rates are currently much higher in the US than in Japan or in Europe. While the 

Japanese and European rates are predicted to increase until 2050, the U.S. rates remain 

roughly constant. The drop in the U.S. fertility rate staring in 2050 reflects our assumption of 

zero population growth in all three regions after that year. In the U.S. the high rate of 

immigration requires a reduction in the fertility rate after 2050 to achieve zero population 

growth. 

Due to its relatively high fertility and immigration rate, the U.S. population increases from 

275 million in 2000 to 505 million in 2100. In Europe, the total population falls over the 
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century from 375 to 340 million. And in Japan, the population falls from 126 million to 83 

million. As one would expect, dependency ratios are increasing in all three regions up to 

2050. However, the three regions experience important differences in their population aging. 

First, the increase in the dependency ratio is much greater in Japan and Europe than in the 

US. Second, dependency ratios fall in Europe and Japan after peaking in year 2050, while 

they remain roughly stable after 2030 in the US. 

1.5.5 Brain drain  

The ability of developed countries to attract skilled workers with promises of higher ages, 

higher living standards and better prospects poses a problem for developing countries when it 

results in the flight of large numbers of their “best and brightest,” a phenomenon most 

commonly referred to as the “brain drain.” Brain drain is still a significant concern for 

countries experiencing large-scale emigration of skilled workers. Loss of skilled citizens can 

be a particular challenge for emerging economies. Indeed, for many years, developing 

countries have voiced concerns relating to the adverse economic effects of brain drain and 

sought to raise awareness of this problem among the advanced economies, as well as enhance 

inter-State cooperation on this issue. With declining fertility rates and ageing populations in 

developed countries, there is greater demand for younger workers from abroad to sustain their 

economies. The contrast can be illustrated by the following example: population growth in 

the 15 Member States of the European Union was 300,000 for 2003; in India, it took just 

seven days for a similar population increase of 294,000. In addition, Japan and some of its 

neighbors in East and Southeast Asia are leading Europe as rapidly ageing countries. 

Interacting with these demographic trends in the developed world are the population 

pressures and poverty of developing countries, which will add 700 million young people to 

their labour force in the next decade, but the developed countries have developed various 

types of admission policies to meet their labour market needs and priorities. These usually 

distinguish between several categories of workers according to the duration of their stay, their 

skills, and their legal status. 
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CHAPTER TWO 
India and International Migration 

 
2.1 Migration from India 
 
2.1 ‘Migration is a product not of discrete and unconnected factors in the sending and the 

receiving countries but of historical connections between the countries. It is not fortuitous; it 

is systematic.’ (Bonacich and Cheng, 1984)1 Migration from India has taken place from the 

beginning of civilization. There is hardly any spot on the earth where Indians are not found 

today. Earlier, migration had been limited to merchants and sailors. But over the last two 

centuries, it has acquired a very different magnitude and pattern. Present day migration is 

largely a continuation of the pattern, which began some two centuries ago. The presence of 

the British and the demand for cheap labour in other parts of the empire are at the root of the 

phenomenon of migration, which has continued till date. The new era of migration from India 

started with the abolition of slavery in 1834, marking the beginning of the export of 

indentured labour from India to replace the liberated slaves who had been working in 

capitalist farms. This paper is divided into two broad periods: the pre- independence period 

and the post-independence period. 

 

2.2 Emigration Patterns: A Historical Perspective 

2.2.1 Pre-Independence Migration 

 

2.2 Mass migration from India began following the abolition of slavery in 1834 after the 

relevant Act was passed by the British parliament in the previous year. Migration thereafter 

was more or less steady over time. Though the volume of migrants remained high, the 

proportion of the population migrating was low compared with those of other countries of the 

world. Of the 30 million migrants who left the country before independence, an estimated 24 

million returned to the country. Various reasons are attributed to their massive return: 

unfamiliar cultural environment and hostility from the natives are cited as some of the 

important causes (Vertovec, 1995; Thiara, 1995). Pre-independence migration may be 

divided into Indentured Labour migration (1834-1910), emigration under the Kangani 

System (1910-1935) and Free Migration (1936-1947). The following sections furnishes some 

information on these periods. 

 

                                                 
1 In Skeldon (1997) Migration and Development: A Global Perspective. 
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2.2.2 Indentured Labour from India 

2.3 As a halfway between slavery and free labour, indenture was different from peonage 

and serfdom. It was peculiarly adapted, like slavery, to the recruitment of labour through 

migration. It enabled business enterprises to transfer labour to newly developing areas and yet 

restrained that labour from immediately taking over property even where unexploited land 

was abundantly available. It was a less satisfactory than slavery because it was less 

permanent. Nevertheless it could attract persons who were too proud to become slaves. It did 

imply a social gulf between employers and labourers, but it held the possibility of eventual 

freedom for the latter. 

 

2.4 Indentured labour migration to Mauritius, Natal and Fiji was part of a global process 

of labour migration from India, which began after the abolition of slavery. During this period, 

the demand for a cheap, unskilled and pliant labour force in the colonies primarily engaged in 

sugar production was heightened and this deficit was significantly filled by indentured labour 

from India in numerous colonial settlements. During the eighty years of its existence, the 

indenture system that formally existed from 1830 to 1916, was responsible for transportation 

of more than a million Indians to provide cheap labour for the global development of British 

capitalism (Tinker, 1974). Indeed, the sale of south Indian slaves by the Dutch in the latter 

part of the 18th century to French planters in Mauritius and Reunion was a precursor of 

indenture. In 1800, there were an estimated 6000 Indian slaves in Mauritian estates while 

thousands were enslaved in Reunion. Later, Mauritius, having partly solved its labour 

shortage through the importation of Indians in the early nineteenth century, set a precedent, 

which led to the formalization of the indenture system. Thereafter, indentured labour was 

crucial both in facilitating the expansion of local colonial economies, by cutting labour costs 

and facilitating capital accumulation, until the early twentieth century. 

 

2.5 A historical assessment of the conditions prevailing in India during British rule 

reveals a crucial connection between British expansionism and international commoditization 

of Indian labour (Thiara, 1994). Transportation of massive labour force from India under the 

indenture system was a direct result of complete British penetration into the social and 

economic fabric of the Indian society. The introduction of landlordism, excessive revenue 

demands, commercialization of agriculture, change from rent in kind to rent in cash, decline 

in indigenous handicrafts, discriminatory taxation on Indian goods and persistent famines and 

pestilence were among the many reasons for migration, which offered the only avenue of 
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hope to many. While all sectors of the Indian society were affected by these profound 

changes, the lower agricultural classes, which predominated among the recruits, were the 

worst affected. 

 

2.6 During the period 1834-1910, over half a million indentured migrants entered 

Mauritius; in Natal, 152,189 arrived between 1860 and 1911; while a total of 60,965 Indians 

landed in Fiji between 1879 and 1916 (Gillion, 1962). Calcutta remained the main ‘coolie 

catchment’ centre and port of embarkation until 1870 after which the recruiters cast their net 

towards the United Provinces and Bihar. Increased demand for labour also resulted in the 

resumption of migration from Madras and Bombay in the 1840s (Tinker, 1974). Often 

colonies expressed a preference for recruits from particular geographical areas of India, as 

illustrated by the Caribbean, where a prejudice existed against workers from south India 

(Tinker, 1974). After 1880, the flow of indentured labour migration was deflected away from 

Mauritius, which by 1871 had an Indian population of 216,258 compared with 99,784 

Creoles, constituting approximately 70 per cent of the population that has remained constant 

thereafter (Tinker, 1974). After 1880, the scale of migration became smaller and was mainly 

directed towards Natal and the Caribbean. Migration to Fiji became significant only in 

twentieth century. While it was small in scale, the Indian population equaled the number of 

indigenous Fijians. 

 

2.7 In 1838, British Guyana was the first Caribbean territory to receive indentured 

Indians. Several other Caribbean colonies began importing Indian labour in the following 

years. Between 1838 and 1917, more than half a million Indians were brought to the 

Caribbean. Throughout this period, shipments to various colonies often temporarily ceased 

following evidence of abuses involving labourers’ recruitment in India, their transport and 

their treatment on overseas estates (Protector of Emigrants 1875-1918)2. Accounts of Indian 

migration to the Danish colony of St. Croix, for example, were so harsh that the government 

of India cancelled its permission to obtain labourers after a single shipment.  The system of 

indentured migration was brought to a halt mainly through pressures in India raised by 

middle class and nascent nationalist Indians (Emmer, 1986; Tinker, 1974). 

                                                 
2 In Tinker (1974) 
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Table 2.1: Indentured Indian Migrants 

Colony Period Immigrants 
Mauritius 1834- 1871 > 5000000 
Natal 1860- 1911     152,189 
Fiji 1879- 1916      60,965 
British Guiana 1838- 1917    238,909 
Trinidad 1845- 1917    143,939 
Guadeloupe 1854- 1889      42,326 
Jamaica 1854-1885      36,420 
Dutch Guiana 1873-1916      34,304 
Martinique 1854-1889      25,509 
French Guiana 1856-1877        6,551 
St Lucia 1858- 1895        4,354 
Grenada 1857-1885        3,200 
St Vincent 1860-1880        2,472 
St Kitts 1860-1865           337 
St. Croix 1862           321 

Sources: Roberts and Byrne (1966); Singaravelou (1990); Tinker (1974); 

Gillion (1962) 

2.8 In 1917, after numerous investigations, all new indenture labour was suspended for 

the duration of the World War I. In 1920, the system was completely abolished and the event 

was hailed as a red-letter day throughout India, where it was regarded as an event paralleling 

the abolition of slavery nearly a century earlier. It was natural that it should be followed by a 

system that had already developed – the kangani system that was freer than but not as quite 

free. 

 

2.2.3 Kangani System 

 

2.9 The kangani system involved a short-term (usually 30-day) contract, generally verbal 

rather than written. It received its name because of the peculiarly important role of the 

kangani or head man, who was both the recruiter and field foreman. Sent by an employer or 

association of estate owners to bring back his friends, neighbours and relatives from his home 

district, the kangani undertook to provide food, clothing and transit for the recruits in 

connection with the overseas trip. 

 

2.10 Started in Ceylon, where it had entirely replaced indenture by 1910, the system was 

patriarchal since the kangani was usually the senior member of a family or group to which 

were added other families drawn from the same vicinity. The labour force thus formed was 
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subdivided into smaller groups, each under its own sub-kangani (sillara kangani), each 

holding its earnings in common and each assuming joint liability for advances made to it by 

the head kangani. It was often through the head kangani that all advances were made. In all 

financial transactions except the payment of wages, he was frequently the sole intermediary 

between the coolie and the employer. The coolie might, indeed, owe more to him than he 

owed the estate, so that in a sense he actually assisted the estate in financing its labourers.  

 

2.11 One effect of this method of securing Indian labour was to encourage the transplantation 

of Indian culture to new regions. In Ceylon and Malaya, the south Indian coolie acquired a 

paternalistic security that he did not have in India. It enabled him to live within his own 

community, among neighbours and relatives from his homeland without greatly disturbing his 

native customs. This was particularly true of Ceylon, where the proportion of women among the 

migrants was high, where each plantation usually had a Hindu temple, where the Indian diet was 

maintained, the same costume worn and the native language spoken. They had little relation with 

the natives, whether Sinhalese or Malayan and scarcely ever inter-married with them. Their 

exodus therefore led to the formation of little Indias in the new lands. Unlike the Chinese, they 

migrated to survive rather than to climb socially. The Chinese emigrant left his country in order 

to enrich himself, to rise to the position of businessman or landowner; but the Tamil emigrant 

under the kangani system left his country in order to survive. 

 

2.2.4: Free Migration 

2.12 The formal abolition of the kangani was brought about by the Sastri report of 1936. The 

kangani system gave way to free migration. This system may be regarded as a major 

breakthrough in emigration from India as it was individualistic and not a group decision. All 

along the continuous migration stream, there was a parallel stream of individual migration as 

well. There was in it an army of petty contractors, merchants, bankers, shopkeepers and peddlers. 

They knew how to cater to the special needs and to exploit the peculiar weaknesses of Indian 

labourers. They were free emigrants in every sense of the word. Generally of higher caste than 

those who had gone as contract labourers, they came on their own resources, usually with a small 

capital and a wide experience in the kind of trade they sought to practise. They were Chettiars 

from Madras, Marwaris from Rajputana, Baniyas from United Provinces and Pathans from the 

Northwest. They included Muslims in numbers larger than was usual among Indian emigrants 

and they were more accustomed to travel and more resourceful, ambitious, and aggressive. They 

lent money at usurious rates to small Indian agriculturists, took mortgages on their lands, sold 
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them trinkets, imported Indian sweets and jewelry, acted as intermediaries, organized commercial 

transportation and in general played the role of petit bourgeoisie in the Indian community.  

2.13 The success of these middlemen was phenomenal. Many of them became rich and, after 

the habit of Orientals everywhere, attempted to invest their savings in land. They also pushed on 

into new territories, thus giving a wider spread to the already widely dispersed Indian migration.  

The foundation of the migration streams from India had already been laid by the time India 

attained independence. Certainly, the changed political equations within and outside the country 

did have a say in the future of migration from India and so did changes in the world economy. 

The projection for India made in the middle of the century as a country not important in terms of 

immigration had gone wrong.  

Table 2.2: Estimated Total Migration to and from India, 1834-1937 

Year Emigrant Returned Migrants Net Migrants 
1834-35 62 52 10
1836-40 188 142 46
1841-45 240 167 73
1846-50 247 189 58
1851-55 357 249 108
1856-60 618 431 187
1861-65 793 594 199
1866-70 976 778 198
1871-75 1235 958 277
1876-80 1505 1233 272
1881-85 1545 1208 337
1886-90 1461 1204 257
1891-95 2326 1536 790
1896-1900 1962 1268 694
1901-05 1428 957 471
1906-10 1864 1482 382
1911-15 2483 1868 615
1916-20 2087 1867 220
1921-25 2762 2216 546
1926-30 3298 2857 441
1931-35 1940 2093 -153
1936-37 815 755 60
Total 30192 24104 6088

 Source: Davis (1951) 

2.14 One group of persons from India, which deserves special attention, is the Sikhs. Their 

migration during the pre-independence period was different from that of others in India 

because unlike indentured Indian labourers they were free migrants. The British regarded 

them as a martial race and they were recruited in large numbers in the armed forces. They 
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were rewarded for their loyalty at the time of what is contentiously called as ‘India’s first war 

of independence’ when they helped suppress the revolt by fighting bravely against Hindus 

and Muslims. At the time of World War I, as many as 150,000 Sikhs were in the British 

army. The availability of fertile lands in the State of Punjab provided the Sikhs with the 

required resources earned from agriculture to travel outside the country. They had seen the 

other parts of the world while serving the British army and hence some of them preferred the 

life abroad and settled down in various parts of the world. For a community, which forms a 

mere 2% of the Indian population, their presence is quite remarkable among the Indian 

diaspora. 

2.2.4.1 International migration from independent India 

2.15 There are two clearly different kinds of labour migration from India since 

independence: 

1. Persons with technical skills and professional expertise migrate to countries such as 

the USA, Canada, the UK and Australia as permanent migrants (since the early 

1950s).  

2. Unskilled and semi-skilled workers migrate to oil-exporting countries of the Middle 

East on temporary contracts, especially following the oil price increases of 1973–74 

and 1979. 

2.2.5 Migration to industrialised countries: magnitude and composition 

2.16 Labour flows to the industrialised countries have continued for a long time but 

information on them is negligible. Whatever analyses have been carried out to date on the 

composition of these flows is based on immigration statistics of destination countries. Nayyar 

(1994) analysed the trends in migration flows from India to three industrialised countries, the 

USA, Canada and the UK, for the period between 1951 and 1990. The USA received the 

largest number of Indian emigrants. The general trend shows that Indian immigration, which 

was of a negligible proportion to the total immigrants in the USA and Canada, increased 

rapidly during the 1960s and the 1970s. Of the total immigrants in the United States and 

Canada, Indians constituted about 4.0 % and 5.7 % respectively in 2001 and these rates seem 

to have stabilised by the end of the century. In comparison, the proportion of Indian 

immigrants to the UK declined sharply from around 20 % during the 1960s to about 10 % 

during the 1980s.  

2.17 Migration flows to industrialised countries during the 1990s, considered the most 

critical phase of contemporary globalisation, are of great importance both for theoretical and 
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policy reasons. However, hardly any detailed analysis of the changing nature of this flow 

exists. We have tried to collate the latest information pertaining to Indian immigration flows 

to the industrialised world with a view to examining the trends in the 1990s. The information 

in relation to three major destinations, the USA, the UK and Canada are presented in Tables 

2.3 and 2.4. It is evident that the annual inflow of Indian immigrants in the USA and Canada 

increased in the 1990s. The average annual inflow of Indian immigrants to the USA increased 

from 26,184 persons during the 1980s to 38,330 (3.5 % of total immigrants) during the 1990s 

(4.5 % of its total immigrants). In the case of Canada, the average annual inflow of Indian 

immigrants increased from 7,930 during the 1980s (6 % of its total immigrants) to 13,770 

during the 1990s (7 % of total immigrants).  Another striking feature of migration flows from 

India to the industrialised nations during the 1990s has been the growing importance of newer 

destination countries. This period saw significant flow of Indians, especially IT professionals, 

to countries such as Australia, Germany, Japan, and Malaysia.  

Table 2.3: Trends in Migration from India to selected industrialized countries; 1951-2003 

Years United States Canada United Kingdom Years United States Canada 
United 

Kingdom 
1951 109 120 n.a.1978 20753 5112 9890
1952 123 226 n.a.1979 19708 4517 9270
1953 104 169 n.a.1980 22607 8491 7930
1954 144 208 n.a.1981 21522 8263 6590
1955 194 224 n.a.1982 21738 7792 5410
1956 185 254 n.a.1983 25451 7051 5380
1957 196 186 n.a.1984 24964 5513 5140
1958 323 325 n.a.1985 26026 4038 5500
1959 351 585 n.a.1986 26227 6970 4210
1960 391 505 n.a.1987 27803 9747 4610
1961 421 568 n.a.1988 26268 10432 5020
1962 545 529 29001989 31175 8836 4580
1963 1173 737 155001990 30667 10662 5040
1964 634 1154 130001991 45064 12850 5680
1965 582 2241 171001992 36755 12675 5500
1966 2458 2233 167001993 40121 20445 4890
1967 4642 3966 191001994 34921 16637 4780
1968 4682 3229 231001995 34748 16254 4860
1969 5963 5395 110001996 44859 n.a. 4620
1970 10114 5670 72001997 38071 n.a. 4645
1971 14310 5313 69001998 36482 n.a. 5430
1972 16926 5049 76001999 30237 n.a. 6295
1973 13124 9433 62402000 42046 n.a. 8045
1974 12779 12731 66502001 n.a. n.a. 7280
1975 15773 10106 102002002 n.a. n.a. n.a.
1976 17487 6637 110202003 n.a. n.a. n.a.
1977 18613 5514 7340Total 14,11000 3,22,215 4,67,634

Source: Nayyar, 1994 & www.migrationinformation.org 
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2.18 For instance, nearly 40,000 Indians migrated to Australia, accounting for 4.1 % of 

total immigrants. Migration from India to industrialised counties, though modest in scale, 

grew steadily between 1950 and 2000. Nearly 1.25 million Indians migrated to the principal 

destinations. The average inflows of Indian immigrants to these principal destinations in fact 

increased from around 10,300 persons per annum in the 1950s to around 60,000 persons per 

annum during the 1990s. The growth during the 1990s is especially striking as it took place 

during a period when immigration laws were made more restrictive in many industrialised 

countries. 

Table 2.4:  Immigration trends in Industrialised Countries and India’s Share in Total Immigration 

Immigration to 
United States 

1951-60 1961-70 1971-80 1981-90 2001 (Total) 

From India 2,120 31,214 172,080 261,841 12,84,000 
From all Countries 2,515,000 3,322,000 4,493,000 7,338,000 318,11,000 
India’s Share (%) (0.1) (0.9) (3.8) (3.6) (4.0) 
Canada      
From India 2,802 25,722 72,903 79,304 3,22,215 
From all Countries 1.574,841 1,409,677 1,440,338 1,336,767 56,47,125 
India’s Share (%) (0.2) (1.8) (5.1) (5.9) (5.7) 
United Kingdom      
From India n.a. 1,25,600 83,040 51,480 4,67,634 
From all Countries n.a. 6,35000 7,32,900 5,16,870 48,96,581 
India’s Share (%) n.a. (19.8) (11.3) (10.0) (9.6) 

   Source: Deepak Nayyar (1994) and www.migrationinfomation.org 

 

2.19 Analysis of the occupational distribution of the Indians immigrating to industrialised 

countries shows that in the first half of the 1970s, persons with professional expertise, technical 

qualifications and managerial talents constituted a large proportion of the emigrant workforce from 

India to the USA. But their share declined over time. In Canada also, between 1971 and 1990, the 

share of professional, technical, entrepreneurial, managerial and administrative occupational groups 

declined. However the share of white-collar workers (clerical, sales and service) remained almost 

unchanged and the share of workers engaged in farming, horticulture and animal husbandry rose 

significantly. During the 1950s and the 1960s, a significant proportion of persons who migrated to 

the UK and, to some extent, to Canada, were unskilled or semi-skilled workers. During the 1970s 

and the 1980s, however, much of the emigration was made up of persons with professional 

expertise, technical qualifications and  managerial talent and white-collar workers who were also 

educated. Such skill composition continued to dominate the migration flows during the 1990s as 

well.  
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2.2.6 Migration to the Middle East: magnitude and composition 

 

2.20 The oil price increases of 1973–74 and 1979 led to enormous growth in the demand 

for foreign labour in the oil-exporting countries of the Gulf. In response, labourers from India 

began to migrate in large numbers and the flow still continues. The scale of labour 

movements into the Gulf was intimately linked to the escalation in oil revenues, the 

unprecedented rate of investment in domestic industry and infrastructure of the oil producing 

states of the Gulf region and their shortage of domestic labour. 

 

2.21 Overall, the number of migrant workers in these countries rose from 800,000 in 1972 

to 1.71 million in 1975 and further to an estimated 2.82 million by 1980 (Birks and Sinclair, 

1980; Demery, 1986). Expatriate workers accounted for 75 % of the labour force in the six 

Gulf Co-operation Council (GCC) member countries in 2004 (more details, see Table 2.5). 

TTaabbllee  22..55::   PPeerr cceennttaaggee  ooff   NNaatt iioonnaallss  aanndd  EExxppaattrr iiaatteess  iinn  tthhee  LL aabboouurr   FFoorr ccee  ooff   
GGuull ff   RReeggiioonn,,  11997755--22000000  

Country 11997755  11998800  11998855  11999955  22000000  
BAHRAIN 
NNaattiioonnaallss    1188..22  4433..00  4422..11  4400..00  4466..00  
EExxppaattrriiaatteess    8811..88  5577..00  5577..99  6600..00  5544..00  
KUWAIT 
NNaattiioonnaallss    1188..22  1155..11  1144..33  1166..66  1199..66  
EExxppaattrriiaatteess    8811..88  8844..99  8855..77  8833..44  8800..44  
OMAN 
NNaattiioonnaallss    6688..99  6600..00  4488..22  3355..88  3355..77  
EExxppaattrriiaatteess    3311..11  4400..00  5511..88  6644..22  6644..33  
QATAR 
NNaattiioonnaallss    1177..00  1177..44  2233..55  1177..99  1100..00  
EExxppaattrriiaatteess    8833..00  8822..66  7766..55  8822..11  9900..00  
SAUDI ARABIA 
NNaattiioonnaallss    7744..88  4477..33  3377..33  3366..55  4444..22  
EExxppaattrriiaatteess    2255..22  5522..77  6622..77  6633..55  5555..88  
UAE 
NNaattiioonnaallss    1166..00  77..66  99..44  1100..22  1100..22  
EExxppaattrriiaatteess    8844..00  9922..44  9900..66  8899..88  8899..88  
All GCC countries 
NNaattiioonnaallss    6611..00  3388..44  3311..88  2266..00  - 
EExxppaattrriiaatteess    3399..00  6611..66  6688..22  7744..00  - 

- Not available  
Source : Tattola, 2002. 
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2.22 The Ministry of Labour (later Ministry of Overseas Indian Affairs), Government of India, 

has been the primary source of information on year-wise emigration. Section 22 of the Emigration 

Act, 1983 provides that no citizen of India shall emigrate unless he/she obtains emigration clearance 

from the Protector of Emigrants. However, the Act exempts many categories of persons and certain 

countries. Therefore, this data set is partial, as it includes only the number of those who were 

required to and had actually obtained emigration clearance while going abroad to ECR countries to 

seek employment. Over and above this, the outflow of labour to the Gulf has been on the increase 

from the mid-1980s for two reasons: (a) change in demand composition in the Middle East labour 

market in favour of skilled labour and (b) bringing in of more and more sections of persons under 

the category requiring clearance. The partial nature of these data is further compounded by illegal 

migration, which does not get reflected in statistics. The main modus operandi was manipulation of 

tourist and business visas. Persons with passports endorsed under the category emigrant check 

required (ECR), have to obtain ‘suspension’ from the requirement to obtain emigration clearance if 

they intend to travel abroad for non-employment purposes. While provisions have been made to 

safeguard against the misuse of ‘suspension’, it is common knowledge that considerable numbers 

of persons who go to the Gulf after obtaining ‘suspension’ do not return and manage to secure jobs 

there through networking with their relatives or acquaintances (See Figure 2.1). Data on such 

migrants is not available. Therefore, in general, we may state that although the data set suggests the 

broad trend, it under represents the size of emigration. 

 

 

2.23 Trends in the annual outflow of migrant labour from India to the Gulf for the period 1976 to 

2007 based on the available statistics, although an underestimate, are outlined in Table 2.6. The data 
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shows that outmigration increased at a phenomenal rate through the late 1970s, peaking in 1981. 

From 1979 to 1982, nearly 234,064 persons per annum had migrated from India to the Middle East 

for employment purpose. The period during 1983 to 1990, however, witnessed a significant 

reduction in the number of Indian workers migrating to the Gulf with the average number of 

persons migrating per annum declining to 155,401. Such a decline could mainly be attributed to the 

reduction in demand for migrant workers in the Gulf emanating mainly from the oil glut of the early 

1980s. Viewing this trend, apprehensions were expressed in many quarters as to whether Indian 

labour migration to the Gulf would be sustained in a significant manner in the next couple of 

decades. These apprehensions were further aggravated by the events relating to the Gulf crisis of 

1990, which forced nearly 160,000 Indians to return home from the war zones in distressed 

conditions (Sasikumar, 1995). Contrary to apprehensions of declining outmigration, evidence 

indicates that labour migration from India to the Gulf has picked up substantial momentum since 

the initial hiatus in the early 1990s. During 1992–2001, nearly 360,000 persons per annum migrated 

from India to the Gulf countries. This is significantly higher than the quantum of labour outflows 

from India attained even during the ‘Gulf boom’ of the late 1970s and early 1980s.  

