MIGRATION AND THE GLOBAL FINANCIAL CRISIS: BANGLADESHI CONTEXT
BACKGROUND
Bangladesh is an important labour sending country. The number of migrants leaving averaged around 250,000 persons a year between 2001 and 2005. It rose to almost 400,000 in 2006 and doubled further to 832,600 in 2007. Approximately 900,000 (875,055) workers left in 2008 and it is estimated that there are approximately 5.5 million Bangladeshi workers currently employed in developed and developing countries worldwide.
 
Although foreign workers from Bangladesh make up just 2.8% of its population, they contribute to more than 13% of gross domestic product (GDP). Remittances are Bangladesh's second-biggest source of foreign income after ready-made garments and in 2008, the country earned a total of USD 9019.60 million in remittances. According to the World Bank, Bangladesh is one of the top 10 remittance recipient countries globally.
Majority of migrants from Bangladesh (i.e. approximately 63%) are less skilled and semi skilled labour migrants, who go abroad on a temporary contractual basis. The Middle East is the largest destination for Bangladeshi migrant workers (i.e. approximately 80%), however, Southeast Asia is also emerging as an important destination. 

GLOBAL FINANCIAL CRISIS AND ITS IMPACT ON BANGLADESH
While there has not been any assessment in Bangladesh to measure the effects, some signs of the impact have been evident over the year, particularly in the country’s export sectors and overseas employment. It is important to note that there is contradictory information coming out from different sources, which indicates a lack of a more organized and systematic assessment being done of the situation. 

The impact has predominantly been four pronged, which includes: a) reduced overseas employment for Bangladeshi labour; b) return of Bangladeshi workers employed abroad; c) enforcement of restrictive immigration policies in destination countries; and d) effects on remittance flow.  
Reduced overseas employment for Bangladeshi labour
The trend of outgoing workers has been lower, compared to the flow during the same period, one year back. In 2008, a total of 875,055 persons left Bangladesh for overseas employment, i.e. going at an average of 72,921 persons per month. In comparison, a total of 475,000 persons left in 2009, bringing the average down to 39,584 per month
. 

The trend in 2010 has not shown much improvement: in February around 27,000 Bangladeshis secured jobs abroad compared to about 44,000 in the same month, a year ago, falling by nearly 39 percent. This has been the worst fall in five years.

Certain sectors, namely construction, manufacturing and financial sectors have been hit hardest. Due to this, outflow to the GCC countries has declined by around 16% from 2008 to 2009. 
The recession is also reportedly affecting new Bangladeshi job-seekers in Europe, where jobs fell by 36.7% in Italy and 2.1% in UK in 2008. 
   

Enforcement of restrictive immigration policies in destination countries 
Some restrictive immigration measures were enforced on migrant workers by certain destination countries. For example, Singapore, Malaysia, South Korea, Saudi Arabia and Kuwait temporarily stopped issuing new work permits. This has lead to a reduced number of migrants leaving for these destinations. For example, approximately 131,762 people left for Malaysia in 2008, which fell to 12,402 in 2009. Similarly, migration to Saudi Arabia was also hit hard with only 14,666 persons migrating there in 2009 compared to 132,124 in 2008. The numbers to Kuwait fell from 319 in 2008 and to only 10 in 2009.   

It was further enforced by some countries that if needed, foreign workers will be laid off first instead of their local counterparts. South Korea also announced subsidies to companies that would hire local workers over foreigners. 

Return of Bangladeshi workers employed abroad 

Increasingly, there have been growing cases of retrenched workers being returned, as evidenced  through media reports of returns principally from the Gulf countries.

Many construction projects were shelved in the Gulf countries and it has been reported that real estate projects worth approximately $260 billion have been delayed or shelved in UAE alone, resulting in thousands of foreign workers returning home. 
Furthermore, there were reports of migrant workers from Bangladesh being deported from Kuwait and Saudi Arabia during August 2008, following protests against wages lower than what their employers had initially agreed to pay.

An additional 8,022 migrant workers came back home on strict enforcement of immigration rules and layoffs or long vacation by the employers in the Gulf region, mainly United Arab Emirates and Saudi Arabia. 
 
Effects on remittance flow
Although, remittances to Bangladesh have continued to record positive growth in 2009, where remittances have increased 19 percent since the previous year (i.e. 2008), the rate of growth have slowed down. 
Remittances from Bangladeshi migrants have been seen to grow at an average rate of 17 percent since 2001. It surged by around 37 percent to reach $8.9 billion in 2008. The inflow continued, but the rate of growth slowed down to around 19 percent to reach a record high of approximately $10.7 billion in 2009. This is around 11 times higher than the total inflow of Foreign Direct Investment ($941 million) and approximately five times that of the Official Development Assistance ($2.06 billion) for Bangladesh. 

GOVERNMENT RESPONSE IN BANGLADESH
As an immediate response to the global economic crisis, the GoB formed a national task force to analyze and deal with the impact of the recession in Bangladesh. The government had also proposed a financial stimulus package for the global economic crisis; however the overseas employment sector was not identified as a priority in that. 
The GoB’s response has also been quite reactive. Following the Malaysian crisis, where 55,000 authorized visas were canceled by the Malaysian Government in March 2009, a delegation from Bangladesh, comprising of the Foreign Minister and the Minister, Ministry of Expatriates’ Welfare and Overseas Employment, went to Malaysia to negotiate with the Government of Malaysia. They were successful in ensuring that Malaysia continues to take workers from Bangladesh in selected sectors not affected by the crisis. Similar bilateral negotiations took place with UAE and Saudi Arabia. The Hon’ble Prime Minister visited Saudi Arabia in April 2009 and received assurances from the Saudi government regarding the status of the Bangladeshi workers, notably on the issue of transfer of the workers’ ‘akama’
 from one country to another.  
The GoB has also been exploring alternative options, such as new markets, diversification of skills, etc to cope with the likely impact of the financial crisis. In this regard, they have started working on setting up additional vocational training centers in different parts of the country. 

