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Abstract:  

In Lebanon, there are approximately 250,000 domestic migrant workers (DMWs) primarily 

from Sub-Saharan Africa and South and South East Asia. The system that regulates their right 

to reside and work in the country, called the kafala, by tying the foreign worker to their 

employer, creates an imbalance of power, which disproportionately favours the employer. 

DMWs are in a position of accentuated vulnerability under the kafala system due to the nature 

of their work, their gender, and ethnicity. The combination of economic and financial crisis, 

the coronavirus pandemic and the explosion in Beirut have highlighted further the harm caused 

by the kafala system, and the urgency to reform it. Adopting reform strategies which focus on 

international conventions and bilateral agreements between migrants’ countries of origin and 

destination have proven, however, unsuccessful so far, and even harmful. Indeed, they have 

led to a race to the bottom in DMWs’ labour standards, which has exacerbated the vulnerability 

of the least protected DMWs from Sub-Saharan Africa. In view of the need to prioritize reform 

at the domestic level, this research paper puts forward recommendations in labour and 

migration policies, which have at the core the dismantling of the kafala. 
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Images of laid-off domestic migrant workers (DMWs) left by employers in front of their 

embassies in Lebanon as a result of measures introduced by authorities to halt the spread of 

COVID-19, caught the attention of international media outlets. DMWs are in a position of 

accentuated vulnerability under the kafala system that regulates their right to reside and work 

in the country, due to the nature of their work, gender, and ethnicity1. These images embody 

the culmination of the harm caused by the kafala under the combination of economic crisis, the 

COVID-19 pandemic and the explosion in Beirut, and highlight the urgency to reform.  

This research paper firstly analyses DMWs’ different layers of vulnerability under the kafala 

system in Lebanon2. Secondly, it argues that reform strategies which focus on international 

conventions and bilateral agreements between migrants’ countries of origin and destination 

have proven unsuccessful so far, and even harmful. Indeed, such strategies have led to a race 

to the bottom in DMWs’ labour standards, which has exacerbated the vulnerability of the least 

protected DMWs from Sub-Saharan Africa3. In light of this, it puts forward policy 

recommendations, which prioritize reform at the domestic level and have at the core the 

dismantling of the kafala.   

 

I. Domestic migrant workers and the kafala system in Lebanon 

 

Since the 1980s, international migration has undergone a process of feminization, due to an 

increasing number of women who migrate and become their families’ breadwinners4. The 

majority of these women find employment as domestic workers5. According to the 

International Labour Organization (ILO), Arab countries attract most of the international 

domestic migrant workforce6. In Lebanon alone, there are approximately 250,000 DMWs, 

 
1 Hubbard, Ben and Donovan, Louise, “Laid Off and Locked Up: Virus Traps Domestic Workers in Arab 

States”, The New York Times, July 6, 2020. 
2 Amnesty International, “COVID-19 makes Gulf countries’ abuse of migrant workers impossible to ignore”, 

April 30, 2020. 
3 Kuschminder, Katie, “Strong ties, weak ties: Exploring the role of networks in domestic worker migration 

from Ethiopia to the Middle East”, Asian and Pacific Migration Journal 25, n. 4 (2016): 410; Malik, Nesrine, 

“The forgotten victims of the Beirut explosion: domestic workers”, The Guardian, September 6, 2020. 
4 Jureidini, Ray, “Migrant Workers and Xenofobia in the Middle East”, Identities, Conflict and Cohesion 

Programme Paper Number 2, United Nations Research Institute for Social Development (2003): 2; Lucio 

Maymon, Paulina. “The Feminization of Migration: Why are Women Moving More?”. Cornell Policy Review 

(2017): 2.  
5 Silvey, Rachel and Parreñas, Rhacel, “Precarity chains: cycles of domestic worker migration from Southeast 

Asia to the Middle East”, Journal of Ethnic and Migration Studies 46, no. 16 (2019): 3459.  
6 Hubbard, Ben and Donovan, Louise, “Laid Off and Locked Up: Virus Traps Domestic Workers in Arab 

States”, The New York Times, July 6, 2020. 
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primarily from Asia, i.e. Sri Lanka, the Philippines, and Nepal, and from Sub-Saharan Africa, 

i.e. Ethiopia, Tanzania, and Kenya7. It is difficult, however, to provide accurate figures, as 

migrants arrive in the country via both formal and informal routes. The inflow of migrants into 

Lebanon is regulated by the so-called “kafala system”. Kafala in Arabic stands for 