 

2.24 Data on emigration clearances by country of destination, for the period 1990 to 2007, is 

presented in Table 2.6. It shows that Saudi Arabia and the UAE have been the principal destinations 

during the last two decades. In fact they account for about 55% of the total Indian emigration to the 

Gulf. Within India, migration to the Gulf originates from a number of states. A detailed review of 

the migration literature in India, however, reveals Kerala has always had a dominant position in 

terms of the export of manpower to the Gulf. International labour migration has been so integral to 

Kerala’s economy and society that it is viewed as ‘the single most dynamic factor in the otherwise 

dreary employment scenario of the socially well-developed state during the last quarter of the 

twentieth century’ (Zachariah et al, 2002). It may also be appropriate to mention here that many of 

the studies on international labour migration from India focus largely on Kerala. A macro 

perspective on the relative importance of the different states in relation to labour migration to the 

Gulf can also be obtained from the emigration statistics, which as we have mentioned earlier, are 

for unskilled workers who require emigration clearances. Keeping in mind the likely under-

estimation, these data provide some evidence regarding the pattern of unskilled labour movement 

from India. Three states, Kerala, Tamil Nadu and Andhra Pradesh together account for about 60% 

of those who have obtained emigration clearance (Srivastava and Sasikumar 2005). In terms of the 

share of these prominent states, there has been a steady decline in Kerala’s contribution whereas the 

shares of Tamil Nadu and Andhra Pradesh have registered considerable increases. This could also 
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mean that larger numbers of persons who are migrating from Kerala are now engaged in 

skilled/professional related activities in the Gulf  whereas there is a larger outflow of unskilled 

labourers who require ECR emigrate from the other states (Zachariah et. al, 2002). 

Table 2.6: Number of Emigration Clearance Granted by Countries of Destination 

Country 1990 1991 1992 1993 1994 1995 1996 1997 1998 
Bahrain 6782 8630 16458 15622 13806 11235 16647 17944 16997 
Kuwait 1077 7044 19782 26981 24324 14439 14580 13170 22462 
Oman 4267 22333 40900 29056 25142 22338 30113 29994 20774 
Saudi 
Arabia 79473 130928 265180 269639 265875 276782 214068 214420 105239 
UAE 11962 15446 60493 77066 75762 79674 112644 110945 134740 
Others 10004 13508 13971 19974 20476 30866 26162 29951 54952 
Total 143565 197889 416784 438338 425385 415334 414214 416424 355164 
1999 2000 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 
14905 15909 16382 20807 24778 22980 30060 37688 29966 
19149 31082 39751 4859 54434 52064 39124 47449 48467 
16101 15155 30985 41209 36816 33275 40931 67992 95462 
27160 58722 78048 99453 121431 123522 99879 134059 195437 
79269 55099 53673 95034 143804 175262 194412 254774 312695 
42968 56215 45996 106301 85193 67857 144447 134950 127426 
199552 232182 264835 367663 466456 474960 548853 676912 809453 

Source: Office of the Protector of Emigrants 

2.2.1: Emigration Patterns from Kerala: Evidences from the three consecutive rounds 
of Kerala Migration Surveys (1998, 2003 and 2007) 

 

 
2.2.1 Emigration Trend 
 
2.25 According to the Kerala Migration Survey 2007, the number of Kerala migrants living 

abroad was 18.5 lakhs, more or less the same as the estimate for 2003 made in Kerala 

Migration Survey 2003.  Emigration from Kerala seems to have lost much of its steam. Has it 

peaked? Is the situation in 2007 the beginning of a downward trend? After our two 

consecutive failures in prediction, we do not venture to prognosticate once again. The 

proposed MMS 2008 will confirm if there is indeed a downward trend. 

 

2.26 Even the nominal increase by 9,400 persons could be attributed to population increase 

and not due to the increase in migration propensity. Relative to the number of households, the 

change in the number of migrants per household during 2003-07 was negative. Emigrants per 

100 households decreased from 26.7 in 2003 to 24.5 in 2007. The increase in the number of 
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emigrants during 2003-07 has not kept pace with the increase in the number of households in 

the state during the period. 

 

Figure 1: Trend in Emigration, 1998-2007
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2.27 The situation with respect to return emigrants was not very much different either. The 

number of return emigrants in 2007 was exactly the same as the number in 2003: 8.9 lakhs.  

Return emigrants per 100 households decreased from 13.0 in 2003 to 11.7 in 2007. 

  

Figure 2: Trend in Return Emigration, 1998-2007
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2.28 The net effect of these changes has been a relatively constant number of non-resident 

Keralites (NRK), and a decrease in the number of NRKs per household. The total number of 

NRKs in Kerala in 2007 is 27.3 lakhs and the number of NRKs per 100 households, 36.2.  
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These numbers compare with 27.3 lakhs in 2003 and 21.0 lakhs in 1998. NRKs per 100 

households were 33.0 in 1998, 39.7 in 2003 and 36.2 in 2007. 
 

2.2.2 Geographic Dimension of migration 
 

2.2.3 Emigrants’ Destination Countries 
 
 

2.29 In the past, Gulf countries used to be the principal destination of Kerala emigrants. In 

this matter there has been no change in 2007 also. In 1998, 95 % of Kerala emigrants went to 

one of the Gulf countries. By 2003 the corresponding percentage declined to 91 %.  In 2007 

this has come down further to 89 %.   

 

2.30 However significant changes are observed in the distribution of emigrants within the 

Gulf region. Saudi Arabia had been the principal destination country in 1998. By 2003, it 

yielded its first rank to the United Arab Emirates, which at that time received 37 % of the 

total emigrants from Kerala compared to 27 % in Saudi Arabia. The UAE continued its 

dominance and by 2007 it has received 42 % of the Kerala emigrants. In the mean time, 

Saudi Arabia’s share declined further to just 24 %.  Apart from the UAE, Kuwait also 

continues to attract an increasing share of Kerala emigrants.  

 
Table 1:  Country of Residence of Emigrants from Ke rala , 1998-2007 

Numbers Percent   
Country 2007 2003 1998 2007 2003 1998 

United Arab Emirates 773624 670150 421959 41.9 36.5 31.0 
Saudi Arabia 447440 489988 510895 24.2 26.7 37.5 
Oman 134019 152865 139571 7.3 8.3 10.2 
Kuwait 134728 113967 68163 7.3 6.2 5.0 
Bahrain 58146 108507 74654 3.1 5.9 5.5 
Qatar 94310 98953 62969 5.1 5.3 4.6 
Other West Asia 2836 2047  -- 0.2 0.1 0.0 
United States of America 105655 98271 29862 5.7 5.4 2.2 
Canada 11346 4777  -- 0.6 0.3 0.0 
United Kingdom 26237 22520  -- 1.4 1.2 0.0 
Other Europe 15600 14331  -- 0.8 0.8 0.0 
Africa 4255 15696  -- 0.2 0.9 0.0 
Singapore 7800 14331  -- 0.4 0.8 0.0 
Maldives 7091 13649  -- 0.4 0.7 0.0 
Malayasia 10636 4777  -- 0.6 0.3 0.0 
Other SE Asia 7091 7507  -- 0.4 0.4 0.0 
Australia and New Zealand 1418 6142 -- 0.1 0.3 0.0 
Other Countries 5670 --  53882 0.3 0.0 4.0 

Total 1847902 1838478 1361955 100.0 100.0 100.0 

Percent of emigrants in Gulf       89.0 88.9 93.8 
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2.31 Outside the Gulf region, the United States of America is a major destination country.  

It received 5.7 % of the total number of emigrants from the state.  Its share had been only 2.2 

% in 1998. 

 

Figure 3: Country of Residence of Emigramts, 1998-2 007
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2.2.4 Origin of Emigrants within Kerala 
 
2.32 Rural-Urban Origin:  According to the 2001 census, 74.0 % of the population of 

Kerala lived in rural areas and 74.5 % of the households were located in rural areas.  

However, only 68.2 % of the emigrants originated from rural areas while 31.8 % came from 

urban areas. Similarly 69.2 % of the return emigrants were living in rural areas and the 

balance 30.8 % in urban areas. Thus, propensity to emigrate is slightly higher in urban areas.  

But the differentials are not very large. The most significant differentials are in the number of 

emigrants per 100 households. It is as much as 33.1 % in urban areas but only 23.7 % in rural 

areas. 

2.33 The three Corporations in the state, Thiruvananthapuram, Kochi and Kozhikode, have 

attracted a relatively larger proportion of emigrants who return to the state. Return emigrants 

per 100 households in Corporations were as high as 20 % compared with only 12.3 for the 

state as whole and 14.7 for the urban population as a whole.  There seems to be a clear 
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tendency for return emigrants to flock to Corporation limits when they return to the state 

from abroad. 

 
2.2.5 District of Origin of Emigrants 
 
2.34 Malappuram district has the distinction of sending out the largest number of emigrants 

from Kerala in 1998 and in 2003. It has retained the distinction in 2007 also. In fact in 2007, 

Malappuram district was the place of origin of 336,000 emigrants or about 18.2 % of the total 

number of emigrants from Kerala. However, there has been a decline in the proportion of 

emigrants from Malappuram compared with the situation in 1998. Its share had been as high 

as 22 % in 1998.  

 
Table 2: Number of Emigrants by Districts of Kerala, 1998-2007 

 
Emigrants (EMI) EMI per 100 HH Percent to total 

Districts 2007 2003 1998 2007 2003 1998 2007 2003 1998 
Thiruvananthapuram 189361 168046 130705 22.0 21.5 19.9 10.2 9.1 9.6 
Kollam 146892 148457 102977 22.1 24.4 18.4 7.9 8.1 7.6 
Pathanamthitta 53936 133720 97505 16.8 44.3 33.1 2.9 7.3 7.2 
Alappuzha 114020 75036 62870 21.1 15.2 13.2 6.2 4.1 4.6 
Kottayam 75610 106569 35494 15.6 24.0 9.1 4.1 5.8 2.6 
Idukki 1989 7880 7390 0.7 2.9 2.9 0.1 0.4 0.5 
Ernakulam 142785 121237 103750 18.1 16.9 17.0 7.7 6.6 7.6 
Thrissur 170308 178867 161102 23.5 27.2 25.6 9.2 9.7 11.8 
Palakkad 89655 177876 116062 15.2 32.6 21.8 4.9 9.7 8.5 
Malappuram 336251 271787 296710 49.8 45.0 49.2 18.2 14.8 21.8 
Kozhikode 158430 167436 116026 24.4 28.6 22.0 8.6 9.1 8.5 
Wayanad 15409 7704 4552 8.1 4.4 2.9 0.8 0.4 0.3 
Kannur 254453 202414 88065 48.8 43.2 19.0 13.8 11.0 6.5 
Kasaragod 98803 71449 38747 38.5 30.6 19.1 5.3 3.9 2.8 
Kerala 1847902 1838478 1361955 24.5 26.7 21.4 100.0 100.0 100.0 
 
 
2.35 The district next in importance with respect to emigration has been Kannur in north 

Kerala, with 254,000 emigrants. The share of Kannur had doubled over the 9-year period 

unlike Malappuram, which has lost its importance over the years,.  In 1998, only 6.5 % of 

Kerala emigrants had originated from Kannur but by 2007 its share increased to 13.8 %.  

Overall, there has been a steady shift northwards with regard to the centre of emigration in 

the state. 

 
2.36 The other districts with relatively large number of emigrants have been 

Thiruvananthapuram with 189,000 emigrants (10.2 %), Thrissur with 170,000 emigrants (9.2 
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%) Kollam with 147,000 emigrants (7.9 %), Ernakulam with 143,000 emigrants (7.7 %) and 

Alappuzha with 114,000 emigrants (6.2 %). As had been the case in previous years, the 

districts with the smallest number of emigrants have been Idukki (0.1 percent) and Wayanad 

(0.8 percent). 

 

Figure 4: Emigrants by District of Origin, 2007
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2.37 On the whole, the northern districts of the state have gained importance as a source of 

emigrants from the state.  The share of the Kasaragod district increased from 2.8 % to 5.3 %, 

Kannur from 6.5 % to 13.8 % and Wayanad from 0.3 % to 0.8 %. Some of the southern 

districts have lost ground in this matter, the principal among them being Pathanamthitta, and 

Idukki districts.   

 
2.39 The total numbers of emigrants from a district depend on its total population also. 

Control for this difference is ensured, by calculating the number of emigrants per household.  

In 2007, the average number of emigrants per 100 households has been 24.5 at the state level. 
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But the corresponding average has been as high as 49.8 in Malappuram, 48.8 in Kannur and 

38.5 in Kasaragod districts.  In the Idukki district, there have been only 0.7 emigrants per 100 

households. Over the years, emigrants per household increased in most of the northern region 

extending from Malappuram district to Kasaragod district. However, it decreased 

considerably in Pathanamthitta district. 

   
2.2.6 Religious Affiliation of the Emigrants 
  
2.40 The total number emigrants have been 18.48 lakhs in 2007.  Among them 8.83 lakhs 

(48.2 %) were Muslims, 6.17 lakhs Hindus (33.3 %) and the balance 3.47 lakhs (18.5 %) 

Christians. Thus Muslims who constitute less than a quarter of the total population hasve 

almost double that proportion among the emigrants. 

 
2.41 The most important religious differential is with respect to the growth of numbers of 

migrants. During 2003-07 the number of emigrants has shown only a negligible increase of a 

mere 0.5 % but the increase has been as much as 9.8 % among Muslims and 7.6 % among 

Hindus. The number of emigrants among Christians seems to have decreased by about 25 %. 

Over the longer period 1998-2007, the increase has been the largest among Hindus: 51 % of 

emigrants, 43 % of return emigrants and 48 % of NRKs. Christians experienced the smallest 

rate of increase. 

 

Figure 5: Emigrants and Out-migrants by Religious G roups, 2007
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2.42 In the state as a whole, 100 households on an average have 24.5 emigrants and 11.7 

return emigrants.  But the corresponding numbers among the Muslims are 52.2 and 22.1 

respectively. Thus 1 in 2 Muslim household has an emigrant each and 1 in 5 households had a 
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return emigrant each. Three out of four households had a NRK each.  Thus the Muslim 

community in Kerala is very much in the migration business, that is, Gulf migration. 

 

Table 3: Number of Emigrants by Religion in Kerala, 1998-2007 

  Number of Emigrants Per 100 HH 
  2007 2003 1998 2007 2003 1998 
Hindus  617200 573458 407483 14.2 14.6 10.9 
Christians  347406 460814 280307 22.9 31.4 20.8 
Muslims 883296 804206 674165 52.2 56.1 48.6 
Total 1847902 1838478 1361955 24.5 26.7 21.4 
 Number of Return Emigrants Per 100 HH 
  2007 2003 1998 2007 2003 1998 
Hindus  357694 304203 250604 8.2 14.6 7.1 
Christians  154328 213016 158938 10.2 31.4 12.5 
Muslims 374281 376723 329703 22.1 56.1 25.3 
Total 886303 893942 739245 11.7 13.0 11.6 
  Number of NRKS Per 100 HH 
  2007 2003 1998 2007 2003 1998 
Hindus  974894 877661 658087 22.4 29.2 18.0 
Christians  501734 673830 439245 33.1 62.8 33.3 
Muslims 1257577 1180929 1003867 74.3 112.2 73.9 
Total 2734205 2732420 2101200 36.2 39.7 33.0 

 
2.43 For all religious groups taken together, 89 % of the emigrants have gone to the Gulf 

countries but among Muslims almost all (98 %) emigrants went to the Gulf countries. The 

proportion of Christians who emigrated to the USA is 14.6 % and that of the Hindu 8.7 % but 

among Muslim emigrants only 0.2 % went to the USA. 

 
2.2.7 Destination of Return Emigrants in Kerala 
 
2.44 Although Malappuram district is number one in emigration, it is not number one in 

terms of return emigration. Of the total of 886,000 return emigrants, 161,000 (18.8 %) were 

enumerated in Trivandrum district, and only 143,000 (16.2 %) were from Malappuram 

district.   Thrissur is the destination of 104,000 return emigrants (11.8 %. Kollam district is 

the place of residence of 85,000 return emigrants (9.6 %).  Very few return emigrants have 

come back to Wayanad and Idukki districts.  But Wayanad and Idukki with their small 

numbers of return emigrants showed impressive rates of increase of 137 percent and 124 

percent respectively during the 2003-07 period. Over the years, Thiruvananthapuram Kollam 

and Alappuzha districts have attracted increasing numbers of return emigrants.   
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Pathanamthitta district is the biggest loser in this matter.  Kozhikode and Palakkad districts 

also have lost considerable ground. 

 

2.45 At the state level, there have been 11.7 return emigrants per 100 households in 2007.  

The rate has not shown any substantial movement since 1998, having been 11.6 in 1998 and 

13.0 in 2003. Different districts have experienced widely different rates of return migration.  

Malappuram and Thiruvananthapuram had high rates of about 20 households each while 

Idukki and Wayanad had the lowest rates. On the whole Malappuram, Thiruvananthapuram, 

Alappuzha, Thrissur, Kollam and Kasaragod districts had relatively high levels of return 

emigrants. Over the years, return emigration rates have on the whole remained stable in most 

districts. One major exception is Pathanamthitta in which return emigration per 100 

households decreased from 27.7 in 2003 to 7.9 in 2007. There has been a similar decrease in 

Kozhikode district also.   
 

2.2.8 Non-Resident Keralites (NRK) 
 
2.46 The size of the Non-resident Keralites, defined as the sum of emigrants and return 

emigrants, is a better measure to assess the impact of migration on the Kerala society. In 

2007, NRKs number 27.3 lakhs showing no increase during 2003-2007. The corresponding 

figure had been 21.0 lakhs in 1998. Malappuram with 480,000 persons as NRKs (17.5 % of 

the state total) leads all other districts with respect to the number of non-resident Keralites. 

Other districts with large number of NRKs are Trivandrum (351,000) Thrissur (275,000), and 

Kannur (308,000).  Malappuram district had about 71 NRKs per every 100 households. This 

is the highest among all the districts. Kannur district comes next with 59 NRKs per 100 

households, closely followed by Kasaragod with 53 NRKs per 100 households, Thrissur with 

38 NRKs per 100 households, Alappuzha with 32 NRKs per 100 households, and Kollam 

with 35 NRKs per 100 households.  The number for the state as a whole is 36.2. Over years, 

the number of NRKs has increased in most districts, significant exceptions being 

Pathanamthitta and Palakkad districts.  However, the number of NRKs per 100 households 

decreased from 39.7 to 36.2 percent in the state as whole.  
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2.2.9 Gulf Wives 
 
2.47 The number of “Gulf Wives” i.e. married women living in Kerala whose husbands are 

emigrants living in the Gulf (or even other countries), is estimated to be about 1.2 million. 

They form about 10 % of the currently married women in Kerala. However, 22.9 % of the 

married women are “Gulf Wives” among Muslims.  The corresponding proportions are 5.3 % 

among Christians and 5.6 % among Hindus. 

 
 

Figure 6: Percent of Gulf Wives among Married 
Women,2007
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2.2.10 Households with Migrants 
 
2.48 A rate of 36 NRK per 100 households does not mean that 36 percent of the 

households have an NRK each.  Some households have more than one migrant and some 

others do not have any. Only 17.7 % of the household had one or more emigrants each in 

2007. Only 10.6 % of the households had one or more return emigrants each and only 25.7 %  

of the households had either an emigrant or a return migrant each. As pointed in 1998 and 

2003, a large majority of the households in Kerala (74.3 % in 2007) are not directly exposed 

to emigration. They do not have any emigrants or return emigrants in them. The proportion 

has not changed since 2003. 
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Table 4:  Percentage of Households With one or more Migrants, 2003-07 
 

 EMI REM NRK 
2007 17.7 10.6 25.7 
2003 18.0 11.2 25.8 

Religion 
Hindus 11.1 7.1 16.9 
Christians 14.0 9.0 21.4 
Muslims 38.0 21.2 52.5 

 

Figure 7: Percent of Households w ith one or more NR K, by 
Religion, 2007
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2.2.11 Sex Composition of Emigrants 
 
2.49 Emigrants are a selective group with respect to their demographic characteristics. 

Females are relatively few among them and so are very young and very old persons. The 

proportion of females among emigrants has been 14.4 % in 2007. It is not as high as was 

expected on the basis of the 1998-2003 trends.  In fact the proportion has decreased from 16.8 

% in 2003 to 14.4 % in 2007. 

 
Table 5: Proportion of Females among Emigrants by Religion, 2007 

 
 Religion 2007 2003 
Hindus 16.0 17.2 
Christians 28.4 32.1 
Muslims   8.0   8.0 
Total 14.4 16.8 

 
2.50 There were considerable differentials in the proportion of females among emigrants 

belonging to different religious groups.  Christians have the highest proportion of females 

among emigrants and Muslims, the lowest. The proportion of females among out-migrants is 
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much higher than the proportion among emigrants.  More than a-third of the out-migrants 

have been females.  

 
2.2.12 Age Composition of Emigrants 
 
2.51 In 2007, the average age of male emigrants has been 26.8 years and that of females 

22.7 years.  A slight increase in the average age of the emigrants is observed during 2003-07. 

The full age distribution of the emigrants is given in Figure 8. In 2007 the largest number of 

emigrants has been in the age group of 25-29 years.  There have been very few emigrants 

older than 50 years. 
 

Figure 8: Age Distribution of Emigrants, 1998-2007 
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Table 6 Emigrants by Marital Status, 1998-2007 

Males Females  Marital status 
  2007 2003 1998 2007 2003 1998 
Never Married 56.1 60.9 49.8 13.2 25.1 17.4 
Married 43.4 39.0 49.8 85.7 74.3 79.2 
Others   0.5   0.1  0.4  1.1  0.6  3.4 
Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 

 
2.52 Emigrants include relatively large number of married men and women. About 86 

percent of the emigrating women and 43 percent of the emigrating men were married at the 

time of emigration 
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2.2.13 Educational Level of Emigrants 
 
2.53 It was generally believed that the educational levels of the Kerala emigrants have 

improved considerably in recent years. But the present study does not support such a 

significant shift. The data show that no major shift has taken place in the educational 

attainments of the emigrants from Kerala.  The largest number of emigrants has always been 

from among those with the primary level of education but without a secondary school leaving 

certificate: 45.27 % in 2007, 46.7 % in 2003 and 54.3 % in 1998. Thus improvement in 2007 

in educational attainment of emigrants compared to the situation in 2003 has been marginal.  

 

2.54 The emigration rate among males has been 9.3 % and 1.4 % among females.  For 

males and females taken together it is 5.3 %. At higher educational levels, (degree, secondary 

level and upper secondary level), emigration rates were higher than the general average. In 

the case of females a higher emigration rate is observed only among graduates and persons 

with secondary school leaving certificate. 

 

2.55 The propensity to emigrate is expected to increase with educational level. Emigration 

rate is 11.2 % among degree holders, 9.3 % among secondary school leaving certificate 

holders and 5.5 % among persons who have not completed secondary level of schooling. For 

all emigrants together, the rate is 5.3 %.                           

     
Table 7: Trends in Educational Levels of Emigrants, 1998-2007 

 
 Educational level 2007 2003 1998 
Below Primary 10.7 3.0 5.2 
Primary, below Secondary 45.2 46.7 54.3 
Secondary 28.8 30.9 30.0 
Degree 15.3 19.4 10.5 
Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 

 
2.2.14 Sector of Employment of Emigrants  
 
2.56 About 59 % of the emigrants had been gainfully employed before emigration. The 

unemployed constituted 24.3 % of the emigrants. The balance 16.7 % had remained outside 

the labour force. Among the gainfully employed, 46.2 % had been non-agricultural labourers, 

27.1 % had been working in the private sector and 21.2 % had been self-employed. Thus 

about 95 % of the emigrants who had been working prior to emigration had been either non-
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agricultural labourers or persons in the private sector or self employed.  Only about 3 % were 

employed in government or semi-government organizations, or in schools and colleges. 

 

2.57 The emigration rate for the total population is about 12.6 % among males (15+years) 

and 1.8 % among females.  But among the unemployed, the emigration rate is as high as 43.5 

%.  Similarly, the emigration rate among private sector employees has been 24.0 % or double 

the average for the total population.  These are the two employment sectors highly over-

represented among emigrants. The unemployment rate among the prospective emigrants 

(situation before emigration) has been as high as 29.1 %: 28.4 % among males and 40.4 % 

among females.  

 
2.2.15 Employment Before Emigration and After Return 
 
2.58 According to the 2007 survey, prior to emigration, 83.3 % of the emigrants had been 

in the labour force, of whom 59.0 % had been employed and 24.3 % were unemployed. 

Among return emigrants, 72.3 % were in the labour force of whom 67.3 % were employed 

and only 5.0 % were unemployed. The unemployment rate was 29.1 % among emigrants and 

only 6.9 % among return emigrants indicating a decline of 22.1 % in the unemployment rate. 
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2
.2.16 Migration and Unemployment:  Direct Effect 
 
2.59 Emigration has had direct as well as indirect impact on the employment situation in 

the state. The unemployment rate among the general population of the state was 12.2 %. But 

among those who emigrated, unemployment rate before emigration had been as high as 29.2 

%. If these persons had not emigrated, the unemployment rate in the state would have been 

higher at 14.4 %.  Thus emigration has reduced the unemployment rate in the state by 2.2 % .  

This is the direct effect of emigration on unemployment. If we include internal migrants also, 

the unemployment rate among them before migration (internal and external) would have been 

15.8 % internal migration alone has reduced Kerala's unemployment rate by 1.4 %. Thus, 

migration of unemployed persons from Kerala has reduced the unemployment rate from 15.8 

% to 12.2%. 

 
2.3 Emigration Management: the legislative and administrative framework 

 

2.60 The emergence of migration management systems- the immigration management 

systems in the receiving countries and the emigration management systems in the sending 

countries- are reflections of unresolved dilemmas in the highly complicated field of 



 56

international migration. As it exists now, both the categories of management systems steer 

and facilitate certain forms of migration and try to block the rest. Most of such migration 

management systems with intrinsic selective and restrictive logic see migration as an 

autonomous domain, unrelated and uninfluenced by the socio-economic forces. In that sense, 

treating migration management as the management of just numbers by the receiving countries 

and with a policy of ‘protection by exception’ by the sending countries like India would only 

fail, as they do not take cognizance of the root causes of migration.  

