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Research Findin

Dwuring two research trips to Qatar in May and June 2011, a Human Rights Watch research team
conducted in-depth interviews with migrant construction workers in Qatar. We also interviewed local
residents who help migrant workers in distress, representatives from four embassies of countries that
send significant numbers of migrant construction workers to Oatar, local employers, local recruitment

agents, and Qatari government officials.

Through our research, we found that key factors trap migrant workers in Qatar in exploitative jobs: the
exorbitant recruitment fees that nearly all of the workers we interviewed had paid in order to obtain
their jobs; and the restrictive kafala (sponsorship) system that prevents workers from changing jobs or
leaving the country without a sponsoring employer's permission. In addition, there is an inadegquate
legal and regulatory framework to protect workers' rights. Most notably, Qatari law prohibits migrant
workers from forming trade unions, in viclation of these workers’ rights to freedom of association and
collective bargaining, and the government fails to enforce adequately current laws that, at least on
paper, are meant to protect worker rights. In some cases, the exploitation and coercive crcumstances in
which workers found themselves amouwnted to conditions of forced labor or human trafficking, as

defined under international law.
Recruitment Fees

Our findings indicate that many migrant workers in Qatar pay exorbitant recruitment fees [workers
interviewed paid up to 33,651) to agents in their home countries or to labor brokers in Qatar in order to
secure their jobs in the country. They then work for months or years to repay the cost of their jourmey to
COatar. Workers' indebtedness for these high fees, and the urgent need to repay them, leaves them
vulnerable to exploitation including conditions that amount to forced labor. Qatari law prohibits
recruitment agents basaed in Qatar from charging workers fees, but is silent on the corresponding
responsibility of employers to pay all recruiting fees of workers, including to agencies abroad, or to
reimburse workers for such fees, and does not ban employers from doing business with recruiting

agencies abroad that charge workers fees.

In addition, employers may also recruit workers directly with Ministry of Labor approval, and the law
does not prohibit employers from charging workers fees or costs associated with their recruitment.
Manmy workers reported that their employers deducted money from their salaries to pay for “visa feas”
or other costs that the employer may have incurred im connection with the workers' recruitment.

Sponsorship Law

QOatar's kafole systemn prohibits migrant workers from changing employers or leaving the country
without their original sponsoring em ployer's permission. While the sponsorship law says that workers
can transfer sponscrship when they have suits pending against their employer, or with permission from
the Ministry of Labor (granted at officials’ discretion}, both workers and those who tried to help workers

in distress said that migrant workers had very slim chances of transferring sponsorship without their
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original sponsor’s consent. A lecal human rights group told Human Rights Watch that 80 percent of their
transfer requests on workers" behalf were denied. In addition, the kafala system requires workers to
secure exit permits from their employers before leaving the country, posing a further threat to their

freedom of movement.
Controct [ssues

We also found that recruitment agents frequently deceive or misinform workers about the nature and
conditions of their employment before migrating to Qatar. While the Qatari government has created a
model employment contract, neither the model contract nor Qatari law protects workers against
deception regarding their wages or job description, the two most common complaints we encountered.
Many of the workers interviewed for our report saw no contract, or signed a contract that did not
accurately reflect their salary or job description, before they left their home countries. Having imcurred
large debts to pay recruitment fees, and with only a remote chance of transferring sponsorship, most
workers were forced to accept the employment and terms they found, whether or not they had agreed
to them in advance. Even while in JQatar, many workers did not have copies of their work contract and

had received no explanation of contract terms in a language they could understand.

While Qatar's labor law and accompanying regulations require employers to pay wages on time, meet
minimum housing standards, provide on-site medical care, and set standards for workers' health and
safety, Human Rights Watch found that employers drastically varied in their compliance with these
requirements. Common worker complaints included nonpayment or underpayment of wages, illegal
salary deductions, lack of access to medical care, and employers’ failure to secure work permits. 3ome
workers interviewed for our report said that employers owed them months of back wages, while others
said employers made illegal deductions from their monthly salary. Many workers reported that
employers withheld between one and three months of their pay at the start of employment, as a
“security deposit”™ to prevent them from guitting.

Howsing, Health and Sofety

Workers nearly uniformly reported housing conditions that did not meet Oatar's minimum housing
standards, which reguire employers to house only four workers per room and to refrain from using bunk
beds (double beds) in worker accommodations. Werkers interviewed for our report slept in bunk beds
{double beds) with up to 25 other workers in the same room. Workers alse told Human Rights Watch
they worked under unhealthy and often dangerous conditions, doing construction work on roofs or high
scaffolding without safety ropes, or working in deep trenches or enclosed pipes where they risked
suffocation. Qatar does not publish data on worker injuries or fatalities, and only some embassies
shared this information with Human Rights Watch, making it difficult to estimate the extent to which
workers risk their health or safety while carrying out construction. However, according to analysis from
the Qatar National Health Strategy, a government healthcare initiative, “[Qatar has] a rate of about four
to five fatalities per 100,000 workers, approximately double the rate in the European Union.”

Passport Confiscation



The workers we interviewed reported that employers exercised additional control over them by
confiscating their passports and through the exit visa system. Qatar's sponsorship law prohibits
employers from holding workers' passports after they complete the procedures required o finalize their
work visas. However, nearly all the workers interviewed for this report said that their employers held
their passports, and that they could only retrieve them with their employer's consent. In addition, under
Qatar's sponsorship law, workers who wish to leave the country must secure an exit permit from their
sponsoring employer. Denial or delay of exit visas proved another method employers used to control
workers. Both passport confiscation and denial of free movement, including permission to exit the
country, constitute forms of coercion that contribute to forced labor.

Forced Labor

Im the worst cases we found, workers were subjected to forced labor, or situations analogous to forced
labor, in which employers told workers they could not quit jobs that they had not agreed to perform and
leawe the country unless they paid their employer large sums of money. Work extracted under menace
of penalty and for which a person has not offered himself voluntarily is forced labor and banned under

intermational law.
Redress Mechanizms

Workers we interviewed who lodged labor complaints said they faced immediate termination of their
employment and eviction from their acocommodation. Thus workers who lodged complaints had to be
prepared to give up their jobs, and forgo employment for months while seeking resolution. Workers

faced severe obstacles to pursuing court cases, given the time it would take to pursue claims and their

inability to legally work during that time.
Domestic Protection Gaps

Catar has not signed key intermmational human rights instruments, including the Intermational Covenant
on Civil and Political Rights (ICCPR) and the Covenant on Ecomomic, Social and Cultwral Rights (ICESCR).
Qatar has no minimum wage, and while the [abor law allows Qatari workers to unionize, it prohibits
migrant workers from joining unions. In making this distinction, the law discriminates against migrant
workers in violation of international law. In addition, the fact that Qatari law prohibits migrant workers
from forming trade unions viclates these workers' right to freedom of association and collective
bargaining, which is a core international labor right identified by the International Labor Organization
(ILO). Qatar has been a member of the ILO since 1972,
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