To explore new markets for Bangladeshi workers, high level visits have been undertaken to Romania, Iraq, Mali and Libya to mention a few. The Government is also opening Bangladesh missions in some of these prospective countries.
Similar efforts are also underway with other East European and Central Asian/CIS countries as well as less conventional markets in Africa and North America.
Furthermore, the government has also started exploring and diversifying into new sectors, such as caregiving, nursing and other medical professions, as well as actively promoting women labour migration. 
In terms of policy, some measures are being undertaken by the government, including a review of the existing 1982 Emigration Ordinance to incorporate workers’ rights and address the current needs of migrant workers. 

Lastly in efforts to reduce migration costs, facilitate migration loan and encourage (remittance) investments, a migrants’ bank will be set set up.  

RECOMMENDATIONS
There are both immediate as well as long term initiatives needed for Bangladesh to deal with the global financial crisis, especially targeted towards retrenched migrant workers or returnee migrants. A few critical recommendations to protect Bangladesh from the long term effects of the crisis are  mentioned below:

Immediate
· Mobilizing GOB support: The Wage Earner’s Welfare Fund (a contributory fund managed by the Government comprised of contributions by migrant workers and expatriate Bangladeshis) could be used to undertake some initiatives for the returnee migrants, such as providing financial assistance to help them start up small livelihood opportunities in the country.  
· Micro credit to provide loans:  Micro credit programmes in Bangladesh have been successful in promoting economic self-reliance for the poor, especially women and other vulnerable groups, and the Bangladesh model (better known through the Nobel winning Grameen Bank) has been replicated world-wide. The existing micro credit programmes/institutions in Bangladesh (viz. Grameen Bank, BRAC, TMSS, PKSF, etc) can be encouraged to provide micro credit specifically targeting returnee migrants to help them start up small businesses or other sustainable livelihood options. 
· Involvement of the private sector: The private sector in Bangladesh is gradually getting involved in public-private partnerships in sensitive social sectors such as migration and trafficking.  In view of the possibility of return of migrant labour, the private sector could also be approached to provide employment opportunities to returnee migrants, especially matching their skills with the right companies.   

Long term 

· Explore new markets: Bangladesh needs to be proactive in finding new markets for potential markets. IOM has been working with the GoB to establish a market research unit in the concerned ministry, as well as in the private sector to support this process. The need for such capacity has become more evident in the backdrop of the global economic crisis, as the country grapples with the possibility of losing traditional overseas markets for its labour. 

· Skills development: This has been a priority area for the Government, but a direct link between market research and provision of skills training is yet to be established. IOM can provide technical assistance to develop training curriculum for selected trades. ILO has been working on developing a standardized certification system, which would further strengthen skills training provision in Bangladesh. ILO is keen to work with IOM to develop certification system of skills training for overseas employment. 

· Stronger enforcement of regulatory mechanism: GOB has to put in place stronger regulatory mechanisms, including blacklisting of unscrupulous recruiting agents, sub-agents and syndicates who are responsible for sending irregular/undocumented workers to other countries from Bangladesh. 

· Strengthening of exiting overseas employment infrastructures and mechanisms within the GOB (i.e. Ministry of Expatriates’ Welfare and Overseas Employment and the Bureau of Manpower, Employment and Training): Due to lack of qualified and skilled professionals, these Government ministries and departments have been unable to address many of the issues in relation to overseas employment.  Support could be provided inter alia in the following:

· Strengthening the capacity and resources of DEMOs to serve as information centres as well as verify legal documents, visas, work permits, etc. at the district levels in Bangladesh. This can assist in reducing the number of migrant workers being exploited or deceived. 

· Strengthening the capacity and resources of Labour Attaches in destination countries.  IOM had carried out a training workshop for Labour Attaches, however such training programmes need to be institutionalized so as to prepare Labour Attaches to better deal with issues of migrant workers as well as coordinate and negotiate with employers and destination countries. The Government has also made a specific request in this regard. 

· Information campaigns: Continuous information campaigns highlighting the harms of irregular migration and benefits of regular migration are important. The GOB could undertake campaigns to market their existing sources of information (such as through the BMET, DEMO, MRC, etc). IOM has been disseminating information on the existing sources of information through a number of information campaigns. This, however, needs to continue extensively over longer periods of time. 
CONCLUSION

Despite the risks of a lagged response to a weak global economy, Bangladesh has fared quite positively during the heart of the crisis. 
In the overseas employment sector, there has not been a mass return of workers from abroad and the inflow of remittance also did not register a sharp decrease. On a net basis, workers are still going abroad for work, albeit perhaps at a pace much slower than the record numbers registered during the last 2 years. 
Remittances are also expected to remain more resilient than private capital flows and are forecast to become even more important as a source of external financing in many developing countries.  Policy response could involve efforts to facilitate migration and remittances to make these flows affordable, safer and more productive for both the sending and receiving countries. 
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