 

2.61 India’s migration management system may be traced back to the regulations brought 

in by the colonial state in 1837, 1843, 1864, 1882 and 1908 one after another, culminating in 

the Emigration act of 1922 in the context of indentured labour system (Tinker, 1974; Lal 

2006). According to the regulations, each colony recruiting indentured labour was made to 

appoint an emigration agent in the ports of embarkation in India but the actual recruitment 

was done by numerous agents working under the main emigration agent of the respective 

countries under a licensed regime. Such recruiters working in the field were licensed by the 

Protector of Emigrants on the recommendation of the emigration agent and the license had to 

be endorsed by the magistrate of the district, where the recruiting agent indents to work (Lal, 

2006). Apart from such licensed recruiters, unlicensed recruiters, namely arkatis, too were 

active in the process of recruiting indentured labour from colonial India.  Most of the 

recruitment for indentured labour was taking place from regions of north India (Lal, 2006). 

 

2.62 The recruitment of South Indian labourers for emigration to the colonial plantations 

was mostly done through the kangani and maistry systems. It is said that the kangani system 

prevailed in the case of Malaya and Ceylon whereas the maistry system was in place for 

recruiting labour mainly to Burma. India did not have any strong structures to regulate the 

recruitment through kangani system as these emigrations were considered as ‘free labour 

migrations’ and if there was any regulation on kanganis,  it was mostly from the authorities 

of the destination countries (Ramasamy, 1992, Guilmoto, 1993, Lal, 2006, Peebles, 2001, 

Jain, 1998). The Maistry system of labour recruitment too, like the kangani system, relied on 

a system of advances as an inducement for emigration and every plantation worker started his 

work in the overseas plantations with a debt account (Lal, 2006). 

 

2.63 The regulation of movement of people across the national borders is a modern 

phenomenon and a Western invention with the emergence of nation states in Europe. India 
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was initiated into the system during the colonial time and it was put in practice in such a way 

that the passport document became a status symbol available only to a few in the native 

society and as a mechanism of generating loyalty to the colonial rulers (Torpey, 2000, 

Mongia, 1999, Singha, year unknown). On the other hand, compelled by capitalist 

requirement of recruiting unskilled labourers for the colonial plantations, the colonial 

government facilitated migration of thousands and thousands of Indian labourers overseas. 

This effort of the colonial government to assist migration was limited to an exercise of testing 

the documentary uprightness of the emigrating labourer. The system was applied on the 

indentured labour emigration which was considered as a state regulated form of ‘assisted 

migration’ by ensuring ‘coolie agreements’ through ‘voluntary contracts’ (Marina, 1992 & 

1995, Mohapatra, 2006 & 2007). The Passport Rules of 1917 and the Passport Act of 1920, 

coupled with widespread protest in India against the indenture system and with the aid of a 

discourse of ‘national prestige’ culminated in the Emigration Act of 1922, which brought a 

formal end to the indenture labour system (Singha, op.cit). The Act made government 

notifications for recruitment and emigration for labour mandatory. The emigration of 

unskilled labour from India declined progressively since then also because of the economic 

perils brought about by the Great Depression of the 1930s. The passport and the emigration 

regimes of colonial India were thus seen as discriminatory wherein passport was the privilege 

of a few and an instrument of control and emigration of unskilled labour was regulated and 

eventually made impossible in the name of protection and nation’s pride.  

 

2.64 The Passport Act of 1967 introduced by independent India made it mandatory for 

everyone departing from India overseas by invalidating the individual discretion allowed by 

the previous Act. On the other hand, emigration from India continued without a legal 

framework till 1983, invoking certain provisions of the 1922 Act, as a matter of convenience, 

at times. The immediate reason for enactment of the Emigration Act of 1983 was a Supreme 

Court directive in the face of increasing abuses and exploitation in overseas recruitments 

from India. In actuality, this Act reinvented the previous discriminatory emigration regime. 

Through a principle of “protection by exception”, the office of the Protector General of 

Emigrants (PGE), under the Ministry of Labour was made responsible for the protection of 

emigrants who fall under the category of ECR (Emigration Check Required) passports. They 

had to seek emigration clearance from the Protector of Emigrants (POE) offices if they intend 

to emigrate to certain specified countries. The rest of the emigrants with ECNR (Emigration 

Check Not Required) passports, who were given that privilege by virtue of their higher 
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educational attainment (Degree originally and Matriculation pass as of now), were put under 

no regulation and were allowed to cross the national borders without an emigration clearance. 

The PGE was in charge of regulating the overseas recruitment in the country for which the 

Emigration Act provided for a licensed recruitment regime, supported by penal provisions. 

 

2.4 The Indian Diasporas: Role in the destination country’s development 

 

2.65 It is a fact that the bulk of the migration research focuses on immigration, by giving 

special attention to the issues employment, cultural coherence and political solidarity in the 

receiving countries. Research projects funded mostly by agencies in the destination countries 

are predominantly motivated by the concerns of the receiving countries and emigration is 

hardly treated in the same way and is seldom examined in relation to the sending society’s 

welfare (Biao, 2004; Osella and Gardner, 2003). Enquiries into the teleological model of 

assimilation underwritten by the modernization logic has given way to research with 

transnationalism as an underlying principle, focusing on a whole set of cultural, economic 

and political exchanges between the host and home countries (Gualtieri, 2000). However, 

these narratives hardly pay any attention to the role the immigrants played in the development 

of their host countries. This is true in the case of even the United States, a nation said to be 

built by immigrants and a nation conceived in an utopian sense as a refuge for immigrants. In 

general, the countries of destination look down upon them as an “inconvenient necessity”.  

 

2.66 The countries in the Gulf depend heavily on Indian labour especially in less skilled 

‘menial’ occupations as most citizens are reluctant to take up such jobs. The spectacular 

development in those countries, particularly after the oil boom, is underwritten by the foreign 

work force, of which Indian labour constitute the dominant group as seen in the table below.    

Table 2.7: Percentage of Indians in the total population of main Arab countries (2000)  
________________________________________________________________________ 
Country  Population  No. of NRIs  % of Population 
________________________________________________________________________ 
Saudi Arabia  21,500,000  1,500,000    7 percent 
U.A.E     2,800,000     900,000   32 percent  
Kuwait     2,200,000     287,600   13 percent 
Oman     2,200,000     340,000   15 percent 
Bahrain      643,000     130,000   20 percent 
Qatar       525,000     125,000     24 percent 
_______________________________________________________________________ 
(Source: Report of the High Level Committee on the Indian Diaspora, 2001)  
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2.67 The following table exhibits the extent of reliance of the major Gulf countries on 

expatriate labour. It has grown to such an extent that in countries like Kuwait, Qatar and UAE 

the expatriates dominate the nationals in number. Three-fourth of the labour force in all GCC 

countries is contributed by the expatriate labour force (See, Table 2.5).     

 
Table 2.8:  Percentage of Nationals and Expatriates in the Gulf Region, 1975-2002 

Country 11997755  11998800  11998855  11999955  22000000  22000011//0022  

BBAAHHRRAAIINN  
Nationals  7777..11  6699..33  6633..55  6611..88  6600..00  6600..00  
EExxppaattrriiaatteess    2222..99  3300..77  3366..55  3388..22  4400..00  4400..00  
KUWAIT  
Nationals  3300..99  2288..55  2277..77  3366..11  3377..44  3377..00  

EExxppaattrriiaatteess    6699..11  7711..55  7722..33  6633..99  6622..66  6633..00  
OOMMAANN  
Nationals  8866..99  8811..88  8811..66  7722..77  7733..33  7744..00  
EExxppaattrriiaatteess    1133..11  1188..22  1188..44  2277..33  2266..77  2266..00  
QQAATTAARR  
Nationals  4433..11  4400..99  4477..77  2299..66  2266..33  2288..00  
EExxppaattrriiaatteess    5566..99  5599..11  5522..33  7700..44  7733..77  7722..00  
SSAAUUDDII  AARRAABBIIAA   
Nationals  8866..77  7755..44  6699..33  6677..99  7744..66  7700..00  
EExxppaattrriiaatteess    1133..33  2244..66  3300..77  3322..11  2255..44  3300..00  
UUAAEE  
Nationals  3377..00  2288..77  3366..22  2255..11  2244..33  2200..00  
EExxppaattrriiaatteess    6633..00  7711..33  6633..88  7744..99  7755..77  8800..00  
AAll ll   GGuull ff   ccoouunnttrriieess  
Nationals  7777..44  6677..11  6633..55  6611..44  6655..11  6611..55  
EExxppaattrriiaatteess    2222..66  3322..99  3366..55  3388..66  3344..99  3388..55  

        SSoouurrccee::  TTaattttoollaa,,  22000022..    
 
 

2.68 India supplies the bulk of this expatriate labour force working for the Gulf countries, 

which represents a total number of 31.95 lakhs in 2002, whereas the second largest group the 

Pakistani expatriate community has just half of it, that is 17.40 lakhs.  
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TTaabbllee  22..99::   MM aajj oorr   EExxppaattrr iiaattee  CCoommmmuunnii tt iieess  iinn  tthhee  GGuull ff   RReeggiioonn,,  22000022  ((’’ 000000))  
  

  BBaahhrraaiinn  KKuuwwaaii tt  OOmmaann  QQaattaarr   SSaauuddii   AArraabbiiaa  UUAAEE  GGuull ff   
IInnddiiaannss    110000  229955  330000  110000  11440000  11000000  33119955  
PPaakkiissttaanniiss    5500  110000  7700  7700  11000000  445500  11774400  
EEggyyppttiiaannss      227755  1155  3355  11000000  113300  11445555  
YYeemmeenniiss            11000000  3355  11003355  
BBaannggllaaddeesshhiiss      116600  111100    445500  110000  882200  
SSrrii   LLaannkkaannss      116600    3355  335500  116600  770055  
FFii ll iippiinnooss      6600    5500  550000  112200  773300  
JJoorrddaanniiaannss//      5500    5500  227700  111100  448800  
PPaalleessttiinniiaannss              00  
SSyyrriiaannss      9955      117700    226655  
IIrraanniiaannss    4455  8800    2200    4400  118855  
IInnddoonneessiiaannss            225500    225500  
SSuuddaanneessee            225500    225500  
KKuuwwaaii ttiiss            112200    112200  
TTuurrkkss            110000    110000  
BBiiddoooonnss      7700          7700  

TToottaall   119955  11334455  449955  336600  66886600  22114455  1111440000  
      NNoottee::  NNuummbbeerrss  ooff  oonnllyy  mmaajjoorr  eexxppaattrriiaattee  ccoommmmuunnii ttiieess  iinn  eeaacchh  ooff  tthhee  GGuull ff  rreeggiioonn  aarree  iinncclluuddeedd  iinn  tthhee  ttaabbllee..    
      SSoouurrccee::  TTaattttoollaa,,  22000022..  
 
2.69 Massive infrastructural development the Gulf region during the last couple of decades 

is heavily bolstered by the hard toil of expatriates who are treated as ‘temporary workers’ by 

those receiving countries, denying citizenship politically as well as culturally. This status also 

denies them the benefits and welfare of a regular worker. A city like Dubai has reinvented 

itself as a bustling multicultural capital of business, trade and education. Hundreds of 

thousands of less skilled South Asian workers have contributed immensely to this makeover. 

These blue-collar workers, the hidden bodies behind the development of the gulf region, 

remain the ‘invisible foot soldiers of globalisation.” (Raymer, 2005).  Their living and 

working conditions “resemble slavery”. Less skilled workers are not generally welcomed in 

the West as management of migration in those countries allows only selective immigration. 

Their systems permit only temporary residence for the immigrant labour in the host country 

and ensure that the latter returned home immediately after the required period.    

 

2.70 It is a matter of great concern to labour sending countries like India that the 

contribution of the immigrant labour, especially those of less skilled workers, are largely 

unacknowledged by the host countries and they are accorded only second rate citizenship. 

Denial of social citizenship and participation subjects these workers to extreme forms of 

exploitation and ill-treatment. This has also generated social movements of the immigrants in 
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many host countries in the West. Looking ahead, the migration policy of the country has to 

ensure respect of Indian workers abroad and due acknowledgement of the services of the 

latter by host countries. Empowered with a dominant role in contemporary international 

political and economic exchanges, India should engage the receiving countries in this regard 

through bi-lateral and multi-lateral agreements. It is also very important to persuade receiving 

countries, particularly in the Gulf, to accept international labour laws as binding, apart from 

eliciting the support of the civil society in upholding the rights and respect of its overseas 

workers. 

 

2.5 The current state of play: Issues and concerns 

 

2.71 The greatest drawback of the current migration management system in India is that it 

is not bolstered by a sound and judiciously defined policy structure. The Emigration Act of 

1983 which came into being only after a directive from the Supreme Court draws heavily 

upon the discriminatory rationale of the colonial emigration management system. At best, 

India’s emigration policy regime may be referred to as a regulated system, among the four 

emigration policy regimes identified by Abella such as laissez-faire, regulated system, state-

managed system and state monopoly (Abella, 1997). The legal and administrative framework 

of emigration management in India is provided by the Act of 1983, which seeks to protect the 

emigrating workers through a principle of ‘protection by exception’ by making it mandatory 

for the ECR passport holders to get ‘emigration clearance’ from POE offices before 

proceeding for expatriate work in specified countries. In this system, the decision to emigrate 

is that of the individual and government’s job in principle is to regulate the flow of people to 

the best interests of the emigrants. This is done by singling out a section of the intending 

emigrants, with low educational attainment and hence more vulnerable, to undergo a 

mandatory document verification procedure built into the system of emigration clearance.  

 

2.72 Hence the regulatory system followed by India is a selective system applied on some 

sections of emigrants whereas the rest are outside its purview. This has two major adverse 

implications. First, all those who possess an educational attainment of secondary school get 

an unregulated channel. As a result, not even a proper documentation of these emigrants is 

done. Second, and most importantly, contrary to stated intention, the emigration clearance 

system makes the ECR passport holding emigrants more vulnerable in multiple forms and at 
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various stages of their emigration. ECR passport is discriminatory in principle and in praxis 

become a stamp for exploitation (Rajan et.al, 2008). 

 

2.73 The Protector of Emigrants, an office independent India inherited from the colonial 

regime, grants emigration clearance by ensuring the documentary uprightness of the 

applicants for expatriate labour. This was more or less the same exercise the colonial 

Protector of Emigrants was doing. However, considering the magnitude of forgery and 

fraudulence in the field today, the POE offices are not equipped with any technological 

means to check the veracity of the documents submitted to them. This casts serious doubts 

about the effectiveness of the exercise of emigration clearance itself (Rajan et.al, 2008). 

 

2.74 It is also a matter of great concern that different aspects of emigration and expatriate 

life are handled by different ministries without much coordination. The Ministry of Overseas 

Indian Affairs and the POE offices, who are in charge of the protection and welfare of  

emigrant workers, have no administrative structures in place in the destination countries to 

ensure the welfare. A management authority that can coordinate the entire process of 

emigration, expatriate life and return and social protection is clearly missing.  

 

2.75 Much has been already written about the corruption and fraudulence involved in the 

overseas recruitment system of India. Irrespective of the license regime, unauthorized 

recruitment agents are quite active across the country, as one sees from media reports, 

indicating the apparent inadequacy or ineffectiveness of the system to proscribe them. It is 

also found that registered agents most often rely on unauthorized agents and in certain other 

instances facilitate the latter’s business (Rajan et.al, 2008). Registered agents themselves are 

said to be engaged in corruption, exploitation and forgery of documents as evidenced from 

many of the CBI raids and criminal cases in certain POE offices and recruitment agency 

offices. The demonstrated incompetence of the present legal and administrative structure to 

curb illegal practices by the recruitment agencies is a major concern.  

 

2.76 India is the highest recipient of remittances in the world today and a significant share 

of it is contributed by the less skilled Indian workers abroad. However, the present policy 

framework is more disabling than enabling for these categories of workers, especially for less 

skilled women workers. The regulations in the name of protection disable such workers and 

force them to choose illegal channels. Hence, looking ahead as a country receiving enormous 
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amounts of remittances, we need a more pro-active policy which would enable the intending 

emigrants in multiple ways rather than proscribing them from moving out for making a 

living. The enabling services can include pre-departure training, finishing courses, structures 

in destination countries for the welfare of the emigrant workers, credible social protection 

schemes and so on.  

2.77 It is also a matter of grave concern that the cost of emigration, even when someone 

emigrates through social network, is exorbitantly high (Rajan et.al, 2008). This makes 

emigration a mobility option only for those who can afford to make a certain amount of 

capital investment for it. Emigration through social networks, particularly to Gulf countries, 

involves visa merchants, recruiting agencies and individual agents from whom the emigrants 

purchase employment visas for their friends or relatives. Corruption and exploitation in the 

visa market of the destination countries need to be forbidden, which can materialize only 

through eliciting commitments from the destination country under bilateral agreements. 

 

2.78 As of now, skilled and professional emigrations are unregulated and not even a proper 

documentation of them is done. It is imperative that all the emigrations from India should be 

brought under a single administrative system and properly documented non-discriminatively. 

Any system of governance will be effective only if it has accurate data at its disposal, to 

embark on policy initiatives from time to time. Student migration from India to the developed 

world is increasing noticeably these days (Khadria, 2001). Educational consultancies engaged 

in facilitating student emigration to various universities and institutes in the developed world 

are mushrooming across the country. These consultancies function unregulated and cases of 

fraudulence and cheating have been reported from various places. The channel of student 

migration has to be made corruption-free as they are crucial sources of skilled migrant 

networks and as the experience of being a foreign student significantly increases the 

likelihood of being a skilled migrant at a later stage (Salt, 1997; Khadria, 2001). It is also 

very important to respect the right of the individual to take decision on his emigration. 

However, under false enticements s/he may take wrong decisions. Hence, it is essential that 

the intending emigrant should be enabled to take informed decisions.  

2.79 One of the crucial limitations of the existing system is that there is no governmental 

mechanism in place at the host countries to ensure the welfare of the Indian expatriate 

workers. The Indian diplomatic missions in the destination countries remain silent spectators 

to the harassment inflicted on their fellow citizen, particularly in the low-skilled categories, 

as they are lack the resources and the machinery to take up this challenging task. 
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2.80 It is also a matter of great concern that India has not utilized the resources of Non-

Resident Indians productively for quite a long time (Thandi, et.al, 2007; Lall, 2001; Nayyar, 

1994). Alongside proper utilization of remittances and skills of the emigrants, their social 

capital in the form of transnational networks has also to be utilized for the development of 

India. The belated realisation in this direction has to be translated into intense and productive 

exchanges and investments.   

2.81 The existing information base on international emigration from India is fragmented 

and inadequate. Aggregate data on emigrants who pass through the channel of emigration 

clearance is the only available information base. Even this aggregate data is not available in 

the case of ECNR emigrants. Any sound management system of emigration cannot afford this 

serious handicap of absence of information. Serious inter-disciplinary research, not only on 

the economic and policy dimensions of international migration but also its manifold social 

and cultural ramifications, needs to be undertaken for which quality data is a sine qua non.         

2.82 The existing policy in India, as pointed out already, is regulatory and not promotional 

in nature. As a country expecting a huge ‘demographic dividend’, India needs a promotional 

policy framework as one see in the case of Philippines, where due to a pro-active policy 

framework almost 25 % of the total labour force of the country live and work abroad. The 

legal framework is sanctioned by the ‘Migrant Workers and Overseas Filipinos Act of 1995’, 

which is considered the ‘Magna Carta’ of Filipino expatriate workers, as it not only ensures 

the protection and welfare of the emigrant workers but also their political participation. The 

Pilipino model is often (see box) projected as one that can be adapted by all labour sending 

countries. It is high time that India should move towards a promotional regime instead of a 

regulatory one, which is essentially a reluctant and double-minded intervention.      

2.6 India’s Demographics: Opportunities  

2.83 Over the past four decades, India has undergone rapid demographic changes. The 

onset and pace of demographic transition - a process of change whereby societies move from 

a position of high mortality and fertility to a situation of low mortality and fertility - differs 

from region to region within India. While the level of fertility in southern Indian states is 

already below replacement, it is still high in many states in north India though declining at a 

slower pace. There are two important consequences of demographic transition. The first is 

population explosion due to a rapid decline in mortality rates alongside the persistence of a 
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high birth rate. This sudden and sustained increase in population during the initial phase 

demographic transition directly impacts on the economy.  

2.84 Another consequence of demographic transition is the shift in the age structure of the 

population resulting in broader and long-term age structural transition — changes in cohort 

sizes as they move through different age groups. In the first phase of the demographic 

transition the number of children increases both in relative and absolute size due to high 

fertility levels and a rapid fall in mortality. After some time lag, fertility rates also start to 

decline, which then contributes to a decline in the relative share of the young population. The 

cohort size of the children born during this phase would be smaller than children born during 

the phase of high fertility.  

2.85 As children born during different phases of demographic transition move from youth 

to adulthood and to old age, the profile of the population undergoes major changes reflecting 

the varying cohort sizes resulting from past changes in fertility and mortality. In this process, 

there will be a ‘window of opportunity’ where child dependency ratio (a ratio of child 

population to working age population) declines due to decline in fertility as well as increase 

in the working age population as children born during the high fertility regime move into 

working ages. If this window opportunity is properly exploited, there is a greater potential for 

demographic dividend through increased savings and investment for economic growth.  

2.86 The ‘window of opportunity’ can be exploited in three ways to give demographic 

dividends, namely: (i) by making the available labor force productively employed, which 

would raise total GDP. It can also be shown algebraically3 that output per capita would grow if 

the growth rate of workers exceeded the growth rate of total population even if the output per 

worker did not change (Bloom and Williamson 1997; Bhat 2001); (ii) by directing accumulated 

wealth and savings into productive investments. The window of opportunity may give higher 

incentives to save. Improved health, longevity and smaller family size make savings easier 

and more attractive. Households tend to save less when there are more children since 

                                                 
3 The accounting identity that links income per capita (Y/N) to labour productivity (income 

per worker) and the labour force is as follows: 

N
L

L
Y

N
Y

´=     

Where Y is the income, N is the total population and L is the total number of workers. By 
differentiating the above equation, the expression can be converted to growth rates as 

)( nlzy gggg -+=  where gy  is the growth rate of per capita income, gz is the growth rate of 

income per worker, gl is the growth rate of labour force and gn is the growth rate of total 
population (see for more details, Bhat 2001)     
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substantial part of the family income is spent on raising them. When fertility declines, 

demand on household resources for raising children reduces, allowing them to save more of 

their income; and (iii) appropriate investments are made for the formation of large supply of 

human capital. Fertility decline has immediate and direct impact on the school going 

population and gives an opportunity to invest more on their education and health contributing 

to better quality of human capital in the future. Women with fewer children are more able and 

often more willing to participate in remunerative work and are more likely to invest 

additional income in the health and education of their children. 

 

2.87 This window of opportunity would be available for one time only and its length would 

be determined by the speed of demographic transition.  If appropriate interventions are not 

made during this period, it would have negative implications for the economy and society. 

East Asian experience shows that demographic dividend could explain as much as one third 

of the per capita GDP growth rate during their period of the economic miracle.  

2.6.1 ‘Window of Opportunity’ for India  
2.88 The age structural transition for India since 1950 is shown graphically below.  

Source: Derived from UN Population Projection (United Nations 1999; Navaneetham 2004) 
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2.89 The age structure of the population has been classified according to the life cycle 

stages and their impact on the general economy. The broad life cycle stages are young (age 

group 0-14), youth (15-24), young working age (25-49), mature working age (45-64) and 

elderly (65+). As the young population (0-14) is dependent on the adults for their 

consumption, they incur health and education expenditures in the economy. The youth 

population (15-24) also consumes health and education; however, the pattern of consumption 

behaviour is likely to be different from children (0-14) due to differences in the needs and 

services. The prime working age population (25-49) saves little. The population in the middle 

age group 50-64 is likely to earn higher income because of their work experience and also to 

have a higher saving rate than the population aged 25-49. The old age people aged 65+ would 

mostly depend on others for their consumption needs such as health care and social support. 

As fertility started declining in India since the 1970s, the share of population under 15 years 

of age began to decline and this will continue until 2025/2030. The child dependency ratio is 

concurrently declining since 1980 and this decline is likely to continue till 2030 due to the 

continuous decline in fertility and the expansion of the population at working ages (in both 

absolute and relative terms). This is the greatest opportunity for India to improve quality of 

human capital and this will have greater impact on labour productivity and economy when 

they enter into the labour force. Further, it provides the opportunity to raise the saving rate if 

appropriate policies are pursued to promote it.  

 

2.90 The share of the working age population (15-64) has been increasing since 1980 and 

is expected to reach its peak by 2025. Generating new employment opportunities to meet the 

growing working age population is a major challenge for India. If it is productively employed 

it will boost the economy. Among the working age population, the share of youth segment 

(15-24) will decrease from now on while the mature labour force would increase. This is also 

noted in the rapid decline in the ratio of youth (15-24) to working age population (25-64) 

from 2010. This indicates that there will be less pressure on the economy to generate new 

employment opportunities that can lead to a possible reduction in unemployment, which can 

be described as another window of opportunity for India. Further, this would not only 

increase the saving ratio but also enhance tax revenues that may augment the capacity for 

investment and funding of social programmes. It is also likely that the increase in the share of 

middle working age population (50-64) would contribute to higher saving as they tend to 

have a greater capacity due to higher income and reduced consumption. This opportunity 

would continue even after 2030 and this can be exploited for economic growth.   
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2.91 The size and share of the old age population will continue to increase during the age 

structural transition. However, the increase would be greater after 2025. The old dependency 

ratio would also increase rapidly after 2025. Meeting the health care needs and social security 

of the elderly would be a major challenge for India particularly after 2025.  

 

 

 
Source: Estimated from UN Population Projection (United Nations 1999) 
 

2.6.2 Estimated Demographic Bonus for India 
 
2.92 From the identity equation mentioned in footnote 1, the extent of demographic bonus 

can be derived from the difference in the growth rate of working age population and the total 

population. Bhat (2001) estimated that the demographic bonus was negative during the 

decades 1951-71, as total population grew faster than the working age population (see figure 

3). After 1971, growth rate of the working age population was higher than that of the total 

population, resulting in a positive demographic bonus. It was also shown that demographic 

bonus would be highest during the decade 2001-11 - a contribution of 0.6 % to the total per 
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capita GDP growth rate. It is also clear from figure 3 that the demographic bonus is likely to 

continue till 2031 and would be negative afterwards.   

 

2.93 It is also important to note that the extent and the process of age structural transition 

would be different in different states as the nature of demographic transition is different due 

to their socio-economic and cultural differences. The bonus would be positive till 2011 

among the demographically advanced states such as Kerala, Tamil Nadu and Punjab and 

would be negative thereafter. It is interesting to observe that the BIMARU (Bihar, Madhya 

Pradesh, Rajasthan and Uttar Pradesh) states where the process of demographic transition 

began later than in other states would start getting greater dividend from 2001 and this is 

likely to continue till 2031. As there are regional differences in age structural transition, 

internal migration could be of critical importance in the future as young workers move from 

under-developed to developed regions. The regional differences in age structural transition 

may also play an important role in terms of convergence in economic growth among the 

states in India, provided efforts are made to invest in human capital among the BIMARU 

states as a large share of labour supply in the future would come from them. 

 
Source: Bhat 2001 
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Table 2.10: Difference in the growth rate of population aged 15-64 

and the growth rate of total population, 1991-2031 
 
    Decade 

  State 1991-01 2001-11 2011-21 2021-31 

South         
  Kerala 0.50 0.15 -0.20 -0.49 
  Tamil Nadu 0.77 0.32 -0.14 -0.21 
  Andhra Pradesh 1.02 0.91 0.11 -0.03 
  Karnataka 0.67 0.84 0.05 -0.22 
West         
  Maharashtra 0.69 1.01 0.08 -0.13 
  Gujarat 0.54 0.80 0.06 -0.26 
East         
  Orissa 0.40 0.76 0.14 -0.21 
  West Bengal 0.71 0.88 -0.05 -0.16 
  Assam 0.70 0.76 0.41 -0.22 
North         
  Himachal Pradesh 0.58 0.78 0.05 -0.13 
  Punjab 0.63 0.87 -0.13 -0.21 
  Haryana 0.47 1.06 0.42 -0.22 
  Rajasthan 0.38 0.71 0.68 0.14 
  Madhya Pradesh 0.31 0.79 0.62 0.01 
  Uttar Pradesh 0.09 0.58 0.58 0.56 
  Bihar 0.19 0.64 0.64 0.22 

  All- India 0.35 0.56 0.43 0.07 

 Source: Bhat 2001 

 

2.94 The demographic dividend is also likely to accrue from expected increase in the 

labour force participation of women due to the shortening of the duration of child bearing 

years. The total bonus derived from the labour supply during the period 2001-2051 is 

estimated to be 1 percent, out of which labour supply effect would be 0.2 per cent and the 

effect of expected increase in the labour force participation of women would be 0.8 per cent, 

keeping labour productivity constant (Bhat 2001). The saving ratio would increase from 23 

per cent in 2001 to 32 per cent in 2031 due to the expected decline in dependency burden, 

which would also contribute to an increase in economic growth rate. It is estimated that the 

demographic transition would contribute 40 percent of the per capita GDP growth rate during 

the period 2001-51. About 13 percent of this increase would be due to the increase in labour 

supply, assuming output per worker constant and the remaining 27 percent would be due to 

increase in the saving ratios, assuming per capita consumption did not change.  
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2.6.3 India’s response to ‘Window of Opportunity’ 

 

2.95 The age structural transition does not give full dividend automatically and to get 

economic benefits, it is important to have a favourable economic setting and policy 

environment.  The experience of India so far shows that the ‘window of opportunity’ has not 

been exploited though the opportunity has become available since the 1980s (Mitra and 

Nagarajan 2005; Chandrasekhar et al. 2006). It has been argued that the employment growth 

rate was low during the 1990s, particularly in the rural areas and consequently unemployment 

rate was high (Chandrasekhar et al. 2006). This was the period during which the growth of 

the youth population was also greater. As the generation of new employment opportunities 

did not keep pace with growth in the numbers of youth, unemployment among the youth 

increased. But it is encouraging to see that employment growth rate has increased 

significantly in both rural and urban areas after 2000 and this is likely to continue into the 

future when the relative share of the youth population is expected to decline.  

 

2.96 East Asian success in economic growth was driven by the high quality human capital 

at the time when the demographic window of opportunity was emerging (Mason 2003; 

Navaneetham 2004). The East Asian experience of demographic dividend underscores the 

importance of the quality of the labour force to maximize the benefits from the demographic 

transition. But India’s trend is not encouraging in this front. Chandrasekhar et al. (2006) 

show that spread of education has been slow in India – the percentage of those with high 

school and higher educational qualifications has been very low in the rural areas and only 

slightly better in the urban areas. The educated unemployment trend among females during 

the period 2000-05 was also not encouraging. Age structural transition creates different 

opportunities and challenges across age groups. In order to prepare for and meet the 

challenges in the future, it is important for India to exploit the window of opportunity 

available for a short period, a one-time gift from the demographic transition, with appropriate 

economic and social policies.    
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2.6b India’s Demographics: Employment Challenges 

2.6.1 Employment Growth in India 

 

2.97 The most important assumption that goes with the demographic dividend argument is 

the bulge in the younger population or labour force that will occur due to the change in the 

age structure of the population. The resultant increase in workers as a share of population 

would increase the per capita income of the economy. But if the increase is only in the labour 

force and not in the workers, then the professed gains from this window of opportunity may 

remain at best a hope. In India, employment growth had been slowing down continually since 

the 1980s. Total employment growth during the decade ending 1993-94 was only 1.71 %, 

which further declined to 1.45 % during 1994-2000. This decline in employment growth 

during a period immediately following the dramatic opening up and liberalization of the 

economy has attracted much academic attention and debate. The stagnation in employment 

growth is arguably a fall out of trade and investment liberalization and privatization of public 

enterprises.  However, in the later period 1999-00 to 2004-05, employment growth has shown 

a reversal in trend and grew at the rate of 2.7 %. Employment growth in the rural areas had 

been much lower than that in the urban areas throughout the periods. Even when there was a 

decline in employment growth in the period 1994-2000, the rural-urban difference in 

employment growth remained the same.  

 

2.98 Moreover, the employment growth in the urban areas is mainly fuelled by surge in the 

employment growth of the female workers, especially in the recent past. The total female 

employment growth in the period 1999-00 to 2004-05 was 3.78 %, much higher than the 

male employment growth. This ‘feminization of work’ is again arguably the fallout of 

opening up of the economy. The feminization of workforce is associated with the demand for 

cheap ‘disciplined’ labour in the unorganized sectors of the economy in the wake of trade 

liberalization and rise of the service sector-based economy, coupled with changes in the 

household attitudes. It is yet to established if these twin phenomena of ‘jobless growth’ and 

“feminization of work’ in India is a short-run occurrence based on policy shifts in the early 

1990s or a long-run change in the labour absorption capacity of the economy and cost cutting 

for international competitiveness due  technological changes and trade policy shifts. Under 

the circumstances the opportunities that arise from the age structure changes in the 

population, may remain as unachieved potentials. 

    



 73

Table 2.11:  Employment growth: Usual (principal and subsidiary) status 
 

 Annual Rate of Growth 
 1983-1994 1994-2000 2000-05 

Rural males 1.58 1.33 1.79 
Rural females 1.09 0.51 3.36 
Rural persons 1.41 1.04 2.34 

    
Urban males 2.82 3.10 3.26 

Urban females 3.06 1.75 6.03 
Urban persons 2.87 2.83 3.82 

    
Total males 1.89 1.80 2.21 

Total females 1.34 0.69 3.78 
Total persons 1.71 1.45 2.70 

Source: NSSO Employment unemployment Survey 2004-05 
 

2.6.2 Unemployment in India 

 

2.99 The slowdown in employment growth has certainly started showing up in the 

unemployment rates. As is known, open unemployment has not been a very serious issue in 

India, the rate hovering at around a comfortable 2 %. The male open unemployment per 1000 

workers in the rural economy measured as Usual Principal Status (UPS) measure had been 

more or less constant during the period 1972-73 to 2004-05 at about 2.1 %, with the 

exception in the period 1987-88 when it climbed to 2.8 %. The rise in the open 

unemployment rates in this period is attributed to the large scale drought and famine that 

stuck most rural parts of the country in this year. As can be seen, the open unemployment rate 

in the rural areas had been comparable to the developed economies.  

 

2.100 However, what is worrying is the fact that Current Daily Status (CDS) unemployment 

rates, a measure of the underemployment rates in the economy has been much higher than the 

open unemployment rates, indicating the severity of disguised unemployment in the 

economy. Underemployment, representing unproductive labor has been on the rise for many 

decades. Underemployment rates for rural males measured as CDS declined from a high of 

7.1 % to 4.6 % in 1987-88, but showed an upward trend since then to reach 8 %, the highest 

ever recorded underemployment rates, for rural males since 1972-73. Such a rising trend in 

underemployment is visible in case of females as well. For females the CDS unemployment 

relates increased from the low point of 5.6 % in 1999-00 to 8.7 % in 2004-05. The rise in 

underemployment in the rural sector is associated with the widespread stagnation of the 
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agrarian sector and the ensuing decline in rural employment opportunities. Such increasing 

underemployment would mean that even though the younger labour force is increasing since 

their labour is losing productivity, the overall effect of the rise in the younger population may 

only be stagnation in the growth of the economy. Open unemployment rates in urban areas 

are substantially higher than in the rural areas, accounting for the influx of migrants in search 

of employment from the rural areas. As can be seen from table 2.6.2, male open 

unemployment rates have declined from 6.1 % in 1987-88 to 4.4 % in 2004-05, while that of 

females increased to 9.1 %.  

 Table 2.12: Unemployment per 1000 in labour force 

    male  Female 
Rural 
   UPS CDS UPS CDS 
61st (2004-05) 21 80 31 87 
55th (1999-00) 21 72 15 70 
50th (1993-94) 20 56 13 56 
43rd (1987-88) 28 46 35 67 
38th 1983 21 75 14 90 
32nd (1977-78) 22 71 55 92 
27th (1972-73) - 68 - 112 
urban  
61st (2004-05) 44 75 91 116 
55th (1999-00) 48 73 71 94 
50th (1993-94) 54 67 83 104 
43rd (1987-88) 61 88 85 120 
38th 1983 59 92 69 110 
32nd (1977-78) 65 94 178 145 
27th (1972-73) - 80 - 137 

Source: NSSO Employment unemployment Survey 2004-05 

 

2.101 More importantly, the level of education is found to be positively related to open 

unemployment in India - higher the level of education, higher the level of unemployment. At 

levels of no literacy the unemployment rates are very low, in all categories, rural, urban male, 

and female. This peculiar pattern of unemployment expresses the lack of demand for skilled 

labour in the economy, as the general level of productive activity requires less skilled and 

more labour intensive technology.  The trends in unemployment in the recent period from 

1993-94 to 2004-05 however, shows that though the levels of demand for skilled labour is 

low in India , there is a rising trend in the demand for semi-skilled and skilled labour in the 

economy.  Unemployment among the educated labour force declined among male workers in 

both rural and urban areas. However educated unemployment among females tended to 
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increase in the latter period 1999-00 to 2004-05. Thus the rising demand for skilled workers 

is segregated in nature, increasing skill demand being mostly concentrated among females.  

Essentially the poor absorption capacity of educated labour in the economy reflects the 

structure of production activities in the economy.  

Table 2.13: Level of education and unemployment (per 1000 in labour force)  

  
1993-
94 

1999-
2000 2004-05 

1993-
94 

1999-
2000 

2004-
05 

URBAN  Male  Female 
not literate 11 14 12 4 6 8 
Literate primary 25 30 23 45 25 41 
Middle 57 56 49 157 111 121 
Secondary 63 55 49 200 144 181 
higher secondary 85 83 51 222 189 189 
graduate& above 64 66 64 206 163 196 
Secondary & 
above 69 66 60 206 163 194 
RURAL             
not literate 3 4 4 2 2 7 
Literate primary 8 11 13 10 9 24 
Middle 30 28 24 53 47 59 
Secondary 67 52 44 199 147 150 
higher secondary 98 73 62 291 227 259 
graduate& above 132 106 80 346 331 344 
Secondary & 
above 88 68 59 249 204 231 

Source: NSSO Employment unemployment Survey 2004-05 
 

2.6.3 Type of Employment in India 

2.102 Apart from the question of the total employment newly generated in the economy, 

another important issue is that of the quality of employment generated. One of the worrying 

aspects about the quality of employment till recently had been the unabated rise in casual 

employment in India. Casual employment is characterized by low and flexible wage rates, 

impermanence of employment and vulnerable conditions of work During the period 1983 to 

1999-2000, there was a rapid increase in the share of this most vulnerable type of 

employment (see table 2.6.4). Regular employment, viewed from the labourer as the least 

insecure type of employment, is enjoyed by only a marginal share of workers in the total 

employment. For rural males, they represented only 9 % of total employment while in the 

urban areas they accounted for less than 4 % of the total employment. However, for females 

regular employment forms a substantial type, accounting for nearly two-fifths of the total 

employment.  
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2.103 Stagnation in regular employment opportunities owing to labour market rigidities 

attached with the organized employment, especially after liberalization of the economy, had 

led to a situation wherein informal forms of employment , especially casual employment is 

on the rise. A welcome change is that the last estimates of NSSO have shown a reversal in the 

casualisation trend and a rise in the self-employed workers category. Such a change in the 

wake of opening up of the demographic window of opportunity is welcome. However, if the 

economy is not able to sustain the generation of self-employment and regular employment in 

the long run, the demographic potential again may fizzle out, with a large number of young 

and potentially productive workers engaged in less productive and less remunerative jobs, 

thus stifling the multiplier effect on the economy as well.  

Table 2.14: Type of employment in India 

 Rural Urban 

  
self- 
employed Regular casual 

self-
employment regular casual 

males   
(2004-05) 581 90 329 637 37 326 
(1999-00) 550 88 362 573 31 396 
(1993-94) 577 85 338 586 27 387 
(1987-88) 586 100 314 608 37 355 

1983 605 103 292 619 28 353 
Females 

(2004-05) 448 406 146 477 356 167 
(1999-00) 415 417 168 453 333 214 
(1993-94) 417 420 163 458 284 258 
(1987-88) 417 437 146 471 275 254 

1983 409 437 154 458 258 284 
Source: NSSO Employment unemployment Survey 2004-05 

 

2.6.4 Dual Nature of Employment in India  

 

2.104 The traditional models of economic duality in developing economies had theorised 

the informal and formal economy co-existing, of which the informal economy gradually 

disappears as the economy develops and gains maturity. However, the case of India had been 

quite contrary to expectations. Not only is a very large share of India’s economy informal in 

nature but also this segment is expanding at the cost of the formal segment of the economy. 

Analytically, the informal economy consists of two segments - informal sector and informal 

employment. Though they both have a large intersecting region, they are not coterminous. 

For instance, there could be regular workers appointed in a very small unregistered firm, or 

there could be contractual vulnerable type of employment in the organised sector.   
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Table 2.15: Estimates of workers in formal and informal employment 
Rural Urban Combined 

Category Male  Female Total Male  Female Total Male  Female Total 
%  unor.anised agriculture 
employment in total agriculture 
employment  98.7 99.2 98.9 97.0 97.9 97.4 98.7 99.1 98.8 
% unorgansied non-agriculture 
employment in total non-
agriculture employment 84.4 91.4 85.9 74.2 79.2 75.1 78.7 85.2 79.9 
% unorgansied employment in 
total  94.6 98.0 95.8 75.7 82.5 77.0 89.3 95.6 91.3 
Unorganised Employment (in 
million) 186.14 101.97 288.11 58.34 15.64 73.97 244.47 117.61 362.08 

Total Employment ( in million) 196.74 104.02 300.75 77.05 18.96 96.01 273.78 122.98 396.76 
Source: NCEUS 2006 

 

2.105 The National Commission for Enterprises in the Unorganised Sector (NCEUS) had 

estimated the composition of employment in formal and informal forms of employment in 

India. Of the total employment in the agricultural sector, 99 % was in the unorganised sector.  

80 % of all employment in the non-agricultural sector was in the unorganised sector. 

Together they account got more than 91 % of total employment in the economy, consisting of 

363 million workers of a total of 397 million workers. This clearly brings out the large, 

overwhelming informal and unorganised nature of the employment scenario in India.  

 

2.7 Economic Growth in India and Employment Prospects 

 
2.106 Since the Goldman Sachs report on the BRICs countries and their potential to become 

the largest economies in the world, much of the economic debate has veered around what 

would be the potential growth rates required to achieve this goal. The report shows that 

India’s economy, for instance, could be larger than that of Japan’s by 2032 and China’s larger 

than that of the US by 2041 (and larger than everyone else as early as 2016). The BRIC 

economies taken together could be larger than the G6 by 2039.  

 

2.107 The Indian growth story has been well received in the academic circles as well. Most 

predictions put the long term growth of the Indian economy at around 5 to 6  % for the next 

half a century (Wilson and Purushottaman, 2003 ;Levine and Renelt , 1992).The predictions 

for the immediate future had been even rosier, with the predicted growth rates being at a high 

of 8 to 9 % in the horizon of three to five years. For example, the Prime Minister’s Economic 
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Outlook for the year 2008-09 puts the growth at around 7.7 % during 2008/09 while another 

projection by Acharya (2006) put the growth figures between 7 to 8 %.  

 

2.108 All these bright projections on growth have brought in cheer on the employment front as well. 

Development thinkers and planners are of the view that such robust growth in the economy for a few 

years would wipe out unemployment from India. Both the backlog of unemployed and the newly 

joining members of the labour force would get accommodated within the workforce even if there is no 

improvement in the current levels of employment elasticity. Some estimates (Rangarajan, 2007) show 

that employment elasticity has improved from 0.15 to 0.48. Moreover, the largest rise in employment 

elasticity was in the case of agriculture sector, from zero to 1.52. The only sector that experienced a 

decline in employment elasticity was the transport, storage and communication sector.  

 
Elasticity of Employment 

Sector   Elasticity   
 

1977-78  
to 1983  

1983 to 
1993-94 

1993-94 
to 1999-

00 

1999-
00*  

to 2004-
05  

Agriculture, forestry & fishing  0.45  0.50  0.00  1.52  
Mining & quarrying  0.80  0.69  0.00  0.82  
Manufacturing  0.67  0.33  0.26  0.34  
Elect., gas & water supply  0.73  0.52  0.00  0.33  
Construction  1.00  1.00  1.00  0.88  
Trade, hotels & restaurant  0.78  0.63  0.55  0.59  
Transport, storage & communication  1.00  0.49  0.69  0.27  

Financing, insurance, real estate      
& business services  1.00  0.92  0.73  0.94  
Community, social & personal 
services  

0.83  0.50  0.07  0.28  

Total employment  0.53  0.41  0.15  0.48  

Note: * Figures for 2004-05 are derived from Table 3 based on 61st Round survey. 
All other elasticities are as per Report of the Task Force on Employment Opportunities 

 Source: Rangarajan, 2007 
 

2.109 Based on the above elasticity figures, and the current unemployment rate of 2.39 %, 

labour force growth rate at 2.93 % and employment growth rate at 2.89 %, the Rangarajan 

projections (2007) claim that the total amount of employment opportunities in the economy 

would be more that the total number of members in the labour force by 2009, assuming a 

GDP growth rate of 9.13 %. The projections use moderate employment elasticity of 0.70 for 

the agriculture sector 0.70 compared to the estimated 1.5, which is on the higher side. In the 

event of the economy not growing at the rate of 9.13 % but at 8.5 %, the labour force would 

be equal to the employment generated only by 2012.  
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Employment Projection 

 

Employ- 
ment in  
2004-05  

Projected  
Elasticity  
  

 
GDP 
growth  

 Projected 
Employment 
growth rate   
 

 Projected  
Employment  
in 2009  
 

  In million ratio  percent percent  In million 
Agriculture, forestry & fishing  267.57 0.7 3.73 2.61 296.62 
Mining & quarrying  2.74 0.82 4.73 3.88 3.19 
Manufacturing  53.51 0.34 10.9 3.71 61.9 
Elect., gas & water supply  1.37 0.33 6.9 2.28 1.5 
Construction  25.61 0.88 12.07 10.62 38.35 
Trade, hotels & restaurant and            
Transport, storage & communication  64.49 0.45 11.97 5.39 79.56 
Financing, insurance, real estate            
& business services  6.86 0.94 10.33 9.71 9.94 
Community, social & personal 
services  35.67 0.28 7.6 2.13 38.81 
Total  457.82 0.36 9.13 3.29 529.87 
Labour Force  469.06       526.5 
Unemployment rate  2.39         
Labour Force growth rate  2.93         
Employment growth rate  2.89         

Rangarajan, Kaul and Seema (2007) Revisiting Employment and Growth 
 

2.110 However, such projections are based on a number of assumptions. Firstly, they 

assume that the various rates would remain constant till the final period. Secondly, it is 

assumed that there would be no technological change. Thirdly, the demand for employment 

would continue to be the same even though growth focus may change from labour intensive 

to capital intensive sectors. Fourthly, the growth of labour supply is constant. Some of these 

assumptions need to be relaxed in case of labour supply. For example, in the coming years 

labour supply is bound to increase further due to the demographic dividend factor. The 

growth of labour force thus may be higher than the assumed rate. The demand for 

employment too could be constrained by the quantity and structure of the demand generated 

within the economy. Rising demand for value-adding  high technology goods which have 

considerably lower employment elasticity would generate lesser employment though growth 

may be increasing. Yet another factor is the sustenance of an 8 to 9 % growth in the 

economy. Given that the Indian economy is largely an open economy at present, the external 

demand and external financial environment do have a great influence on the performance of 

the economy. For instance the secular increase in oil prices and the global financial meltdown 

in the recent past have forced the government to lower its growth projection from 9 % to 6-

7% recently.  Yet the more important problem on the question of employment in India may 

not be that of open unemployment but that of disguised unemployment.  
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CHAPTER THREE 
Towards a Progressive and Cohesive Emigration Policy 

 

3.1 Addressing the Virtuous Cycle of Emigration  

 

3.1.1 Emigration can become a real gain to the emigrants, their communities and the state if 

the following measures are taken in the place of origin: 

  

· As of now, the government plays a somewhat passive role in promoting emigration. 

The government should instead intervene positively to promote legal migration.  

 

· The recruitment system prevailing in the country has a lot of shortcomings. Therefore 

it is mandatory that we should have a system, which is more than foolproof. This 

should include restricting the number of Recruitment Agents (RAs), giving them 

corporate status with the required number of branches and franchisees, weeding out 

illegal and unscrupulous agents,  revision of service charges, fostering healthy 

competition among agencies, adopting a carrot and stick approach towards them, 

using IT to streamline the recruitment system, grading of agencies according to their 

performance, etc. 

 

· A new apparatus such as a Migration Management Authority (MMA) should be put in 

place to manage emigration. This is especially significant since there is no effective 

coordination between the existing agencies/structures with regard to the outward 

movement of our nationals. MMA should be equipped with wider quasi-judicial 

powers to efficiently and promptly dispose all disputes arising among the players in 

the course of emigration.   

 

3.1.2 At present there is no perfect documentation of the emigrants, which leads to incorrect 

data and lopsided policies.  So there should be mechanisms to generate precise data on 

migration, country-wise.  
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3.1.3 A good number of the emigrants, especially the lower skilled, are under debt and 

many of them spend their expatriate earnings to repay the debt. There should be a mechanism 

to provide easy financing options for emigrants to save them from perpetual debt trap. 

 

3.1.4 Most of the problems at various stages of emigration arise out of sheer lack of 

knowledge and information. Hence it’s necessary to launch a comprehensive awareness drive 

with the help of social/community organizations and return migrants’ associations.   

  

3.1.5 The offices facilitating migration should be made corruption free and the processes 

and procedures more transparent. E-governance measures integrating all the players of the 

process should be introduced.  

 

3.6 Legal Aid should be provided to the emigrants both within and without the country. 

 

3.7 Capacity building, including new vocational/job oriented courses, restructuring 

existing courses, finishing schools to ensure the employability of our workers, pre-departure 

training on a destination-specific basis, pre-departure and post-arrival counseling, English 

language training, confidence-building measures, etc. should be actively promoted.  

 

3.7 There are still many aspects of emigration from the country about which we lack 

proper understanding. Therefore research on migrations should be promoted.   

 

3.8 Better facilitation and protection should be provided to emigrants in destinations, 

including legal aid, grievance redressal, round-the-clock help lines manned by qualified 

personnel, liaison with all players at the destinations, deployment of support personnel in 

destination countries, shelter homes under the Embassies, etc. The proposed MMA should have a 

significant presence in the host countries to ensure the welfare of emigrant workers and to 

provide information on overseas job openings to the home country, etc. The system should 

provide for the mandatory registration of emigrants in the concerned embassies.   

 

3.9 The problems of the emigrants and emigration. It is possible only through joint efforts 

of both the sending and receiving countries. Enter into bilateral agreements/engagements with 

more receiving countries for a better deal.  
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3.10 A migrant-focused approach should be adopted by the government that reflects in the 

functioning of all the concerned offices, including Indian Missions abroad. The embassies 

must be provided clear norms and guidelines to be followed in specific circumstances and 

responsibility must be fixed on all concerned officials and stern corrective/penal action taken 

in case of violation.  

 

3.11 The focus of the principle of protection should be that even undocumented workers 

who contribute to the nation in many ways are protected in all possible ways. The safe return 

of Indian nationals should be ensured in case of emergency, irrespective of their legal status.  

 

3.12 All possible help should be given to the returnees to become successful entrepreneurs 

utilizing their skills and other capabilities. The support can be provided both at the level of 

the individuals or through groups such as cooperatives.     

 

3.13 A good number of the returnees are in a pathetic condition. Therefore it is advisable to 

introduce social security measures like insurance and pension for them.  

 

3.14 There should be proper exchange/dissemination of information with regard to the 

process of emigration. This can be at both the intra-national and international levels. .    

 

3.15 The possibilities of using ICT to streamline the emigration process should be 

exploited to the fullest extent. Smart-cards (with a microchip to store all the details about the 

emigrant and his/her transits from the moment of departure from /entry into the country) 

should be introduced. 

 

3.16 Migration of semi-skilled and skilled manpower from developing countries also leads 

to the acquisition of new skills and production techniques of production. There are one or two 

examples of such skill acquisition in Kerala. The carpenters who migrated to the Gulf in the 

70s and 80s were using mostly hand tools and had hardly any exposure to electric tools. A 

few years’ work experience in the Gulf has changed all that. Nowadays, hardly any carpenter 

in Kerala uses hand tools for drilling or shaping wood. It is all electric drills, planers and 

saws. As a result, the quality of wood work has taken a quantum jump. Further, new business 

opportunities have opened up as may be seen in the number of carpentry and furniture 

workshops in Malappuram, Kasaragodu, and elsewhere in the state. It has become one of the 
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growing sectors in Kerala. Similar skill absorption is seen in masonry, carpentry, plumbing, 

electrification, hospitality, etc. However, the extent of acquisition of the skills and techniques 

depends entirely on the workers’ training/educational background.  

 
International Migration and Health  
 
3.17 The relationship between migration and health is a multifaceted phenomenon, 

influenced by living condition in both place of origin and destination. As Carballo (2005) 

points out, migrants, no matter where they are from, carry health profiles that reflect their 

social, economic and ecological past, including the health care that was available to them. On 

the other hand, migrants’ health also reflects the conditions surrounding their movement and 

resettlement, their access to health care in host countries and their capacity to achieve and 

maintain a good quality of life. Therefore to effectively tackle health related issues of 

emigrants, not only does the health of all Indian citizens needs to improve through a life cycle 

approach but also Indian emigrants-related interventions in the health systems in countries 

that attract Indian labor needs to be in place. Both these are beyond the immediate purview of 

Ministry of Overseas Indian Affairs. However, sustained efforts could be initiated by the 

MOIA in collaboration with the Ministry and Health and Family Welfare and the Ministry of 

External Affairs to improve the health conditions of potential migrants from India and of the 

Indian emigrants in other countries, respectively. MOIA can play a proactive role in 

following Indian emigrant’s health related issues starting from occupational morbidity, 

communicable diseases, mental health and issues arising out of migrations of health 

professionals from India.  

 

3.18 As is already known from the Kerala Migration surveys, about 90% of labour 

outflows from India are towards the following six destinations in the Gulf: Saudi Arabia, 

United Arab Emirates, Bahrain, Kuwait, Oman and Qatar (Zachariah and Irudaya Rajan 

2007; Irudaya Rajan, 2003). A majority of them are low skilled contractual workers who 

generally live in poor health conditions and are generally uninsured both in countries of 

origin and destination. Further, many of them are engaged in hazardous occupations that the 

nationals in host countries are no longer interested in doing. Adding to this is the fact that the 

migrant workers are uninformed about the health programs in host counties to which they are 

entitled. Efforts have to be initiated to create awareness among migrants about occupational 

health risks and the health benefits they are entitled to in the host counties as a part of pre-

departure training/counseling.  



 89

3.19 Evidence suggests that the national health systems in most countries have a systematic 

bias against immigrants making only emergency care available to non-citizens (Verbruggen 

2001; World Health Organization, 2003). Here the migrants wait until they feel their 

condition is sufficiently hazardous to justify going to emergency clinics, which is the main 

source of health care accessible to them in the host country.  As a result, minor health 

problems do not receive the desired medical attention in the initial stage of the disease and 

finally they have to go in for more expensive treatment at the later stage of disease. Hence 

sensitization on the need to seek medical care during the initial stages of disease is essential 

in the pre-departure training/counseling for potential migrants from India. The other barriers 

which deter Indian emigrants from seeking health care include affordability reasons, language 

and related cultural factors and a fear that health providers may have links with immigration 

authorities (applicable for illegal migrants). Bilateral efforts with countries hosting Indian 

labor needs to initiated to ensure better health coverage for Indian emigrants. 

 

3.20 Limited attention is given to addressing psycho-social well-being of the Indian 

emigrants. Mental well-being of migrants is a function of living and working environment in 

host countries and that of the personal attributes of the migrant worker. International 

migration imposes a forced break with family, culture, traditional values and personal 

security and also brings with it uncertainty and a perceived loss of control over day-to-day 

events (Carballo 2005). The migrants are expected to adapt to new values, customs, policies 

and languages, which can bring with it fear, low self-esteem and psychosomatic problems. 

Hence prospective migrants should be given a fair idea of the customs, traditions, value 

system and language barriers awaiting them before departing to the host nation. 

 

3.21 In the case of migration from India involving poor people in search of low skilled 

work, care has to be taken to prevent them from domestic violence and sexual abuse. Gender 

divide is important in this context as the experiences of women differ widely from that of 

migrating men folk (Taran and Geronimi, 2003, p. 10). Women are more vulnerable to 

physical, sexual and verbal abuse at the work place (ICN, 2002a, p. 10). The unhealthy 

practice of paying with sexual favors is not uncommon, and rape and systematic sexual 

exploitation are frequent features among female immigrants (Carballo and Mboup 2005). 

Indian women migrating as domestic servants, nurses and other care givers could be given a 

special orientation during the pre-departure training to face unexpected situations and also 

about the support mechanisms against such offences in the place of destination. 
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3.22 The Pravasi Bharatiya Bima Yojana  (PBBY-2003) which has now been upgraded as 

the Pravasi Bharatiya Bima Yojana, 2006 (PBBY-2006) is a major initiative in recent years 

by the Government of India to provide social security and health coverage to the Indian 

migrant workers. This is a compulsory insurance scheme for all Indians in the age group of 

18-60 years seeking emigration clearance for the purpose of overseas employment. The 

insurance policy is valid for a period of two years or the actual period of contract whichever 

is shorter. Health benefits include medical cover of Rupees 50,000 (treatment to be in India), 

maternity benefit of Rs 20,000 for women emigrants, transportation of dead body and one-

way airfare of attendant in case of emigrant worker’s death, health insurance cover of Rs 

10,000 for workers wife and two dependents staying in India and death coverage of Rs 5 

lakhs. Similar schemes have to be mooted for coverage of emigrant workers who do not 

require emigration clearance. 

 

3.23 The large scale migration of health professionals has had its impact on India’s health 

system characterised by shortage of doctors, nurses and para-medical personnel.  It is well 

known that India was the largest source country of doctors in the 1970s (Mejia et al., 1979, 

taken from Bach 2003) and that the Indian-trained doctors form a substantial share of doctors 

in Canada, United Kingdom and USA (see Khadria, 2002). The health sector in India, 

especially the public health system can ill afford to lose the health sector staff in a setting 

where the country is unable to meet the Millennium Development Goals. Given the public 

investment in medical education, the loss of newly trained medical professionals creates a 

massive financial as well as human resource loss for the country. It is also argued that such 

unregulated recruitment of medical professionals from developing and under developed 

countries is serving to widen the gap between rich and poor countries (Bach 2003). Despite 

these reservations, migration of health professionals to industrialized countries is expected to 

increase, reflecting the well-known demographic profile of most OECD countries (ageing 

populations, etc.) alongside the marked reluctance or inability of most governments to train 

sufficient workers to meet the demands of their health sectors (WHO 2003; Bach 2003).  

 

International Migration and NRI Investment 

 

3.24 Studies show that migration induced development has various dimensions. This 

argument is well established from Indian experience. The current vibrancy in India’s external 
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sector owes a great deal to the remarkable increase in the remittances by overseas Indians. 

Moreover, millions of Indians living abroad generate huge demand for various goods which 

lead to diaspora-induced trade, which in turn act as a catalyst to the production process. 

Large-scale export of vegetables and tubers like cassava from Kerala to the Gulf is a case in 

point. Yet another important aspect which has assumed importance in recent years is the 

diaspora-supported developments in knowledge-intensive sector like IT, BT, nano-

technology and others. Various researchers have highlighted the role that the Indian diaspora 

in the Silicon Valley has played in making India a major player in software and IT services. 

 

3.25 In a situation where developing countries are competing with each other, the role of 

Non-Resident Indians (NRI) in promoting investment and bridging the saving-investment gap 

to dynamise the growth process cannot be over looked. It is more so in a country like India 

having a large number of highly-skilled migrants in the developed countries. Here it may be 

noted that China through its Chunguie (?) programme has managed to attract a large number 

of overseas Chinese back home and get engaged in export-oriented industrial activities. 

According to some estimates, over 50% of FDI into China over the years has been at the 

instance of over-seas Chinese.  

 

3.26 How has India fared in this aspect? It is to this question that we turn our attention. At 

the outset it should be noted that with the increasing withdrawal of the State from most 

economic activities, we have today ended up in a situation wherein there is little reliable data 

on this issue. The Department of Science & Technology used to publish data on various 

aspects of NRI investments. This has stopped since 2002. For our purpose, we presented the 

data available for more than a decade starting from 1990. 

 

3.27 It is observed that the number of foreign collaborations has been growing at an 

unprecedented rate during the decade under consideration. In tune with the aggregate trend, 

collaborations involving NRIs also increased to reach the peak level of nearly 15 per cent by 

1996. While government is instrumental in promoting FDI on the one hand and patronizing 

NRIs on the other, there has been a drastic decline in the share of NRI collaboration in the 

mid 1990s. During the terminal year (2001) the share of the NRI collaboration was only one-

fourth of what was observed in the mid 1990s. However, what matters from the development 

perspective is not the total number of collaborations but the magnitude of investment they 

bring in. Surprisingly the picture that emerges is not that encouraging.  
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3.28 The total NRI investment showed an increasing trend from US $ 85 million in 1990 to 

US $ 15103 million $ in 1997. The trend has reversed since then recording an absolute 

decline and the actual investment in 2001 reached a low level of US $ 5649 million. Even as 

FDI approvals increased at a very high rate, the share of the NRI investment steadily declined 

from 27 % per cent in 1990 to 2 % in 2001 (see table 3.3.2).  

Table 3.3.1: Share of the NRI investment in the Total FDI 

years Share of NRI investment  1995 6.70 
1990 27.17 1996 5.88 
1991 19.37 1997 4.13 
1992 11.91 1998 4.22 
1993 13.59 1999 2.23 
1994 8.04 2000 4.49 

  2001 99 
 Source: Foreign Collaborations as compiled by DST 

India is thus yet to exploit the immense potential of promoting migrant-induced investment 

and harnessing the ideas, skills and capital of the NRIs for the countries development. This is 

indeed a challenge for the migration policy to address. 

 

Political economy of migration 

 

3.29 As pointed out already, inequalities in the levels of development coupled with the 

urge for mobility will continue to keep migration as an economic and political option for 

diverse classes in an increasingly interconnected world. But the pressure to emigrate and 

make a better living is more on the less skilled workers of the developing world whose 

immigration for work has generally been unwelcome in the developed countries. Skilled 

migration, on the other hand, is generally welcomed and such brain circulation in the new 

global labour market weakens the absolutist theories of brain drain. Due to its demographics, 

India is capable of sending large numbers of skilled as well as less skilled workers to the 

overseas labour market. Both categories of overseas workers bring an enormous volume of 

remittance to the country, which comes almost to 3 % of the GDP of the country. While 

poverty and difficult living conditions are the primary reasons behind the emigration of most 

of the less skilled workers, success in their expatriate life provides them socio-economic 

mobility too eventually. However, it is extremely difficult for them to emigrate without the 

means to finance the same or without social capital in the form of networks to facilitate their 

emigration. On the other hand, it is generally aspirations for better working conditions and 

high standard of life that drive the skilled workers and professionals to go overseas for work. 
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It is well established on the basis of evidence from states like Kerala, that almost 75 % of 

emigration in both categories is happening through social and professional networks. The role 

of the overseas recruitment agents too is significant, especially when it comes to less skilled 

workers.  

              

3.30 The political economy of globalization has complicated international migration 

further. Migration is no more a single phenomenon, with one central characteristic and 

framework of causal explanation. It is not an isolated decision involving only individuals. 

Instead, it is more like a kind of collective action involving families, kinship groups and often 

community resources. It is seen as a requirement of, a response to and a resistance against 

global institutional transformations and the integration of the world economy (Jordan and 

Duvell, 2003). In contrast to the colonial times, the 20th century has witnessed much tighter 

immigration controls, which not only prevented mass migration from being a force for 

international convergence but also led to divergence at the international level and worsened 

the income distributions within the developing world (O’Rourke and Sinnott, 2004). If the 

restrictions in the 19th century were motivated primarily by economic concerns, it is a new 

sense of patriotism and chauvinism that underlies the hostility towards immigration in the era 

of globalisation. This should caution one against a teleological view of globalization, which 

is exceedingly a complex phenomenon. Patriotic and more precisely chauvinistic preferences 

of people can reflect in the national policies towards globalization, be it trade or immigration. 

(O’Rourke and Sinnott, 2004).This also a caution that every sending country like India 

should take seriously into consideration 

   

3.31 But at the same time, it is very important to move away from a discriminatory regime 

to take maximum advantage of the ‘demographic dividend’ of India, second only to China, in 

a world order in which exchange of labour force has become the rule. As of now, on par with 

the restrictive regimes of the labour receiving countries, India too adopts a regulative 

administrative and legal framework, when it comes to the emigration of less skilled workers. 

The restrictive regime of the receiving country and the regulative regime of the sending 

country generate growing number of irregular migrants, paradoxically in a globalising world, 

a process which is seen as intrinsic to the contemporary world order (Dauvergne, 2008). 

Social capital in the form of social networks have emerged as a dominant factor that 

facilitates migration, both legal and illegal (Tilly, 1990), irrespective of the restrictive/ 

regulative regimes. Migration is in fact seen as a process that both depends on and creates 
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social networks (Portes, 1995). This process guides migrants into and through specific places 

and occupations in which social power and class profile of the network have significant 

conditioning impact on the migration process (Poros, 2001; Salaff, Fong and Wong, 1999). 

The networks across the borders have proved to be the most important resource in the process 

of migration and expatriate life (Meyer, 2001). Migrants of today live as transnational 

communities and create dense networks across political borders in their quest for economic 

and social advancement. Remittance is thus seen as one of the exemplary forms of migrant 

transnationalism (Vertovec, 2000). It is also true that the discourse of brain drain has lost its 

currency to a significant extent and has given way to notions of the globalisation of human 

capital, brain exchange, brain circulation and creation of global workforce. India, the highest 

recipient of remittance in the world and one of the leading labour sending countries, operates 

in such an interconnected but regulated world and with a dense transnational space created by 

its Diaspora.                    

 

Addressing the problems of illegal migration 

 

3.32 Most receiving countries, especially those in the developed West, impose severe 

restrictions on immigration, particularly on less skilled workers. Migration management 

systems in such countries are more a responsibility of the ministries of interiors or home 

affairs, making it an issue of internal security and policing than of labour. However such 

immigration policies have hardly been successful in preventing illegal migration; instead, too 

many restrictions force people to circumvent the legal channel. Most illegal migration occurs 

from neighboring countries, as one sees in the case of massive illegal migration from Mexico 

to the United States, from Turkey to the developed countries of the European Union and from 

Nepal and Bangladesh to India. This does not mean that there are no illegal migrations from 

distant countries. A significant amount of illegal migration takes place from India to the Gulf, 

especially in the low-skilled sectors. It is also often pointed out that significant migration 

takes place from the states of Punjab and Gujarat are through illegal channels. Of late, a 

significant number of nurses from Kerala are migrating to the United Kingdom illegally as 

they go on student visas to become peddling nurses, working on freelance basis. Apart from 

those emigrating without proper documents, there are migrants who have lost their legal 

status due to overstay alongside forced illegal migrations like trafficking and duplicitous 

migration through recruitment agents and touts. Whatever be the cause of illegality, the 

illegal status often adds to the vulnerability of the migrant at the destination.    
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3.33 One of the major reasons why illegal migration continues unabated is the fact that 

there is a market to absorb them in all major destination countries. Though most of the 

receiving countries placed increasingly strict barriers on legal entry of labour migrants, they 

in practice tolerate innumerable number of illegal migrants due to the compulsions of the 

low-paid labour market (Taran and Geronimi, 2003; Filtzgerald, 2005; de Hass, 2007). The 

employers find the illegal migrant workers not only more docile but also economically 

profitable due to their vulnerability on account of illegality. Declining population in the 

working age and a general reluctance of the nationals to take up  less skilled and menial work 

results in these being done usually been done by illegal workers in both the OECD and GCC 

countries. This continues to keep the illegal channel an option for many.     

 

3.34 In this context, a sending country like India should seriously consider the reasons for 

the continuance of illegal migration from its perspective. It is often pointed out that extreme 

forms of regulation can push people to illegal channels. One fitting instance would be that of 

the Indian housemaids emigrating to the Gulf countries, who often oscillate between the thin 

line of illegal and legal networks and evolve their own strategies to negotiate their status as 

illegal migrants (Pattadath, 2008). The proscribing structures put in place by the Government 

of India in the name of protection drive these women, who aspire for mobility to overcome 

poverty, horrid domestic realities, etc. to illegal channels (Varghese, 2008).  

 

3.35 Another important dimension of the problem is the incongruity between legal and 

illegal regimes in the sending and receiving countries. For instance, bypassing emigration 

clearance in India by an intending emigrant, who is required to do that as per the legal 

requirement, would not make that person illegal in the destination country. Someone going 

on a visit visa from India to the Gulf countries and working there is illegal from the 

perspective of India, but not really so from the perspective of the receiving country. A worker 

who is on a visit visa will become illegal only if s/he doesn’t take an employment visa before 

the expiry of the visit visa. Hence the line between legality and illegality is thin and is often 

incongruent between the sending and receiving countries. Lack of information is another 

great hassle and very often illegal emigrants are not aware of the fact that they are actually 

trekking an illegal path (Pattadath, 2008; Rajan et.al, 2008). It is also true that the legal path 

in reality is not offering anything great when it comes to protection and welfare of the 

emigrants.  
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3.36 It is in such a context that parallel conduits that facilitate and perpetuate illegal 

migration operate in India. Allegedly, they involve diverse players like recruitment agents, 

airport emigration authorities, POE offices, individual touts, informal networks, etc. One of 

such notorious parallel structures is the ‘Kasargod embassy’ in Kerala that not only forges the 

required documents for emigration including passports but also facilitates emigration with 

their own mechanisms of operation and grievance redressal. It is not surprising that a good 

number of unskilled workers, like many women domestic workers from Kerala, find this 

parallel network more friendly and supportive than the legal channel managed by the 

Government (Pattadath, 2008).       

 

Facilitating legal migration 

 

3.37 In the above context where significant numbers of emigrant workers choose illegal 

channels to make their expatriation possible despite the extra risk, legal migration should be 

systematically promoted. This could be possible only through considered measures that make 

legal emigration attractive. As of today, one can well argue that India’s emigration policy is 

discriminatory in that it provides certain category of emigrants a free passage, but puts certain 

other category of emigrants under regulation in the name of protection. The regulations 

hardly give any protection to these workers at the destination country or after returning home. 

In such a context, people tend to bypass the regulated channel and emigrate through the 

parallel illegal conduit, especially in the case of less skilled workers. On the other hand, a 

comprehensive policy framework that provides intending emigrants hassle-free passage, 

protects them in the host countries and ensures their welfare even after their return can really 

go a long way in promoting legal migration and discouraging illegal migration. Legal 

migration should ensure certain paybacks to the emigrants as against the illegal migration. As 

of now, it is not making any big difference whether one emigrates legally or illegally when it 

comes to what the former offers additionally to the emigrant as compared to the latter. The 

POE exercise of document verification is hardly helping the emigrants as there is no 

foolproof mechanism to check the veracity of the documents. The ‘Pravasi Bhartiya Bima 

Yojana’ is not helping either.  

 

3.38 Hence it is essential that the legal channel of migration should be promoted by 

building systematic support mechanisms to the emigrants that necessarily include their 

protection and welfare during their overseas life and comprehensive social protection after 
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return. In other words, a country like India can send all its intending emigrants through the 

legal channel, only if the latter cannot afford to circumvent it or the cost involved in 

bypassing the legal channel is excessive.  Only such confidence building intervention and 

makeover can greatly promote legal migration from the country and wipe out parallel 

channels perpetuating illegal migration.   

 

3.39 On the other hand, the ECNR category of emigrants, mostly skilled workers and 

professionals, is kept completely out of the administrative structure of emigration. In this 

category, there are groups that involve enormous amount cost. Students without educational 

fellowships, nurses, etc, are instances. There are fake or discredited educational institutions 

abroad that recruit Indian students at exorbitant costs. There are educational consultancies in 

India working for such institutions, as one come across in media reports. As mentioned 

earlier, instances of nurses being sent to the UK on student visa for working on a freelance 

basis is also something that happens in this category. While looking forward to a proactive 

emigration policy framework, all emigrants from India should be brought under a single 

administrative procedure. The procedure should be non-discriminatory within a more liberal 

framework with adequate safeguards. It is the advantages that an emigrant gains by choosing 

the legal channel that will decide the success of any envisaged emigration procedure.           

 

Promoting ethical recruitment practices 

 

3.40 It is true that the majority choose to emigrate through their social networks to ensure 

their safety and security. A recent survey on return migrants in Kerala indicates that only one-

fourth of them had emigrated through the channel of private agencies including registered 

agents, individual agents and travel agencies (Rajan, et.al, 2008). Still, a significant number 

of emigrants get their overseas jobs through recruitment agencies. This  field is extremely 

corrupt and exploitative due to the presence of a large number of unscrupulous agencies. 

Both licensed agencies and illegal agencies including individual agents are functioning in the 

field. But there are a good number of registered agencies who carry out the business of 

recruitment fairly and ethically. The rogue players, on the other hand, indulge in a variety of 

illegal activities including forgery of documents, purchase of demand letters/powers of 

attorney/employment visas, colluding with POE offices, bypassing emigration clearance, etc. 

The illegal conduit of emigration facilitated by such recruitment agencies involves excessive 

cost too (See, Rajan et.al 2008 for details). Recruitment frauds and cheating are regular items 
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in the media reports in India and the poor are often the victims. Hence, it is necessary to 

instill ethicality in the field of overseas recruitment to facilitate orderly migration.      

 

3.41 It is found that not even one-fourth of the licensed recruitment agencies are active in 

the field of overseas recruitment (Rajan et.al, 2008). It would be appropriate in such a context 

to minimize the number of RAs instead of indiscriminative licensing. Corporatisation of the 

recruitment agencies can also be thought of wherein credible RAs, known for good 

performances, can lead a cluster of RAs across the country as corporates. This can positively 

bring greater transparency and ethics into the field.   

 

3.42 Regulation of the RAs should not be limited only to licensing and maintaining an 

uneventful supervision. Any licensed regime will be effective only if it is supported by an 

effective monitoring system. The present system is terribly inadequate in this regard. An 

independent regulatory authority with adequate powers can ensure functioning of the system 

without compromising on ethics.  

 

3.43 Presently, people are poorly informed about legal status of recruitment agencies 

working in the country. MOIA should publish an updated state-wise list of registered 

recruitment agencies, along with the blacklisted ones, at least twice a year and give it wide 

publicity. This should be supplemented by intense awareness campaign not only through the 

media but also through social and community networks. It is equally important to support and 

encourage recruitment agencies who do their business fairly and decently. The rating of the 

recruitment agencies according to their performance would be useful in this regard as it 

would invalidate the present attempt to blanket down the entire field as crooked and corrupt.     

 

3.44 As a rule, employers should be made responsible to pay the service charges to the 

recruitment agencies. But if it is not possible, the recruitment agencies should be allowed to 

collect a realistic amount as their service charge, up to a maximum amount equivalent to one 

month’s salary being offered in the employment contract. This would give Government the 

moral right to collect a share from the recruitment agents to the welfare fund in order to 

provide social protection to the migrants.    

  

3.45 It is also important to support the decent recruitment agencies by stamping out the 

illegal agencies and individuals functioning in the field. The existing machinery is ill-
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equipped to prevent them, till the intending emigrants who are cheated complain to the 

authorities. It is also true that illegal recruitment is in fact bolstered by rings and illegal 

networks in the receiving countries including visa merchants, shadowy labour agencies and 

individual touts. Perpetuation of illegal recruitment at exorbitant costs across the border from 

receiving countries, particularly in the Middle East, has to be taken up in bilateral discussions 

and built into the concrete agreements. This would reduce the cost of emigration not only 

through recruitment agents but also through social networks.  

 

3.46 If an independent authority is put in place to regulate the overseas recruitment system, 

the processing of documents can be done online which would integrate the regulatory 

authority with not only recruitment agents but also emigration authorities at the airports, the 

governmental machinery in the destination countries and even the labour departments of the 

receiving countries. Such e-networking is a necessary pre-requisite for an effective and 

corruption-free management of the emigration process.   

 

3.47 It is also found that corruption is more visible and intense among the smaller 

recruitment agents, mostly those falling in the lower slab of 300 permitted recruitments 

(Rajan, et.al, 2008). This issue may be tackled by either removing the lower category of 

recruitment agencies or at best allowing them to work as sub-agents. As of now only very 

few sub-agents are permitted under rules. Credible and decent agencies in the higher slabs 

may be permitted to have more number of sub-agents working across the country.          

 
Modernizing the emigration law 
 

3.48 The extant emigration law of India needs to be modernized in accordance with newer 

realities and challenges. India is not only a leading labour sending country of the world but it 

also receives a large number of immigrants today. It sends an increased number of skilled 

workers today to the developed world and receives the maximum remittance in the world. As 

per all the indications, the demand for migrant workers, both skilled and less skilled, would 

not be coming down drastically in the near future unless the present economic crisis seriously 

disrupts the labour market of the developed countries. In this context, with its ‘demographic 

dividend’, India should pursue a promotional emigration policy and modernize its emigration 

law in accordance with that policy. Scrapping the existing discriminatory emigration 
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clearance system has to be pre-condition for any exercises aimed at making the law modern 

and contemporary.  

 

3.49 The law has to bring in a much more liberal administrative framework by making the 

process simple and transparent, but with adequate safeguards to ensure the welfare and 

protection of overseas Indian workers. It is also very important that the law is adequately 

informed by the immigration regimes in the major receiving countries, which are mostly 

restrictive. Sufficient care should be taken to see that the envisaged liberal and promotional 

emigration law is not running in absolute contradiction with the restrictive immigration 

regimes in the developed countries. India’s newly acquired authority in the international 

politics and global economy may be profitably used to negotiate with such restrictive 

systems, alongside providing quality labour force to the overseas market. The new emigration 

law has to give adequate space for bilateral and multilateral engagements with the receiving 

countries. The envisaged law should also promote legal migration by making it attractive in 

terms of the material benefits to the emigrants, which includes a smooth and orderly 

emigration process, protection at the destination and social protection. The new emigration 

law has to move away from the existing law which in effect offers the emigrants very little, to 

a comprehensive framework that take care of emigration, expatriate life and life after return. 

The new emigration law should also ensure sure proper co-ordination between the ministries 

concerned to stamp out corruption, to smoothen the process and ensure the welfare of the 

emigrants at the destination as well as back at home.  

 

3.50 The law should create a “Migration Management Authority” to bring a 

comprehensive approach into practice and to attend every single aspect of emigration. The 

principle of ‘protection by exception’ should give way to a principle of ‘protection and 

welfare for all’ with a promotional framework and the law should necessarily bring in more 

and more enabling structures to promote those who intend to emigrate. The decision to 

emigrate is certainly something that fall under the domain of individual’s right, but it is very 

important to enable the individual to take informed decisions. The envisaged law should 

provide adequate space for disseminating knowledge to the potential emigrants through 

multiple channels. The law has to address problems in the field of overseas recruitment and 

promote ethical practices in the field. It should have stringent provisions to stamp out illegal 

agencies and should enable better enforcement through better coordination between the state 

police, intelligence departments and the envisaged Migration Management Authority. The 
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law should also include provisions for making use of the emigrant resources for the home 

country and to promote productive investments of remittances. Needless to say that 

modernized emigration law should be open-ended, allowing enough flexible space for 

incorporating changes in accordance with the changing realities and newer challenges.           

 
Migration and Development4  
 
3.51 In the larger literature on development, the issues of migration and development were 

hitherto treated separately. However the two issues are now intimately linked to each other. 

For instance, lack of development of a specific space (province, region or country) is usually 

the root cause for people migrating from that space. Further migration can also lead to 

development of the sending country through remittances sent by the migrants and through the 

migrants being a source of knowledge and capital for development projects in their home 

countries. The role played by the Indian diaspora is often cited as one of the reasons for India 

being able to develop a world class IT services industry. While migration and development 

encompass a wide variety of issues, we focus here, by and large on four different issues. 

These are (i) remittances; (ii) diversification of the destination base; (iii) transforming 

workers from savers to investors; and (iv) skilling India-highly skilled and low skilled.  

 

Remittances 

3.52 Regarding remittances, we consider three dimensions, namely (i) its size; (ii) its 

composition; and (iii) relationship between the exchange rate and remittances.  At the outset, 

it may be noted that we use the terms remittances and the more technical variant of it, private 

transfers, interchangeably although it need not be the case5.   

 

The size of remittances 

3.53 There has been a tremendous growth in private transfers to India from just about $ 2 

billion in 1989-00 to about $ 43 billion in 2007-08 (Table 3.5.1). As one of the three 

components6 of India’s invisible receipts, it has averaged around 89 per cent, although its 

                                                 
4 This is based on Mani (2008, forthcoming)  
 
5 According to the World Bank Migration and Remittances Factbook, the term remittance includes private 
transfers plus inflows on account of compensation of employees (wages and salaries of citizens of a country on 
foreign contracts) where the contract period is less than one year. See Taha and Xu (2008) for the details. But in 
our study remittance is restricted just to private transfers as compensation of employees inflows to India is 
practically insignificant.  
  
6 The other two components are services and income.  
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share in the last two fiscal years has been eroded and now accounts for about 56 per cent. 

This is due to the fact that there has been a significant increase in miscellaneous service 

exports, which includes, inter alia, software and business services7.  The sheer size of these 

transfers could be understood from the fact that even in 2007-08 when India had record net 

FDI inflows, private transfers still accounted for over 1.2 times the Net FDI to India (Table 

1).  Further, remittances now account for about 3 per cent of India’s GDP although in 1991 it 

accounted for just 0.7 per cent. They have offset India’s merchandise trade deficit to a large 

extent, thereby keeping the current account deficits modest through the 1990S. Remittances 

are also one of the least volatile inflows in either the current or capital accounts of India’s 

BoP.  India now has the distinction of being the largest remittance (in absolute terms) 

receiving country in the world. See Figure 3.5.1.  

 

 

 
 
Figure 3.5.1: The Top remittance receiving countries in the world, 2007 (in US $ billions) 
Source:  Ratha and Xu (2008) 
 
 

3.54 Private transfers or remittances do not enter Net Factor Income from Abroad (NFIA) 

which is added to a nation’s GDP to arrive at its GNP. This is because remittances are already 

included in the GDP of the remittance sending countries and so if this amount is added to the 

GDP of remittance receiving countries it may lead to the double counting of world incomes. 

Consequently, despite these high remittances the ratio of India’s GDP to GNP has hovered 

around 1.  Instead remittances do enter the National Accounts of the receiving countries at the 

                                                                                                                                                        
 
7 In fact RBI has for the time included a variety of business service receipts for the first time since 2004-05.  
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level of net national disposable income (Table 3.5.2).  As far as India is concerned, it now 

accounts for about 3 % of net national disposable income for the country as a whole although 

its share in large remittance receiving states like Kerala is bound to be higher.   

 
Table 3.5.1: Private transfers to India, 1989-90 to 2007-08 (in billions of US $)  
 

 
Source: Reserve Bank of India, Database of the Indian Economy 

 
 

Table 3.5.2: Share of private transfers in net national disposable income, (Rs in crores at current prices), 
1999-00 to 2006-07 

 

 
 
Source: Central Statistical Organisation (2008)  
 
3.55 An immediate effect of these growing private transfers to India is its actual effect in 

reducing the bourgeoning Current Account Deficits (CAD) (Table 3.5.3). In fact it is seen 

that right from the 1990s, the CAD would have been much higher had private transfers not 

been available. For instance, in 2005-06, the CAD without private transfers would have been 

4.4 per cent of GDP- almost 3.1 percentage point higher than the actual deficit which 

includes these transfers.  



 104

Table 3.5.3: Effect of remittances on India’s Current Account Deficit 
 (as per cent of GDP) 

 

 
 

Note: * The first four years of the tenth five year plan 
Source: Reddy (2006) 
 
Composition of remittances to India 
 
3.56 Private transfers to India flow through any of the following four channels (Table 
3.5.4): 
 

(i) Inward remittances from Indian workers abroad for family maintenance;   

(ii) Local withdrawals/redemptions from non-resident deposits;  

(iii) Monetary value of gold and silver brought through passenger baggage; and 

(iv) Personal gifts/donations to charitable/religious institutions in India.  

 
3.57 The most important component was remittances repatriated by the overseas Indians 

for family maintenance. In fact this component accounted for as much as 60 % of the total 

remittances, but its share has since declined to about 47 % in 2006-07. Local withdrawals 

from non-resident rupee deposit schemes now accounts for the largest share of remittances. 

They are withdrawals from Non-resident (External) Rupee Account [NR (E) RA] and Non-

Resident Ordinary (NRO) Rupee Account by the non-residents or their dependents for local 

use. Local withdrawals have become very pronounced in the last two years namely in 2005-

06 and 2006-07.  
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Table 3.5.4: Composition of remittances to India, 1989-90 to 2 (in Millions of US $) 

 

 
 
Source: Reserve Bank of India (various issues) 
 
3.58 RBI (2008) attributes this rising trend of local withdrawals to the income levels of 

migrants, ease of transferring money through NRE deposits and rising domestic investment 

opportunities. Of the remaining two components, gold and silver brought as passenger 

baggage was important only up to 1997-98 or so. This was a direct outcome of certain 

liberalization of rules relating to importation of gold whereby certain nominated agencies and 

the NRIs were permitted to import gold under different arrangements.   

 
Appreciation of exchange rate and the quantum of remittances 
 
3.59 The Indian Rupee has continuously appreciated since July 2006. Nevertheless there 

has not been any slackening of the remittances excepting for the second quarter of 2006-07 

and the first quarter of 2007-08. This is an interesting finding namely that even when the 

Rupee became stronger, there has not been any concomitant fall in the quantum of 

remittances as theory would predict (Table 3.5.5).   
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Table 3.5.5: Relationship between remittances and exchange rate  

(Quarterly data, Remittance values are in millions of US $, Exchange rate is the amount of Rupees per 1 US $) 
 

 
 

Source: Reserve Bank of India, Database of the Indian Economy  
 
3.60 The above exercise, though preliminary,  suggest that remittances respond more to 

interest rates and investment opportunities in the home country vis-à-vis the sending country 

than to movements in the exchange rate of the home country. Needless to add this proposition 

needs a much more rigorous econometric exercise dealing with determinants of remittance 

inflows before firm conclusions can be drawn. 

 
Diversification of the destination base 
 
3.61 Traditionally, remittances were linked to the migration of less skilled Indian workers 

to the Gulf countries. Most of them had dependents back home and this increased their 

propensity to remit part of their income home.   According to RBI (2006), demand for such 

labour from the Gulf countries started in mid-1970s and peaked in the early 1980s, which was 

followed by the second wave during the mid-1990s led by the IT boom. Thus there has been 

qualitative change in the pattern of migration from less skilled workers to the Gulf to high 

skilled workers primarily to the United States. According to the detailed BoP tables released 

by the RBI, the prominence of the dollar area started from around 1994-95 when it accounted 

for about 30 % of the total remittances received by the country. The share of the dollar area 

has since increased to almost 44 % in 2006 (Reserve Bank of India, 2006). The increase in 

the share of the dollar area has been at the expenses of the Gulf countries (See Figure 2).  

This change in the distribution of the source regions has implications for the relative share of 

various states in the total remittances to India. It is quite likely that the share of Kerala may 

have declined because even now (c2006) remittances from Gulf countries account for about 

56 % of the remittances to Kerala, while remittances from North America accounts for only 

about 18 % of the total remittances to that state. See Table 3.5.6.  
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Figure 3.5.2: Source region of remittances to India, c2006 
Source: Reserve Bank of India (2006)  
 
 

Table 3.5.6: Source regions of remittance flows, c2006 (percentage share in total remittances) 
 

  
Source: Reserve Bank of India (2006)  
 
3.62 An interesting result thrown up by the above facts is that although the skill content of 

international migration from India has increased since the mid-1990s, this has not led to any 

reduction in the quantum of remittances. This is a surprising result because received wisdom 

from the literature on international migration is that high skilled migration is usually 

associated with a reduction in the propensity to remit8.  While skilled migrants typically earn 

more, and so might be expected to remit more, they are also likely to spend more time abroad 

and to reunite with their close family in the host country. These two factors are associated 

with a smaller propensity to remit.  On the contrary, there is also a second finding that skilled 

migrants raise economic welfare at home by sending a relatively larger flow of remittances.  

Thus, the sign of the impact of the brain drain on total remittances is an empirical question.  

In the Indian case, increased high skilled migration from India has had a positive impact on 

the quantum of remittances. This is argued out in the last sub section.  

                                                 
8 See Faini (2007) for a review of this literature.  
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Transforming workers from savers to investors 
 
3.63 Worker’s remittances can actually enhance consumption or investment or both. 

However, empirical evidence on this aspect from a variety of countries presents a mixed 

picture and there is no consensus in the literature. A recent survey by the RBI in 2006 showed 

(Figure 3.5.3) that the majority of the remittances are used for family maintenance, while 

about 20 % is kept in banks as deposits. Only about 10 % is invested and that too in land and 

property. The important finding is that hardly anything is invested to create fixed assets in the 

industrial sector. To the extent that much of the remittances are used to finance consumption 

and the fact that consumption is one of the pillars on which the present high economic growth 

of the country is built, the fact that the remittance are largely used to finance consumption is 

not necessarily a worrisome factor as it is made out to be. Also, remittances parked as bank 

deposits may ultimately find their way to investments in industry and trade. This crucially 

depends on the opportunities for such investments. Some of the larger remittance receiving 

states like Kerala have not been blessed with a conducive industrial investment environment: 

in fact investment intentions in the state cumulatively from August 1991 through June 2008 

works out to an insignificant 0.32 per cent of such investment intentions that have been 

expressed in India as a whole (Department of Industrial Policy and Promotion, 2008). Given 

this background, one may not expect the migrants to commit their savings to industrial 

investments. Although this issue has been widely discussed, very little appears to have been 

done by the investment promotion agencies at the state level to encourage their own 

respective non-resident citizens to invest in productive assets. This is an area where urgent 

public policy action is required.    
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Figure 3.5.3: Utlization pattern of remittances in India, c2006 
Source: Reserve Bank of India (2006)  
 
Skilling India- Highly skilled and low skilled 
 
3.64 According to the World Bank Migration and Remittances Factbook (Ratha and Xu, 

2008), the total stock of emigrants from the country in 2005 was about 10 million and as 

percentage of the country’s population this works out to about 1 per cent.  There is now some 

quantitative evidence to show that high skilled migration from India has increased in the 

1990s compared to earlier periods and also the rate of migration of high skilled population is 

higher than that for low skilled migration (Table 3.5.7). In fact, the migration rate of high 

skilled personnel (defined as those with tertiary education) is significantly higher than all 

other groups: for instance the total migration rate was just 0.3 per cent while those high 

skilled was 4.2 per cent.  

Table 3.5.7: Migration rate  of high skilled personnel from India, 1990-2000 (in per cent) 

 

 
Situation in 1990 

 
Situation in 2000 

Primary 
Educated 

Secondary 
educated 

Tertiary 
educated 

All 
education 
groups  

Primary 
educated 

Secondary 
educated 

Tertiary 
educated 

All 
education 
groups  

 
0.1 

 
0.2 

 
2.6 

 

 
0.2 

 
0.1 

 
0.3 

 
4.2 

 
0.3 

      Source: Docquier and Marfouk (2004)  
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3.65 The high skilled migration from India consists of two kinds: physicians9 and non-

physicians. Within non-physicians, a category that has become very prominent is the IT and 

IT related migrants primarily to the United States. Most of these IT related migration to the 

USA has been through the H1B route. Those proceeding on H1B visas are temporary 

migrants as they are technically allowed to remain in the United States only for six years or 

so. Considering their temporary nature they do maintain their families back home in India to 

whom they periodically remit portion of their savings abroad. This is the main reason why 

remittances to India are high even when the skill content of migration has actually increased 

to encompass more highly skilled migrants. Such large scale migration of high skilled 

workers from India has both positive and negative effects (for details of this see Mani, 2008). 

On the positive side, as considered above, remittances sent by the migrants have been an 

important source of support for reducing the deficit on the current account of our BoP. 

Further they have been the source of technology, capital and markets for some of the high 

technology industries such as IT and BT. However on the negative side, the migration of 

highly skilled workers has deleterious effect on the potential supply of science and 

engineering workforce within the country. Further, if these persons had stayed behind rather 

than migrating abroad, they would have paid income taxes to the exchequer. If this were so, 

their migration has a fiscal implication too. In order to calculate the fiscal losses associated 

with these emigrants,  Desai et al (2007) estimate the counterfactual earnings distributions of 

Indian high skilled migrants to the USA  using two distinct methods and integrate that with a 

model of the Indian fiscal system to calculate fiscal consequences. Conservative estimates 

indicate that the annual net fiscal impact to India of high-skilled emigration to the U.S.A is 

0.5 % of gross national income (or 2.5 % total fiscal revenues). The sensitivity of these 

results to the method of predicting counterfactual incomes and the implications of these 

estimates for other developing countries is discussed in detail in their study. So the 

imperative on the part of public policy will be to maximize the positive effects while 

minimizing the negative consequences.  

 

Remittance Inflows and Economic Implications 
 

3.66 Remittances are the major benefits of external migration, providing scarce foreign 

exchange resources and scope for higher levels of savings and investments. They represent the 

                                                 
9 Among the large developing countries such as Brazil, China and India, India has the largest number of 
domestically trained physicians emigrating. In 2000 for instance, about 20, 315 physicians or close to 4 per cent 
of those trained within the country emigrated. See Ratha and Xu (2008) for the details.    
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most direct, immediate and far-reaching benefits to migrants and their countries of origin. They 

have been a constant source of income to developing economies as compared to other private flows 

and foreign direct investment (FDI). Remittances are now second only to foreign direct investment, 

in terms of capital flows to developing economies as we saw in the earlier section 3.5. The 

developing economies accounted for 65 % in 2001, 73 % in 2005 and 75 % in 2007 of total 

remittances. Remittances also constituted 55.20 %, 67.50 % and 51 % of their total foreign 

investment inflows in respective periods (���������	���
����������������� .   

 

3.67 It is generally recognized that the long-run impact of remittances on receiving 

economies depends on whether they are spent on consumption or investment. However, the 

macro economic impact of remittances differs from the micro economic impacts (Kireyev, 

2006). At the macro level, it would add to aggregate national income and may produce 

inflation while at the micro level, it improves the standard of living of remittance receiving 

families and reduces poverty. Since remittances have a substantial impact on income 

distribution in receiving economies, the endogenous growth literature associates the macro 

impact of remittances with their distributive effects. In that they focus upon human capital 

formation and inequality as the key determinants of productivity impact on growth (Chami et 

al., 2005; Rapoport & Docquier, 2005).  

 

3.68 In the face of dwindling foreign assistance over the years to developing economies, 

remittances contribute to ample fiscal maneuverability, as the government can spend less on 

social sectors. It is also true that when remittances are utilized for consumption and 

production, they generate tax revenue and contribute to the exchequer although remittance 

money is not directly taxed by the governments in most of the countries. Thus, it generates 

indirect tax revenues for the government when it is spent in the economies. However, some 

studies conversely argue that large skilled migration from developing countries involves 

fiscal costs to the exchequer as it squeezes the scope for taxation (Desai et. al, 2008).10 But 

                                                 
10 There is large migration of skilled workers from India to US in recent years. The U.S. 
resident Indians would typically have been substantial net contributors to the Indian tax base 
if they had not emigrated. Thus, their absence imposes a fiscal burden of higher taxes and 
lower spending on “those left behind”. However, this theory does not take into account the 
emigrants’ employability opportunities in the domestic economy and other benefits of 
migration.  
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latter argument may not always hold true in countries with large population and rising 

unemployment rate of skilled population. 

 

3.69 In developing nations, a sizeable segment of the population has low living standards 

and faces credit constraints. Remittances act to release the credit constraint, apart from 

constituting a sizeable proportion of total capital flows. In an economy in which the financial 

system does not work efficiently, remittances provide entrepreneurs who lack collateral, 

credit and a means to start high-return projects. Thus, remittances help alleviate credit 

constraints on the poor, substituting for financial development11, improving the allocation of 

capital, and therefore accelerating economic growth (Ratha, 2003). Remittances are private 

flows of foreign exchange or capital transfers, which are different from other private capital 

flows such as foreign direct investment and foreign institutional investments. A considerable 

body of literature argues that a significant proportion of remittances are spent on private 

consumption such as housing, land and health and a small part is allocated for investment and 

less is saved (Drinkwater et. al, 2002), thereby suppressing the long-run growth potential of 

the economy. In this context, this section brings out some macro perspective on the impact of 

remittances in general by citing some important literature concerning it and looks at the 

Indian context in particular by relating it with some key indicators of the macro economy. 

Further, it draws out policy conclusion based on the findings of a study recently conducted at 

the Research Unit on International Migration at Centre for Development Studies12.  

 

3.70 It is observed that at the micro level, a number of studies find that remittances have 

helped families survive rough times, undertake property investment, access better education 

and healthcare and finance small business activities. As households’ consumption and 

investment at the micro level constitute national income at the aggregate level, remittances 

should also have a positive impact on growth from a macro perspective. It is usually 

recognized that the long-run impact of remittances depends on whether they are spent on 

consumption or investment. However, there exists no identifiable theoretical or empirical 

                                                 
11 It substitutes for lack of financial development and thereby contributes to economic 
growth. 

�� �Mallick, H. (2008) “Do Remittances Impact the Economy? Some Empirical Evidences 
from a Developing Economy” Centre for Development Studies Working Paper No. 407. 
Thiruvananthapuram. �����������  
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study that looks at the impact of remittances on key macroeconomic sectors. Part of the 

problem lies in the fact that very few of the existing macro models seem suitable for 

treatment of the impact of labour migration and remittances on growth, fiscal and monetary 

policy, balance of payments, and the exchange rate (Kireyev, 2006). 

 

3.71 Chami, Fullenkamp & Jahjah (2005) developed a model of remittance based on the 

economics of the family that remittances are not profit-driven, but are compensatory 

transfers, and should have a negative correlation with GDP growth in contrast to a positive 

correlation of profit-driven capital flows. Testing the implication of the model for a number 

of countries in a panel data regression approach, they found a robust negative correlation 

between remittances and GDP growth. Thus, the study indicated that remittances are not 

intended to serve as a source of capital for economic development confirming that as 

compensatory transfers, which fluctuate counter-cyclically. Kireyev (2006) assessed the 

macro economic impact of remittances in Tajikistan, one of the highest remittance recipient 

countries in terms of percentage to its GDP. By including remittances in a number of standard 

models, the study concluded that the overall impact of remittances is ambiguous. The impact 

depends on the structural characteristics of the receiving country, in particular its 

consumption and investment patterns and its capacity to manage large financial inflows. 

 

3.71 Considering the Indian case, it is observed that there is hardly any study examining 

the macro economic impact of remittances. Mallick (2008) examines the macro economic 

impact of remittances on private consumption, investment and economic growth with a basic 

nested Keynesian and Neo-Classical standard framework. Applying a time series econometric 

model, he finds that remittances have income effect (on private consumption) and although 

remittances do adversely affect private investment but the growth rate of remittances do not 

influence on the growth rate of output. The latter finding is quite puzzling. However, on the 

basis of no growth effect of remittances, the study suggests that government policy should be 

designed towards inducing the private sector to allocate more for productive investments for 

leveling up the rate of economic growth. Otherwise significant a proportion of remittances 

would result in increases in private consumption without any contributory impact on the 

economy. It also suggests that remittance policy should focus on incentivising citizens abroad 

to contribute towards the development of their communities at home. They can be 

incentivised to undertake small business and other productive activities. However, in the 



 114

literature, it is argued that remittances play an important contributory role for an economy 

even if a significant portion of it is diverted towards private consumption.  

3.72 It is surprising to see that remittances do not translate into private investment. Rather, 

they adversely affect private investment and do not influence on economic growth in India. 

The result is against the hypothesis that remittances have wider multiplier effects on income, 

employment and production that affect both the migrant and the non-migrant population. 

Given the importance of remittances for households and in the light of the multiplier effects 

of remittances on production, income and employment, the Government of India should have 

a remittance policy that aims at maximizing the impact of these flows on growth and 

development. Some developing economies such as Pakistan, and Egypt, and more recently, 

Latin American countries such as El Salvador, Nicaragua, Honduras, and Guatemala have 

devised mechanisms aimed at mobilizing remittances for investment through higher interest 

rates on term deposits, foreign currency denominated banking accounts and tax incentives. In 

India, financial institutions have also similar policies for incentivising Non-resident Indians 

and the diaspora to deposit their money in India either in foreign currency denominations or 

domestic currency denominations but not enough is done for channelising remittances for 

investment and productive activities.  

 

3.73 There are also some studies of the micro impact of remittances in the Indian context.  

Interestingly, in the context of Kerala economy, one of the highest remittance recipient states 

in India and from where a large proportion of emigrants migrate to Gulf, Pushpangadan 

(2003) found that growth rate of the state economy driven by large volume of remittances, 

have led to increasing demand for durable products (manufacturing goods), health and 

education, communication, expansion of other services and promotion of regional trade. 

Although remittance flows have led to increasing spending on human capital formation, it has 

not contributed to the expansion of the manufacturing sector and overall production in the 

state. Hardly any work comprehensively examines the issue relating to assessing the impact 

of remittances on poverty and inequality in the Indian context. 

 

What drives Remittances into India?  

 

3.74 India is one of the top recipients of remittances along with Mexico, China and 

Philippines (���������	���
����������������� . The sustained expansion of remittances since 1990s 

has also been underpinned by structural reforms, including market-based exchange rate, 
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current account convertibility as well as a shift in the pattern of labour outflow from semi-

skilled to increasingly high-skilled categories. Policy initiatives to facilitate remittance flows 

through speedier and cost effective money transfer arrangements like banking channels, 

money transfer agencies and post offices have also contributed to stability in remittance 

flows. While banking channels account for the bulk of inward remittances to India, Money 

Transfer Service Scheme (MTSS) and Rupee Drawing Arrangements (RDA) are also 

assuming significance. These schemes provide benefits of easier and speedier services and 

play an important role in expanding the outreach of remittance services to remote locations in 

the country. Gupta (2006) in a recent study finds that increasing migration, total earnings of 

migrants and the economic environment influence remittance flows into India. Factors such 

as political uncertainty, interest or exchange rates do not seem to affect the flows.  

 

3.75 It is to be noted that there is a statistical discrepancy between the remittances figure 

reported by the Reserve Bank of India (RBI) and the IMF.13 The source of this discrepancy 

has not been highlighted or received much attention in policy making. There could also be 

underestimation of remittances as remittances still come in kind and through informal 

channels (Zachariah and Irudaya Rajan, 2007). Private transfers reported by the RBI as a 

percentage of GDP at factor cost which was 0.72 % in 1990-91 reaching 2.97 % in 1999-00 

had further gone up to 3.28 % in 2006-07. Gulf countries account for 24 % after North 

America which accounts for about 44 % of total remittance receipts in India (RBI, 2006). 

Remittances over the past 30 years have financed much of India’s trade deficits and have  

enabled to keep the current account deficits modest in the 1990s and the first decade of 

twenty first century. Workers’ remittances have remained buoyant in 2005-07 owing to 

robust global output growth and constant improvement in remittance infrastructure. Strong 

growth in oil exporting countries on the back of the surge in international crude oil prices also 

provided support to private transfers.  

 

3.76 Economic events in the developed economies where migrants work affect the flows of 

remittance to the countries of origin. In particular, the sub-prime crisis in US in 2008 has 

affected remittances flows to Mexico, India and other developing economies. The sub-prime 
                                                 
13 According to RBI, remittances include two flows: inward remittances and local withdrawals from Non-
Resident Indian (NRI) deposit accounts. Inward remittances are direct transfers of funds from one person abroad 
to another in India, typically through a bank or wire transfer agency. Indian banks created NRI deposit accounts 
exclusively for NRIs authorised by the government of India since 1970s. These deposit schemes, have been used 
to attract foreign capital when the Indian government felt the need to shore up foreign-exchange reserves.  
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crisis has led to the depreciation of the US dollar against other currencies. This discourages 

remittance flows to developing economies as the purchasing power of US dollar goes down. 

Relative Significance of Remittances Compared to Key Macroeconomic Indicators 

 

3.77 The comparison of remittances with other key macro-economic indicators can reflect its 

relative importance in the economy and may serve as a guide to policy. It would be observed from 

Table 3.6.1 that remittances as a percent to private final consumption and private fixed investment 

have been raising. They constituted 6 % of private final consumption expenditure and 14.89 % of 

private fixed investment in 2003-04. In terms of fiscal performance, remittances constitute 13.72 % of 

combined government expenditure and 24.71 % of gross tax revenues in the same period.  In terms of 

current external account performance, it constituted around 25 % of exports and 23 % of imports. It is 

surprising to note that the fluctuation in nominal growth occurs irrespective of increase in remittances 

as a percent to GDP. This signifies that although remittances add to national income, economic 

growth is not significantly influenced by  remittance receipts.  

 

Table 3.6.1: Remittances and Key Macro Economic Indicators of the Indian Economy 

 

Remittances/ 
Domestic 
Private Final 
Consumption 
Expenditure  

Remittances/ 
Total Private 
fixed capital 
formation  

Remittances/ 
Gross Domestic 
Private Capital 
Formation  

Remittances/ 
GDP at MP 

Remittances/ 
Total  Govt. 
expenditure 

Remittances/ 
Tax revenue 

Remittances/ 
Export 

Remittances 
/ 
Import 

Growth 
Rate 

1970-71 0.18 1.12 1.73 0.15 0.91 1.50 4.02 3.92 5.15

1975-76 0.50 2.61 4.66 0.42 2.04 3.16 7.34 6.24 9.15

1980-81 1.80 8.11 15.50 1.49 6.22 10.91 23.99 15.93 6.74

1985-86 1.43 5.29 8.97 1.08 4.04 7.04 20.37 14.00 5.23

1990-91 1.14 3.41 5.53 0.78 2.92 5.09 10.99 9.17 5.53

1991-92 1.75 5.48 9.68 1.21 4.60 7.68 14.08 14.08 1.06

1992-93 1.71 5.13 7.86 1.15 4.42 7.59 12.88 11.88 5.48

1993-94 1.76 5.52 9.49 1.18 4.59 8.39 11.88 11.90 4.77

1994-95 2.58 7.70 11.99 1.70 6.80 11.69 17.01 16.51 6.65

1995-96 2.52 6.67 8.86 1.63 6.73 11.08 14.85 13.39 7.57

1996-97 3.23 9.16 14.47 2.12 9.09 14.53 20.16 18.14 7.56

1997-98 3.85 10.75 14.70 2.47 10.28 17.13 22.88 20.50 4.05

1998-99 3.51 9.96 14.51 2.27 8.96 17.04 20.33 17.66 6.19

1999-00 3.85 10.60 13.25 2.48 9.41 17.61 21.24 18.20 7.39

2000-01 4.54 12.79 16.82 2.91 11.22 20.01 21.97 20.54 4.03

2001-02 4.87 13.31 18.16 3.14 11.85 22.78 24.64 23.04 5.22

2002-03 5.27 14.02 17.42 3.34 12.48 22.99 23.03 21.55 3.77

2003-04 6.01 14.89 18.18 3.71 13.72 24.71 25.09 23.07 8.37

2004-05 4.96 10.25 11.77 2.91 11.17 18.54 16.11 14.65 8.28

2005-06 4.86 9.03 10.39 2.80 10.32 23.74 14.07 12.32 9.24

2006-07 5.26 9.08 10.45 2.95 11.37 25.15 13.36 11.75 9.69

Sources: BOP Statistics Year Book (200), IMF & Handbook of Statistics on Indian Economy (2007), 

RBI. 
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3.78 Since remittances lead to increases in private consumption, reduce poverty, and 

enhance investment on human capital formation, a proper institutional mechanism has to be 

established in the country to encourage the repatriation of remittances and complement them 

with the government programs to promote small-scale industries. Training programs for 

returned migrants and schemes to use seed money for migrants’ start-up businesses should be 

promoted. Some countries allow migrant residents abroad to export machinery, vehicles and 

capital goods at lower tariff rates to their families in the home country. This improves the 

standard of living by bringing a qualitative impact on their living. These transfers are more 

likely to check inflation in the recipient economy than financial or monetary transfers. This 

implies that even remittances do not directly contribute to economic growth, their importance 

cannot be ignored as they bring qualitative improvements in the living standards of the poor. . 

 

3.79 India has already an active interest rate policy relating to NRI accounts in order to 

ensure an attractive premium over world financial market rates for account holders. In 

Pakistan, the rate on foreign currency accounts is constantly adjusted in line with the 

movements in the Eurodollar deposit rates in London. The Indian government also 

consistently maintains interest rates on these accounts at substantially higher levels than that 

on comparable domestic or Euro-currency deposits. 

 

3.80 The volume of remittances depends on many factors such as the level of education of 

migrants, personal and family situation back home, total earnings, total savings and the 

number of dependents at home, besides factors economic activities in the host countries, 

exchange rates and political risk. Studies on remittances to Africa reveal that the higher the 

education of migrants, the lower the likelihood that they would remit (Lowell, 2001). 

Migrants with high salaries tend to save or invest significant part of their financial resources 

in their respective host countries. Therefore, a proper outline of policy measures would be 

quite essential for encouraging remittances in kind and financial transfers as there is change 

in the composition of migrants from India in recent years, from unskilled to skilled migration. 

Migration and Development: The Kerala Experience 

REMITTANCES 
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3.81 As available data give only the annual total of workers’ remittances to India as a 

whole, there is no way of deriving the figures for individual states. Household surveys like 

the Kerala Migration Surveys done at the Centre for Development Studies are not designed to 

estimate the total amount of remittances to the state.  What such surveys can do at best is to 

estimate the household remittances, that is, that part of the total remittances that is sent to 

households through different channels. But a good part of the remittances to the state comes 

through unspecified channels. Thus, approximations have to be devised to estimate the total 

remittances to Kerala. 

 

Total Remittances to Kerala 

 

3.82 An approximate estimate of the total remittances to the state is estimated using data 

published by (i) the Reserve Bank of India on total workers’ remittances to India, (ii) the 

Kerala Migration Surveys that give the total number of emigrants from and return emigrants 

to the state and remittances sent to families by emigrants living abroad. 

 

Estimate Based on remittances to India  

 

3.83 According to the balance of payments figures released by the Reserve Bank of India, 

remittances by overseas Indians as reflected in private transfers amounted to US$ 29.74 

billion during April 2006 to March 2007.  In the past, it was widely believed that 25 % of all 

remittances to India were remittances to Kerala. At present Kerala’s share may be less than 

25 %.  Estimates of remittances to Kerala on the assumption of various percentages about 

Kerala’s share are given below:  

 

Assumption about Kerala’s share  Estimate of Remittances to Kerala  
25 Percent of India’s Total              = Rs 31.587 thousand crores*  
22.5 percent         = Rs 28.438 thousand crores*  
20.0 percent        = Rs 25.279 thousand crores* 
19.4 percent     = Rs 24.525 thousand crores 
19.0 percent      = Rs 24.006 thousand crores  
*at the exchange rate of Rs 42.5 for dollar during 2006-07      

 

Estimate Based on NRI Deposits in Kerala Banks 
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3.84 An alternate approach to estimate total remittances is to use migration estimates and 

NRE deposits during the year in a regression developed on the basis of past experience in 

Kerala. 

NRE Deposit for July   2007 = 34,800 (approximately) 
NRK   2007   = 2,734,207 
Remittances (2007)                = -4709+0.070474* NRE + 0.008807 NRK 
    = 24.525 crores 
 

Estimate Based on Ratio Method  

 

3.85 Between 2003 and 2007, (SMS, 2003) and 2007 (MMS 2007) household remittances 

(see below) had increased by 20.9 %. Assuming that total remittances had also increased by 

the same amount, an estimate of remittances in 2007, based on the figure for 2003, would be 

Rupees 22.3 thousand crores. 

 

Total Remittances to Kerala 2006-07: Our Estimate 

 

3.86 We give greater credence to estimate based on the assumption that Kerala receives 20 

percent of all-India remittances and the estimate based on NRI deposits and the number of 

NRKs. These two estimates vary between Rs. 24,500-25,300 crores. Between these two 

estimates, we have selected the lower figure and concluded, that the total remittances to 

Kerala for 2006-07 were of the order of Rs.24.525 thousand crores.  This is our estimate of 

total remittances to the state in 2007.  

Trend in Total Remittances 

3.87 Total remittances to Kerala have showed a steady increase.  Between 1998 and 2003, 

the increase was about Rs. 4900 crores. The corresponding increase during 2003-07 was Rs. 

6000 crores.  Thus, there was a modest acceleration in remittances to Kerala even in the 

absence of such an acceleration in the volume of emigration. 

 

Table 3.7.1: Trends in Total and Household Remittances to Kerala, 

1998-2007 (In crores) 

  
Total 

Remittances 
HH 

Remittences 
1998 13.652 4.071 
2003 18.465 7.965 
2007 24.525 8.573 
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Total Remittances by Districts 

3.88 Remittances received in the different districts varied widely. The largest amount of 

Rs. 4600 crores or 19 % of the total for the state was received by Malappuram district (Table 

3.6.2). Three other districts also received more than 10 % each of the total.  They are 

Kozhikode (12.9 %), Thrissur (12.1 %) and Thiruvananthapuram (10.2 %). On an average, a 

Kerala households’ share of the total remittances was Rs 32,000.  But it was Rs 69,000 in 

Malappuram, 48,000 in Kozhikode and Rs 40,000 in Thrissur.     

Figure 3.7.1: Remittences by Districts, 2007
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Table 3.7.2:  Remittances by Districts, 2007 
 

District Total Remittances 
Remittances 

Per HH 
(Rs.) 

% of HH 
that 

Received 
Remittances 

  (crores) %     
Thiruvananthapuram 2504 10.2 29157 13.8 
Kollam 1882 7.7 28307 16.0 
Pathanamthitta 869 3.5 27017 15.8 
Alappuzha 1455 5.9 26957 16.3 
Kottayam 525 2.1 10819 6.2 
Idukki 70 0.3 2410 1.8 
Ernakulam 2247 9.2 28458 9.4 
Thrissur 2960 12.1 40851 18.1 
Palakkad 1104 4.5 18771 9.8 
Malappuram 4632 18.9 68577 32.4 
Kozhikode 3156 12.9 48638 22.7 
Wayanad 433 1.8 22847 6.0 
Kannur 1818 7.4 34889 23.7 
Kasaragod 871 3.6 33926 20.7 
Kerala 24526 100.1 32467 16.1 

 

 

Remittances by Religious Grouping 

 

3.89 Nearly Rs. 12,000 crores or 50 % of the remittances to the state were received by the 

Muslim community which forms less than 25 percent of the total population of the state. 

Hindus who constitute the majority received only a-third of what the Muslim community 

received.  Such differentials had been observed in earlier years also.     

Table 3.7.3: Remittances and Remittances per Household, by Religion 1998-07 
2007 2003 1998  

Total 
Remittances 
(in Crores) 

Remittances 
per household 
(in Rupees) 

Percent of 
households 

received cash 
remittances 

Percent Percent Percent 

Hindus 8.545 19,657 9.8 34.8 29.6 28.2 
Christians 3.822 25,189 12.3 15.6 25.3 24.5 
Muslims 12.158 71,947 35.5 49.6 45.1 47.3 
Total 24.525 32,467 16.1 100.0 100.0 100.0 

 

3.90 The differentials in remittances with respect to religion and districts are not only large 

but also persistent. The long-term implications of such persistent differentials on regional 

development are worth calls for detailed investigation 
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Macro-economic Impact of Remittances 

 

3.91 The total remittances in 2007 amounted to 20.2 % of the Net State Domestic Product 

(NSDP).  The corresponding ratios were 22.0 % in 2003 and 25.5 % in 1998.  Thus, the 

increase in remittances has not kept pace with the increase in NSDP. 

Table 3.7.4: Macro-Economic Impact of Remittances o n Kerala Economy 

  1998 2003 2007 
Remittances  13,652 18,465 24,525 
NSDP 53,552 83,783 121410 
Per Capita Income 16062 25764 36011 
Modified NSDP 67,204 102,248 145,935 
Revenue Receipt of Government 7198 10634 19140 
Transfer from Central Government 1991 2653 6365 
Government Expenditure 5855 9908 16537 
State Debt 15700 31060 55320 
Receipt from Cashew Export 1317 1217 1623 
Receipt from Marine Product Export 817 995 1322 
Modified Per Capita Income (Rs) 20157 31442 43360 
Remittances as Percent of NSDP (%) 25.49 22.04 20.20 
Remittances as Ratio of Revenue Receipt 1.90 1.74 1.28 
Remittances as Ratio of Transfer from Centre 6.86 6.96 3.85 
Remittances as Ratio of Govt. Expenditure 2.33 1.84 1.48 
Remittances as Ratio of State Debt 0.87 0.59 0.44 
Remittances as Ratio of Receipts from Cashew 10.37 15.17 15.11 
Remittances as Ratio of Receipts from Marine  16.71 18.56 18.55 

 

3.92 Remittances in 2007 formed more than 28 % of the states revenue receipts.  It was 

3.85 times the amount the state received from the central government.   

 

Household Remittances 
 

 

3.93 A part of the total remittances to Kerala is received by members of the households 

directly from their relatives abroad. This is what we call household remittances. In this study, 

a concerted effort was made to get a good estimate of household remittances by asking 

several questions about remittances from abroad to members of the household. Some of the 

questions were: Has any member of this household received cash or commodity (as 

remittances) from anybody who is residing abroad now?  If yes, what is the total amount of 

cash received, what are the commodities received, what is the total cash value of all the 

commodities received? Two additional questions were asked in this study to catch 
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information on remittances made separately for construction of houses, purchase of land, cars 

or other vehicles, for starting small scale industries, and paying dowry. Answers to these 

questions were used to estimate household remittances. 

Remittances in cash and in kind 

3.94 An estimate of the total remittance (cash + commodities + funds received for specific 

purposes such as buying land, house, cars, scooters, etc.) received by households in Kerala in 

2007 for various purposes was Rs 8,573 crores  (see Table  14).  

Table 3.7.5: Household Remittances, 2003-2007 (in crores) 

Item 2007 2003 % Increase 

Cash 6,638 5,509 +20.5 

In Kind 398 562 -29.2 

Land/house      1,283 1,575 -18.5 

Others 254 319 -29.5 

Total 8,573 7,965 +7.6 

 

3.95 Remittances received by household members as cash were Rs 6,638 crores for 2007 

and Rs. 5509 crores for 2003. The corresponding figure for 1998 was Rs 3,530 crores. 

Increase in the number of emigrants during 2003-07 was by 5.7 %. However, the increase in 

household remittances at about 20 % was more than that of the number of emigrants. 

Obviously, remittances per emigrant have increased considerably during the period.  The 

increase could be due to structural changes among the emigrants and their spread to 

developed countries in the West. 

 

3.96 The cash value of things (clothes, gold, etc.) received from emigrants was Rs. 398 

crores in 2007, Rs. 562 crores in 2003 and Rs. 541 crores in 1998, indicating a decrease of 29 

% during 2003-07 Thus, the practice of bringing goods such as gold, clothes, etc. for 

members of the family has not kept up with the increase in the number of emigrants. Local 

availability of goods, which used to be imported, could be reasons behind this slow down.  

 

3.97 In addition to cash and commodities, households received Rs 1,283 crores for the 

purchase of land or for construction/purchase of buildings. Of this, 43 % (or Rs 559 crores) 

and 87 % in 2003 (or Rs. 1367 crores) were used for the purchase of land. The balance of Rs. 

724 crores (Rs 208 crores in 2003) was used for construction/purchase of residential 
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buildings. The use of remittances for the purchase of land has declined considerably during 

2003-2007 while remittance used for the purchase of buildings has increased to Rs 724 cores.  

The practice of buying land for construction of buildings is getting out-of-fashion among 

emigrants. 

 

3.98 A small amount of Rs 254 crores (Rs 319 crores in 2003) was received by households 

for buying cars and motor cycles, starting small scale industries and paying dowry, etc. Much 

of this amount (90 %) was spent on dowry payments and meeting miscellaneous expenses.  

 

3.99 There exist large differences among districts, not only with respect to the amounts of 

remittances received but also with respect to remittances received per household.   The seven 

northern districts receive bulk of the household remittances (61 %) compared to the seven 

southern districts (39 %) to Kerala.   

 

Number of Households receiving Remittances 

3.100 We have seen earlier that 17.7 % of the households had an emigrant each. But only 16 

% of the households received remittances in cash.  About 17 % of all households received 

remittances in one form or the other. Thus, most of the households with emigrants in them 

have received remittances in one form or another. At the same time, it is important to 

underline the point that 83 % of the Kerala households were not direct beneficiaries of 

workers’ remittances from abroad. 

 

3.101 Over the period 2003-07, no change was observed in the proportion of households 

that received remittances in one form or other. The proportion remained constant at 17 

percent. 

 

Table 3.7.6: Percentage of Households which Received Remittances, 2007 

 

Remittances in Cash                           16.7 

Remittances in kind                             6.2 

 Remittances for house/land                             2.0 

 Remittances for vehicle/ Dowry                 1.0 

  Remittances in any form                            17.1 
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End use of Remittances by Households 

 

3.102 Household remittances were meant mainly for the subsistence of the emigrant’s 

relatives back home. About 94 % of the households that had an emigrant had indeed used 

remittances for subsistence. Next in order of importance was education and more than 60 % 

of households with emigrants had used remittances for education.. Nearly half the number of 

households used remittances for repayment of debts incurred for meeting the cost of 

emigration. Only 11 % of the households used remittances for buying or building houses.  

Less than 2 % of the households used remittances for starting a business. 
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CCHHAAPPTTEERR  FFOOUURR  

GGeennddeerr   RRiigghhttss  

 
4.1 Dimensions of gendered migration  

 

4.1.1 What do we mean by a policy that reflects the gender dimension?  Certainly one 

aspect of gendering is to make visible women as actors who benefit from the process but also 

are vulnerable in general and distinct ways to exploitation.  Thus women and concerns 

associated with them need to be made visible.  But gendered policy must go beyond this.  Not 

doing so exposes us to two kinds of risks: a) reducing gender to a profile of women either as 

beneficiaries or as victims of migration; and b) inserting a few sentences or a short paragraph 

on women in each section but losing sight of the larger picture of the gender dimension of 

migration.  Essential to the gender dimension of any policy is the awareness of the 

ideological and material conditions that give rise to a distinct profile of women migrants.  

Awareness of these conditions is crucial to determining the direction that policy should take 

if it is to address gender related problems comprehensively.  Thus, going beyond the scale 

and scope of women’s migration relative to men and the nature and extent of exploitation of 

women, policy needs to engage with extant gender norms that inform the existing 

institutional and administrative framework and thereby pose barriers to equitable migration. 

   

4.2 Feminization   

 

4.2.1 Unlike in some of the other south and south east Asian economies, migration for work 

from India has been male dominated.  However, in percentage terms there has been a steep 

rise in migration by women.  Women migrate in two kinds of capacities: a) in association 

with men as wives or other relatives; and b) as workers concentrated in specific occupational 

segments.  Kerala is the largest sending state of migrants in India and the data available for 

Kerala shows that in 2004 women were 17% of emigrants.  Significantly this would include 

women who migrate for work and those who move in association with men.  Only about half 

of the 17% of women migrants move as workers.  The relatively low share of female 

emigrants is because of a complex of factors: a) most importantly, that only half the women 

who do migrate, do so for work, the others are those who are not in the labour force (46%); b) 

a large proportion of male emigrants from Kerala tend to be unmarried (61% in 2004);  c) 
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half the male migrants are in casual work (50% in 2004) and are unlikely to be able to take 

their wives or other relatives with them.  This is the broader picture that sets the tone for 

understanding the gender dimension of migration from India.   

 

Increase in women’s migration 

 

4.2.2 A second crucial aspect is the feminization of migration in the recent past.  There has 

been a significant growth in the migration of women from Kerala between 1999 and 2004 

from 9% to 17%.  In percentage terms, the increase in women migrants was 150% as against 

23% for men.  Further, this increase is also reflected in a recent spurt in the numbers of 

women who take emigration clearance and migrate as domestic workers.   

 

Women-dominated segments 

 

4.2.3 Nursing and domestic work are examples of two significant occupational clusters of 

women migrants.  There is a surfeit of empirical work on the former but very little on the 

latter.  No doubt one reason for this is the importance attached to remittances.  Unlike nurses 

or the large numbers of male workers in non-professional employment (construction labour, 

technicians such as plumbers, mechanics, electricians, etc.) whose remittances are reckoned 

with as a significant contribution to the economy, female domestic workers are reckoned with 

at best in pejorative ways, as a social disgrace and/or as barely making any economic 

contribution.  Indeed, women migrate as domestic workers only under extreme economic and 

social distress/need and represent a segment that the Indian publicity establishment would 

rather forget.  According to the 2004 survey, more than half of the women reported as 

working (29% of 48%) were in the private sector as against 6% in casual work in non 

agriculture.  Technically speaking, domestic workers are household workers. Hence it is not 

clear whether they were enumerated in the private sector or in casual labour.  Further, under 

the sponsorship system prevalent in the UAE, domestic workers are bound to work for their 

sponsor. Hence it is unlikely that they could be reported as casual labour, both of which refer 

to work in the public domain.  On the other hand, nurses could be dispersed over the private 

sector and in government employment (which accounted for 5% of women workers).  It is 

very well established that a large number of nurses have been emigrating from Kerala in 

particular to destinations across the world.  In this context, migration to the Gulf is also a 

strategy for onward migration to the West.  In contrast, women domestic workers who 
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migrate mostly to the Gulf tend to be temporary migrants.  A survey of return migrants found 

that one sixth of the returnees in Kerala were women and most of them had been employed in 

‘menial’ occupations.  Data on women domestic workers who seek emigration clearance 

shows that there is a consistent flow of such workers.  However, their prospects are a sheer 

contrast to that of nurses on account of the domestic workers’ status as low skilled household 

workers with low pay and less ability to strategize and spend longer periods as migrants.  

These factors define them as a particularly vulnerable segment of the migrant workforce. 

   

Associational migration 

 

4.2.4 The conventional approach to women in public policy and literature was to see them 

as predominantly migrants by association, as wives of male workers, whose interests were 

negotiated within the family and thereby protected.  This perception was challenged by 

several studies focused on women workers that emerged in the late 1990s, which showed that 

women had been near equal participants in global migration for work but had not been 

recognized.  However, in the Indian context, women have tended to migrate in fewer 

numbers than men.  But it remains that women do migrate as wives and ‘dependents’ of male 

workers in greater numbers than men.  This is evident from the 2004 survey, which shows 

that 46% of women migrants from Kerala were not in the labour force as against only 2% of 

men.  It is significant that between 1999 and 2004, the share of women who were ‘not in the 

labour force’ increased from 42 to 46%.  This could occur when there is a relative rise in 

associational migration by women.  Further, 6% of women migrants were reported to be 

unemployed as against only 1% of men.  This would indicate either that men were more able 

to find work upon migration or that there was more pressure upon them to do so, whereas 

women could afford to wait.  Thus, nearly half of women migrants were not only not working 

but also not seeking work.   

 

4.2.5 Women’s migration or the possibility of migration as ‘dependents’ of migrant 

working men in Europe and north America has given rise to specific set of problems that 

have drawn the attention of policy makers in the recent past.  The problem emerges from a 

preference of being married to NRI men, which is pronounced in northern and north west 

India.  In recent years, the media has highlighted a range of fraudulent practices related to 

such marriages, where women and their families are ‘cheated’.  In some cases, the 

bridegroom or his family attempts to extort wealth after the marriage and use threats of 
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divorce, to take dowry and abscond or withhold information about the bride groom (regarding 

mental or physical illness or regarding intimate emotional relationships) leading to problems 

with the marriage.  There is scholarship also on domestic violence and abuse of women 

married to NRI’s in the destination countries.  Significantly, however, the fervor for NRI 

marriages has not dimmed despite considerable publicity for the problems. 

  

Social profile 

 

4.2.6 The prominent feature of the relative social profile of men and women migrants is the 

significantly higher educational qualification of women alongside the distinctions in 

occupational and marital status.  In the context of the preceding discussion of occupational 

clustering of women and their predominance over men in the category of associational 

migrants, the comparative social profile of women suggest that serious issues of identity 

underpin women’s access and approach to migration as an avenue for employment.  

  

Education 

 

4.2.7 Almost half the women emigrants were graduates as against only 15% of men and 

about 80% of women emigrants had at least a secondary education as against 45% of men.  It 

is important to bear in mind here that this includes women migrating as workers and in 

association with men.  Importantly, the employment status of graduate women in the 2004 

survey showed that 42% of women graduates were ‘not in the labour force’.  It is not unlikely 

that at least a section of this group of women is married to men who are less educated but 

hold jobs.  Indeed, it has been documented in Kerala and in Punjab that a good education for 

a girl is an avenue for a NRI husband.  The survey showed that nearly 3% of graduates were 

in casual labour in non-agriculture, which could mean that a sizeable number of graduate 

educated women were in domestic work and other forms of manual labour.   

 

Employment status 

 

4.2.8 According to the 2004 survey, after migration, the largest single employment category 

of male workers was casual work in non-agriculture (42%) whereas for women workers it 

was ‘not in the labour force’ (46%).  Within employment, the largest single category for 

women was private sector (28%) followed by semi government (7%) and casual work in non- 
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agriculture (6%).  Another interesting aspect is that prior to migration, 35% of women had 

been unemployed.  This changed after migration in two directions. There was rise in the share 

of women who were now employed (from 26 to 48%) and who were ‘not in the labour force’ 

(from 39 to 46%).  Significantly, the employment status of graduate educated women 

revealed a concentration of women graduates in the private sector (24%) followed by semi- 

government (11%) and government (8%).  

  

Marital status 

 

4.2.9 Given that men migrate predominantly as workers but women do so either as workers 

or as ‘dependents’ of working migrant men, men are also more likely than women to migrate 

when they are not unmarried.  The Gulf migration surveys bear this out for Kerala. In 2004, 

75% of women migrants were married as against only 40% of male migrants.  However, 

between 1999 and 2004 there was an increase in the share of unmarried men and women 

migrants – from 50 to 60% for men and from 17 to 25% for women.  

   

4.3 Destination nations and sending states 

 

4.3.1 Countries in the Gulf and the USA followed by European countries dominate the 

destination nations of both male and female migrants.  The policies of these countries differ 

widely and have quite different implications for women and men migrants.  It is especially 

relevant that in the countries of the Gulf, domestic workers are not covered under labour laws 

as they are considered household workers.  Most domestic workers are women though 

domestic work is not an exclusively female occupation even in the Gulf.   

 

4.3.1 The differential regional pattern of migration from India too is underpinned by gender 

norms.  Thus, Kerala the dominant sending state in India sends only a small proportion of 

women as workers but it is also well known for its nurses serving in countries across the 

world.  Kerala also sends a large number of women as domestic workers to the Gulf though 

other south Indian states too are now adding to their numbers.  In contrast, problems related 

to associational migration have gained prominence from the experience of women from the 

northern Indian states going or expecting to move to north America and Europe. 
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4.4 Identity 

 

4.4.1 Identity is a crucial dimension of the gendered pattern and experience of migration.  

For instance, occupational clusters of women migrants in nursing and domestic work are 

shaped in complex ways by a dominant understanding of women’s interests and identity.  

Both are care sector activities already identified with feminine skills, where women are 

believed to have a comparative advantage as against, for instance, plumbing, electrical or 

construction work which are identified as more masculine.  However, nursing and domestic 

work are also defined in terms of social class, where both are ranked relatively low. Yet while 

nursing is respectable, domestic work is considered demeaning.     

 

4.4.2 The dominant definition of women’s interests and identity in the Indian context 

precludes the resort to migration for manual labour, especially domestic work.  Nursing is 

certainly not considered demeaning but it is the resort of the upwardly mobile rather than the 

affluent who would have relatively easy access to a professional education.  Upwardly mobile 

families would nurture their resources carefully to put a girl through nursing education and to 

send her abroad in order to reap gains for the family.  Apart from earning for the rest of the 

family to educate male and female siblings and to pay for the marriages of younger girls, 

these girls would also be expected to earn their own dowries.  Thus, it is likely that women 

migrating as nurses would be unmarried for at least a number of years.  Further, it is hardly 

likely that mobility and resources gained in the process will be ploughed back into a nursing 

education in the next generation.  On the contrary, it would be avoided, as the resort of the 

less affluent.   

 

4.4.3 Paid domestic work is considered demeaning, even when it is done in India.  

Migration for domestic work is resorted to in desperate circumstances usually defined by 

debt, illness in the family or the need to arrange the marriages of daughter/s.  Thus it is only 

in the context of extreme social and economic distress that women and/or their families 

would resort to it.  The resort to migration by women as domestic workers, even where it is 

successful in alleviating distress back home and achieving a minimum level of economic 

security, however does not raise the stigma on the nature of domestic work.  Nor does it lead 

to a challenging of gender stereotypes associated with the stigma on domestic work.  Rather it 

helps to conform to such gender stereotypes by allowing successful women domestic workers 

to break their bridge with the occupation and to gain access to the dominant construction of 
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women’s interests and identity.  Thus, a migrant woman domestic worker may use the 

proceeds of migration to pay a huge dowry for her daughter and to ensure that the latter does 

not have to engage in manual labour for a livelihood.  In this context, achieving a full time 

housewife status corresponding to ‘not in the labour force’ would represent upward social 

mobility.  

  

4.5 Institutional and administrative framework  

 

4.5.1 This section argues for a shift from a protectionist framework towards women to an 

‘equal opportunity’ framework, which would enable women to access migration as a means 

of earning a livelihood without social stigma or legal restrictions.  As against protectionism, a 

framework of ‘equal opportunities’ would allow migration policy to provide broad directions 

for enabling women to use migration as a potentially rewarding avenue of employment.  

While lifting restrictions and punitive measures, relied on so far, an equal opportunities 

framework would bring new responsibilities for the state to ensure the welfare of its citizens 

abroad.  This is best ensured by working together with destination countries to provide the 

basis of equitable contracts between employers and employees on the one hand and providing 

support and protection to their citizens when contracts break down or there is infringement 

due to one reason or the other.  In order to understand the essential basis of an equitable 

contract, we outline the bargaining framework popularly used by economists to understand 

how bargaining power of different actors influence the eventual outcome of a contractual 

relation.   

 

4.5.2 This and the following section argue that policy should: a) provide the direction to 

remove protectionist restrictions on women and ambiguity regarding their status that enable 

illegal migration and render fluid the line separating domestic workers from illegal traffic; b) 

promote skill training actively and package differently the lower end skilled categories of the 

workforce that suffer from poor public perception and social stigma; c) brush up the nation’s 

profile in the host countries as a source of skilled lower end women workers.  However, an 

‘equal opportunities’ framework must rest on a robust legal framework that the state is able to 

negotiate with host countries.   
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Protectionism as a barrier to equal opportunity 

 

4.5.3 A cross-section of people, government officials, migration scholars, policy makers, 

women’s activists, etc., have argued that international migration for menial jobs is unsafe for 

young women, as it exposes them to harassment and exploitation largely on the basis of their 

gender.  Directly and indirectly, this position has informed the Indian state’s approach to 

gender in international migration hitherto.  A protectionist framework seeks to ensure 

women’s security by restricting their access to work in conditions that are likely to raise risks 

of exploitation.  It is underpinned by the premise that: a) women are somehow not capable of 

weathering demanding terms and conditions of work while men are or b) that they should not 

be expected to work on demanding terms, because it would go against certain normative 

conceptions of femininity, while men may do so in order to fulfill their social roles as 

providers of their families.  There are different kinds of exploitation that confront men and 

women labourers. However, it is sexual exploitation that clinches the argument in favour of 

restrictions on women.  Needless to say, women’s exploitation is part of the social reality in 

India, of the domestic context of work and of marriage/family that are supposed to protect 

women.  Thus it is far from unique to the migration process and hence to turn it into the 

pretext for preventing women from migrating is just another way of looking away from the 

problem.   

 

4.5.4 A protectionist approach is a part of the conditions that generate and sustain gender 

discrimination.  It is a direct outcome of dominant gender norms, which renders the mobility 

of women a problem and uses the threat of exploitation and harassment to restrict mobility.  

As such, it furnishes the conditions for exploitation of women who refuse to remain within 

the framework as well as those who seek protection within it.   

 

4.5.5 In the context of migration, a framework of protectionism has two kinds of effects 

that have highly restrictive implications for women.  It sanctions mobility of women largely 

within the framework of family/marriage, leading to ‘associational migration’ and the 

associated problems discussed earlier.  It promotes illegal channels of migration and 

motivates a section of women, who, mainly because of desperate economic circumstances, 

seek out and use these channels.   
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Legal Framework  

 

4.5.6 The legal framework is derived from two significant sets of measures: a) the statutory  

framework provided by the Emigration Act, 1983 as amended from time to time; and b)  

measures taken by the government periodically through administrative orders.  Even a 

cursory look at the statutory framework for international migration reveals that its protective 

mandate is focused on a section of migrants, those with less formal education, with less 

technical or other formally acquired skills rather than all migrants.  The difficulty with this 

framework is the thin line between protection and restriction or between safeguards and 

protectionism.  The Emigration Act, 1983, entrusts the Protector General of Emigrants with 

the protection of emigrants, which is carried out through the process of emigration clearance 

(EC).  Effectively, however, it is the poorly educated and less skilled persons that require EC 

and they are also likely to be people going to do less paid manual/casual jobs as 17 categories 

of people are exempt in accordance with the education, formal technical training (including 

accredited nursing, vocational training and technical diplomas), economic status (tax payers), 

employment (professional) and age status (above 60 years).   

 

4.5.7 Administrative measures are the other means by which government can restrict or 

enable international migration or seek to support and protect migrants.  Currently, it includes 

restrictions in the form of explicit age-based prohibition on women (below 30 years) from 

migrating in certain categories of the labour force, special scrutiny of women seeking to 

migrate as housemaids and restrictions on the channels that may recruit them.  These 

restrictions are based on highly problematic assumptions.  The 30 year age restriction, for 

instance, is held together by the premise that women are more prone to material and sexual 

exploitation when they are below 30 years than above, which is unsustainable.  A further 

assumption is that women’s sexuality is a greater social priority when they are young and 

must be protected.  The government has also mandated a minimum wage be paid to its 

citizen-workers. 

     

Equal Opportunities framework  

 

4.5.8 The principle of equal opportunity is embedded in a liberal framework that recognizes 

the rights of citizens to safe migration and conditions that enable rather than deny them the 

right to work.  Protectionism is a violation of such a framework as it prevents rather than 
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enables people, at least at some levels of work/skill hierarchies from access to international 

migration opportunities on equitable terms.  An equal opportunities framework must be 

grounded in a new and robust legal framework that eliminates restrictions but provides 

safeguards.  The mandate of the state should be turned towards the enormously more difficult 

task of support and protection of their citizens in the destination in the two ways mentioned 

earlier – a) through bilateral and/or multilateral negotiations with destinations countries that 

ensure equitable contractual and labour relations in the legal framework of the destination 

countries and b) by providing adequate support of protection to its citizens in the destinations 

countries either directly or mediated by non-governmental organizations/civil society.  Thus, 

the policy direction must be to ‘liberalize but provide safeguards’, rather than to place 

restrictions and turn the repressive mechanisms of the state to enforce restrictions.   

 

4.5.9 In developing such policy, the following points need to be noted. Laws pertaining to 

the terms and conditions of work must be discussed in other sections of the policy.  However, 

unlike other workers, domestic workers do not come under the labour laws as they work for 

families.  Hence the state must draw up a binding legal framework that will protect their 

rights. The legal framework must also address the perspective of women as associational 

migrants dependent on male workers.  There has been a long history of problems of violence 

and desertion of brides by their migrant husbands soon after marriage or abuse of brides who 

are new and unfamiliar with the host country. Women are seen as particularly vulnerable to 

abuse, violence and sexual exploitation in a patriarchal context.  There is a lot of literature on 

migrant women’s experience of harassment and abuse.  Given the current framework of lack 

of transparency, stigma on lower end women workers and restrictions on mobility, women 

are unlikely to speak up against abuse and violence if it risks them their jobs in the host 

countries.  Migration policy needs to direct attention to creating an environment of 

transparency, which would enable women to speak up. Finally, child rights in the context of 

migration are another largely unexplored territory.  Are young boys, below the required age 

going to the Gulf as workers?  Are they subject to sexual and other kinds of exploitation?  

  

Bargaining theory 

4.5.10 Economists have used bargaining theory to understand how extant power relations 

shaped by institutional factors determine individual bargaining positions and the ability to 

negotiate settlements.  For instance, women’s bargaining position is considerably diminished 

by intra-household power relations, which gives them a far worse fallback position at the 
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breakdown point of negotiations than for men.  In the context of international migration, the 

structure of the work contract could determine the bargaining position to the employer and 

employee.  A restrictive sponsorship system that limits the employee to working only for 

his/her sponsor not only weakens an employees’ bargaining power and her/his ability to 

negotiate beneficial outcomes but also renders her/him vulnerable to exploitation by the 

sponsor/employer.  In most cases, the employee would have invested huge financial resources 

(at the lower levels of the work hierarchy, the quantum of resources invested is usually 

disproportionate to their wealth or income at home) in the process of migrating (to pay 

recruitment agents, visa fees and travel).  Thus they cannot risk losing the job, but having to 

keep the job may mean that s/he accede to conditions laid down by the employer.  Aware of 

this, the employer may pay the employee much less than was initially stipulated.  Thus, the 

employees fallback position at breakdown point is precariously weak as against the employer 

who stands to lose much less.  In such a scenario, measures such as a statutory minimum 

wage or awareness of rights may not be enforceable as the employees may not wish to risk 

losing their jobs and consequent repatriation if they were to complain.  Most importantly, 

migration policy must be aware of the need to empower every migrant worker in his/or 

workplace.  This can be achieved only through a policy that strengthens his/her bargaining 

power.  

 

4.6 Review of contractual system and labour laws 

 

4.6.1 Following from the above, a crucial component of the migration policy must be the  

existing sponsorship system, which makes it mandatory for an employee to work only for his 

sponsor-employer.  This has shaped objectionable practices, like the sponsor/employer taking 

custody of the identity documents of the employee, leaving the latter to the mercy of the 

former.  This is especially important for workers at the lower end of the hierarchy of work.  

Indeed, measures like a minimum wage can be made fully effective only if migrant workers 

have sufficient bargaining power. While this is crucial, it is only one among several measures 

that the government must negotiate with destination countries.  Another key area, where the 

government must bring pressure on destinations countries is in the case of domestic workers 

who are considered household workers and hence not covered under labour laws.  Further, 

the law in the destination countries discriminates between nationals and non-nationals in the 

matter of sponsorship of domestic workers.  Non-nationals are required to pay a considerably 

higher fee to sponsor a worker leading them to prefer employing illegal workers.  In turn, 
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illegal workers are often ‘run away’ workers, who choose illegal status over the exploitation 

under the sponsor.  Routinely, domestic workers are required to hand over their identity 

documents to the sponsor who uses custody of these to discipline the worker. 

   

Safeguards 

 

4.6.2 A necessary counterpart to a liberal emigration policy based on equal opportunities is 

a system of safeguards that ensures support to migrants in the face of violation of their rights.  

This means essentially that there are mechanisms and fora that citizens can reach out to for 

support and protection in cases of violation.  These mechanisms/fora could be set up by the 

sending countries directly or through the mediation of non-governmental organizations.  The 

basic minimum requirement is that citizens should have access to support services in case 

they find themselves in trouble.   

 

4.6.3 Some progress has already been made by the Indian government on the question of 

non-resident Indian marriages.  The government has been working with NGOs to better 

inform women who marry NRI’s about their legal rights and the support services in place.  

They have also established a scheme to provide a one-time financial assistance to women to 

access legal aid if they are in distress.  In contrast to this segment of migrants, women 

workers have been at the receiving end of restrictions on their movement but very little by 

way of support services in the destinations countries.  Indeed the measures that have already 

been taken relate to provision of information (through handbooks designed especially for the 

purpose) useful for migrants but often this information reaches the migrant only after s/he has 

already invested financial resources in the process of migration, making it difficult to reverse 

the decision or amend it in any substantial way.  The government has also funded a media 

campaign to inform women who wish to migrate as domestic workers regarding the rules – 

the 30 year minimum age and the need to careful with recruitment agents.  These 

advertisements however are of a threatening nature, which sends the message that ‘you 

migrate at your own risk’ rather than the message that a responsible government should send 

to assure its citizens of protection and support in case they run into trouble.   

 

4.6.4 As far as possible information must be widely disseminated to reach people at the 

local levels and in the rural areas before they decide to migrate.  This would enable people to 

make decisions about migration with such information already in hand.  Advertisements and 
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information handbooks should provide information regarding the support services that the 

government has put in place in the form of shelters, short-stay homes or NGOs mediation 

when citizens are in need.   

 

4.7 Political economy of illegal migration by women 

 

4.7.1 Migration policy must also make clear the position of the state regarding illegal 

migrants.  In order to do so, it must reflect awareness of the political economy of illegal 

migration, or the conditions that generate and propel illegal migration.  Prominent among 

these conditions are poverty and vulnerability.  Economic compulsion, especially debt or the 

pressure to earn money for urgent social purposes like marriages of daughters, are important 

factors propelling women to migrate illegally or to resort to illegality in the destination 

country by running away from sponsors. Hence, protectionism not only breeds illegality 

among workers but also profits a section of people like the recruitment agents.  Potential 

women migrants and their families weigh economic compulsion against a protectionist policy 

that restricts movement and brings pressure on women to migrate using false information or 

without the necessary legal documents.   

 

Dominant social norms  

 

4.7.2 Identity is an important factor in the political economy of illegal migration by women.  

Dominant social norms do not promote or enable women, especially young and unmarried 

women to migrate in search of a livelihood, especially in manual jobs.  The Kerala society 

has few qualms about sending men as construction workers or casual wage labourers to the 

Gulf, where it is well known that they have to work hard under extremely harsh conditions 

(far worse than those that obtain at home).  However, it brings strong pressure upon families 

not to allow their women to migrate.  Nor does it furnish women with the necessary skills or 

resources to do so.  This defines women who do resort to this option in a pejorative way and 

makes them the target of social norms and civil society hostility both in the sending and 

destination countries rather than provide them support.  This factor heightens poor women’s 

vulnerability.   

 

4.7.3 Another factor that is an important part of the political economy of illegal migration is 

that women migrants themselves use the resources and experience of migration to rise higher 
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in the social scale and define themselves as respectable and not to legitimize the position of 

such workers.  A notable example is the substantial amounts of money that such migrant 

workers spend on a daughters’ marriage in the form of dowry and other expenses to gain 

social acceptance but also more importantly to ensure that their daughters can gain access to 

respectable society.  This ensures that migration for domestic work is not seen a livelihood 

option for respectable women.  In identity terms, this has negative connotations that bode ill 

and reproduce the conditions of illegality, exploitation and vulnerability.  

  

Illegality and Profit 

 

4.7.4 The conditions that foster illegality are exploited by a range of intermediaries who 

support the production of a parallel polity that enables movement of workers without 

appropriate state clearance and the production and sale of false identity documents.  To 

provide illustrations of the processes involved, we need only consider the case of a potential 

migrant woman domestic worker, who is looking for an opportunity.  There are several 

restrictions on such a woman, including a minimum age restriction of 30 years and the need 

to get EC, as the person is not likely to have the minimum qualifications to qualify for the 

status of ‘emigration clearance not required’, which is at least a school level education.  

Research on this subject has revealed that recruitment agents overlook the procedure for 

getting EC and send the women by bribing airport officials.  Thus, women domestic workers 

without prior EC are cleared directly at the airport through agreement between recruitment 

agents and corrupt airport officials.  This procedure is called ‘pushing’ or ‘chavuti kayatal’.  

For the service of putting them through an illegal channel of migration, the women migrants 

have a pay a hefty sum to the recruitment agents.   

 

4.7.5 At the destination, women domestic workers have strong incentive to turn illegal by 

running away from their sponsors.  They are heavily over worked, their wages are withheld 

or they are paid less than the agreed wages and sometimes have to endure material and sexual 

exploitation.  The sponsor, who has custody of the worker’s documents, is required to deposit 

them with the embassy but also report to the police.  The trajectory that leads a worker to run 

away is paved with other factors.  There are agents, from the same sending states, who are on 

the watch for workers in distress.  They establish contact through letters or by word of mouth 

(by hanging out at corner shops frequented by these workers) and motivate them to run away.  

Once the women run away, they are at least partly dependents on these contacts to find other 
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jobs and accommodation.  Often, this connection deepens and leads invariably to flow of 

money from the women to these agents under the guise of friendship and security.  These 

contacts also assist in procuring false documents for which the women have to pay.   

 

4.7.6 The above two scenarios are of profit for agents alone.  Ironically, however, migrant 

women too may actually be able to earn higher wages when they are illegal.  The situation 

allows them greater freedom of movement and less exploitation at the hands of employers but 

also allows them to negotiate multiple part time jobs (with non-nationals who are unwilling to 

sponsor domestic help on account of the expense) in such as way that they could earn more 

than they did under a sponsor.  However, often the conditions under which illegality is 

achieved and sustained give rise to dependence and other vulnerability, which are a drain on 

the enhanced resources of women workers. 

   

State responsibility for illegal migrants 

 

4.7.7 Illegal migrants do not cease to be citizens of the destination country.  States must 

affirm rather than deny responsibility for its citizens and do so in ways that least harm their 

interests.  However, currently the framework provided by the state is such that illegal citizens 

would not turn to the state for protection for fear that they would be repressed instead of 

being assisted.  It would be useful here to study from the experience of countries that do take 

seriously their protective mandate towards their citizens abroad, a prominent example being 

the Philippines. 

   

4.8 Creating opportunities for women migrants 

 

4.8.1 An important dimension of a liberalized international migration regime is the creation 

of opportunities abroad for citizens.  Here the case of women must be given special 

consideration.  To begin with we need to consider the demand and supply sides of the 

question of opportunities for employment.  This would be especially useful in tailoring skills 

training towards existing opportunities.  Further, the image of the country and the perception 

of its workers need to be brushed up.   

 

4.8.2 Though India is a major labour sending country to the Gulf and to other parts of the 

world, in certain segments India’s image needs to be boosted.  Thus, IT professionals from 
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India and nurses from the state of Kerala command respect globally.  However, less skilled 

labour, male and female, do not command such respect.  In these segments, there has been a 

tightening of policies abroad and at home restricting the ability of our workers to move.   

 

4.8.3 Since the oil boom, there has been a redefinition of demand for domestic workers in 

the Gulf.  No longer is the requirement for women who know the conventional domestic 

chores. What is preferred and rewarded on the labour market are workers trained to work 

with modern home appliances but sophisticated to deal with people.  The Philippines has 

been quick to adjust to these demands and its workers are now in high demand in the Gulf 

and command respect for their skill, efficiency and sophistication.  They have cut into earlier 

demand for South Asian worker and displaced them systematically.   

 

Labour market penalties 

 

4.8.4 Currently, in the Indian context, domestic work is the resort of women with no 

specialized formal training. It is a capability that women are assumed to possess by virtue of 

their socialization and role in day to day life. This assumption works to the disadvantage of 

domestic workers from South Asia thrown into the market with no prior acquaintance with 

what to expect.  The Philippines offers a sharp contrast on this issue.  Domestic workers from 

the Philippines not only receive formal training in the use of domestic appliances, but also in 

language, comportment and etiquette and therefore receive higher wages and are preferred in 

the market.  Further, there is less discrimination on the basis of gender in the Philippines, the 

discourse on migrant domestic work is much less derogatory, remittances from female 

domestic workers is considerable and the government is active in serving the interests of 

these workers.   Here, less discriminatory gender norms, the dignity of women domestic 

workers and the position of the state are all linked.   

 

4.8.5 The lack of skill training and encouragement may be seen as a consequence of a legal 

and administrative framework that is designed to discourage women seeking work abroad.   

Thus only those who are desperate enough seek this avenue of work are thrown on to the 

market as an ill-trained, under-paid, over-worked labour catering to demands on the informal 

sector.    
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Attention to skill training and promotion of workers 

 

4.8.6 There is tremendous scope for enhancement of skills of women at the lower end of the 

labour chain, tailoring them to the needs of the major host countries of migrant labour.  

Policy could encourage education and training of women in specific skill categories using 

public and/or private establishments that carry credibility.  In the case of domestic workers, it 

is assumed that they are already well aware of work to be done in households.  However, to 

get better jobs and better pay, they need training in the use of household appliances 

commonly in use in the destination countries.  Language training and the ability to interact 

with grace and carry oneself with poise need to be integrated into such training.  Lack of 

training reduces these women’s bargaining power for better jobs and better pay.     

 

4.8.7 There seems to be no dearth of women who would be willing to seek employment 

through migration in categories such as domestic work.  This is evident from recent research 

on women migrant workers who compromise with illegality to migrate and/or to stay on and 

work in the host countries.  But also there is a proliferation of agencies that recruit women for 

household and related services in the country, who for all we know may be channeling 

women into illegal migration networks but also into illegal traffic, even by flouting the 

wishes of the women involved.  Further, women form the bulk of the unemployed with good 

education profile in states like Kerala.  However, hitherto international migration has not 

been taken seriously as an avenue for expansion of employment, except in the nursing 

segment.  Notably, women from the Philippines who go abroad as domestic workers and 

governesses are far better educated than those from South Asia and this accounts at least 

partly for the demand for them.    

 

Improving public perception  

 

4.8.8 Currently, migration is seen as a gendered process that is not desirable for women 

unless they are protected by marriage or by the securities of regular or skilled employment.  

Specific categories of women such as domestic workers are perceived as being on the 

slippery edge of social and sexual transgression and are stigmatized on that account.  

Negative public perception is an important aspect of the political economy of illegal 

migration as it reproduces the existing segmentation in the hierarchy of work and restrictive 

social norms.   
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Special provisions to address women migrant health needs 

4.8.9 Policy needs to provide direction to efforts to address women’s health in the context 

of migration, making insurance mandatory and ensuring access to health service in the 

destination countries.   

 

4.9 Compliance with international instruments (CEDAW and migration conventions) 

4.9.1 Migration policy must also provide direction to ensure that the state institutional 

framework complies with international law and conventions.  On gender, CEDAW lays down 

principles against discrimination against women in work opportunities and migration 

conventions lay down principles to ensure safe migration, equally applicable to men and 

women.  CEDAW also allows us to steer through the debate on how to address the highly 

sensitive issue of trafficking.  The existence of trafficking is sometimes used to argue in 

favour of restrictions on the movement of women, which is not sustainable.   

 

Eliminate gender discrimination (CEDAW) 

 

4.9.2 The age restriction on women below 30 years, preventing them from seeking work 

abroad as domestic workers is a clear violation of the provisions of CEDAW against the 

denial of the right of women to choose freely and to work under safe conditions.  India is a 

signatory of CEDAW.  Several other administrative measures that pose restrictions on this 

segment of women migrants making it difficult to migrate through legally approved channels 

too are violations of CEDAW.  The Indian government needs to recognize this and if it fails 

to do so, it must be taken up in the shadow report submitted by women’s organizations.  The 

latter course would make it binding on the Indian government to answer to the CEDAW 

committee.   

 

4.9.3 As against restrictions on the free movement of women workers, which civil society 

has been either in favour of or has not taken notice of, the strength of public opinion on the 

issue of NRI marriages has brought pressure on the state to act.  It has in recent years initiated 

several moves to disseminate information, provide legal literacy and to extend counseling and 

legal assistance services.  The MOIA has also formulated a scheme where women who find 

themselves in problem NRI marriages can avail financial assistance.  On the issue of 

implementation of international instruments, it bears mention that India has expressed 

reservations in its initial report to CEDAW (filed in 2000) on the requirement of compulsory 
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registration of marriages.  India cited low levels of literacy, but the Supreme Court has since 

held in favour of compulsory registration and the state has initiated measures to comply with 

this.  It may be mentioned here that civil society in common with the state not only 

recognizes marriage as the fundamental basis of social life but also to preserve its interests in 

ways that are sometimes at odds with a notion of gender justice.  

  

Special provisions to address sexual harassment 

 

4.9.4 CEDAW also has special provisions to prevent and address sexual harassment.  

However, remedy against sexual harassment is hardly effective, when segments of the 

workforce such as domestic workers are in such a weak bargaining position and not under 

even covered under the labour laws of countries in the Gulf.  Indeed, according to an ILO 

report, more than half the women domestic workers surveyed reported experience of sexual 

harassment.  Research has found also that they are not likely to report it at the risk of their 

jobs.  Hence, to deal effectively with problems like sexual harassment, workers must be 

empowered to seek justice.  This requires improvement of their bargaining position by setting 

their jobs on firm grounds, through an appropriate legal framework and safeguards.  

 

Trafficking 

 

4.9.5 Policy must distinguish clearly between response to sexual harassment and to 

trafficking.  It must underscore the distinction between migration of women, which is largely 

voluntary, and trafficking, which is forced movement, where women may be unaware of the 

real reason for which a passage is arranged for them.  The latter requires a law and order 

approach.  However, at least a part of it could be addressed if restrictions on the movement of 

certain categories of workers are removed.  Currently, trafficking occurs in the guise of 

movement of women for domestic work, where the women were defrauded by agents.  

    

4.10 Engendering new perspectives on women’s migration 

  

4.10.1 Migration policy could be instrumental in changing the public perception of women’s 

migration.  Currently migration is seen as not desirable for women unless they are protected 

by marriage or by the securities of regular or skilled employment.  The new migration policy 

must provide direction to a new perspective on women’s mobility.  Key stakeholders in the 
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migration process - the state, civil society and diaspora - need to be networked in the interests 

of all segments of migrants. 

   

The state 

 

4.10.2 A protectionist state works through restrictions upon specific segments of migrants, 

who are the most vulnerable in social and economic terms.  In the process, it accentuates their 

vulnerability by forcing them to resort to illegal methods of migration, through services 

offered by a parallel economy that it is quite unable to control or bring to book.  Thus, the 

state uses its protectionist mandate to penalize the victim of the system – the socially and 

economically vulnerable woman migrant.  Moving away from protectionism the state must 

adopt a framework of equal opportunities for men and women, poor and rich alike.  However, 

a mandatory part of such a framework is safeguards that ensure the well being of its citizens 

abroad.  Special safeguards need to be put in place for women migrants owing to the gender 

specific nature of the exploitation they may be subject to.  The state must also network civil 

society and diaspora in changing attitudes towards women migrants, especially those at the 

lowest end of the work/income hierarchy.   

 

Civil society  

 

4.10.3 Civil society is a key actor in engendering and sustaining safe and responsible 

migration for men and women alike.  Currently, civil society engagement with migration as 

an issue and/or process is limited.  Particularly noteworthy is the absence of the voice of the 

organized women’s movement, which could go a long way to ensure safe migration for 

women and to lift social sanctions on poor women who resort to migration through unsafe 

means.  The state must make the effort to reach out to the women’s movement (women’s 

activists, scholars, organizations) as a key actor in protecting the interest of women migrants.   

 

Diaspora 

 

4.10.4 The diaspora could be a key factor in facilitating safe migration for women.  

However, the state must play an interventionist role in changing attitudes among the diaspora 

on women migrants at the lower ends of the work hierarchy. 

 