“sponsorship/guarantee” and is used to describe the legal system governing migration8 adopted 

throughout the Middle East and North Africa. Although each state has its own variation, they 

all have in common the fact that foreign workers’ right to reside and work in the country is tied 

to their employer9, who acts as sponsor - the kafeel - for the duration of the contract10. Failure 

to comply turns migrants into irregular or illegal residents, leaving them vulnerable to 

deportation11. The kafala system therefore creates an imbalance of power12, which 

disproportionately favours employers, conferring them the almost unquestioned authority to 

determine labour conditions13. Indeed, DMWs’ working conditions can vary significantly 

across households14. While some enjoy a humane treatment, a fair living wage, regular paid 

vacation, privacy, and independence15. Many, on the contrary, face substandard working 

conditions, being forced to overwork, live in complete isolation, be subject to physical and 

mental abuse, sexual violence, which can drive women to “exhaustion, illness, depression” and 

in the most extreme cases to suicide16. The majority of migrants obtain their permits via 

recruitment agencies, which loan the fees for their visa and travel upfront17. The loan ultimately 

has to be repaid by the worker, trapping the latter in a debt cycle and making it difficult to leave 

 
7 Cham, Youmna; Ghanem, May and Danaf, Abir El, “Migrant Domestic Workers in the Middle East: between 

state ignorance and obsolete laws”, LSE Blogs, July 4, 2019; Human Rights Watch, “Lebanon: Stop the Abuse 

of Domestic Workers”, March 23, 2012. 
8 Kuschminder, Katie, “Strong ties, weak ties: Exploring the role of networks in domestic worker migration 

from Ethiopia to the Middle East”, Asian and Pacific Migration Journal 25, n. 4 (2016): 406. 
9 Saraswathi, Vani, “The Kafala is alive and kicking… migrants where it hurts”, Migrants-Rights.Org, October 

29, 2020; Cham, Youmna; Ghanem, May and Danaf, Abir El, “Migrant Domestic Workers in the Middle East: 

between state ignorance and obsolete laws”, LSE Blogs, July 4, 2019. 
10 Kuschminder, Katie, “Strong ties, weak ties: Exploring the role of networks in domestic worker migration 

from Ethiopia to the Middle East”, Asian and Pacific Migration Journal 25, n. 4 (2016): 406. 
11 Saraswathi, Vani, “The Kafala is alive and kicking… migrants where it hurts”, Migrants-Rights.Org, October 

29, 2020. 
12 Amnesty International, “COVID-19 makes Gulf countries’ abuse of migrant workers impossible to ignore”, 

April 30, 2020. 
13 Silvey, Rachel and Parreñas, Rhacel, “Precarity chains: cycles of domestic worker migration from Southeast 

Asia to the Middle East”, Journal of Ethnic and Migration Studies 46, no. 16 (2019): 3465.  
14 Ibid.  
15 Ibid. 
16 Begum, Rothna, “Domestic workers in Middle East risk abuse amid COVID-19 crisis”, Al-Jazeera, April 4, 

2020.  
17 Begum, Rothna, “#MeToo, Say Domestic Workers in the Middle East”, Human Rights Watch, December 8, 

2017; 
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employers18. Human Rights Watch (HRW), Amnesty International and other human rights 

organizations, have denounced the repeated incidents and their systemic nature. In 2008 HRW, 

for example, reported that “there had been an average of one death a week from unnatural 

causes” among DMWs19. The imbalance of power also means that workers are often unable to 

seek assistance and press charges to protect themselves from abusive treatment or unfair 

working conditions20.   

 

II. Domestic Migrant Workers at the intersection of multiple layers of vulnerability 

 

Under the kafala system, DMWs find themselves in a position of accentuated vulnerability 

compared to fellow migrants, due to the nature of their work, their gender, and ethnicity21. First 

of all, regardless of whether the worker is Lebanese, Lebanon’s Labour Code does not 

acknowledge domestic work as “labour”22. DMWs, thus, do not fall under the jurisdiction of 

Lebanese labour laws, which prevents them from unionizing, accessing social security, health 

insurance and legal protection23. Instead, the sole legal framework that regulates domestic work 

and on which DMWs must rely on for protection, is the kafala system24. The absence of 

domestic work from official categories of labour stems arguably from a patriarchal prejudice -

common to many societies across the world - which relegates domestic work to the bottom of 

the “labour hierarchy'', because it is overwhelmingly performed by women in the private sphere 

of the household25. In this context, the fact that domestic work is predominantly performed by 

migrant women from Sub-Saharan Africa, and South and South East Asia, has also led to a 

 
18 Amnesty International, “COVID-19 makes Gulf countries’ abuse of migrant workers impossible to ignore”, 

April 30, 2020. 
19 Human Rights Watch, “Lebanon: Stop the Abuse of Domestic Workers”, March 23, 2012. 
20 Amnesty International, “COVID-19 makes Gulf countries’ abuse of migrant workers impossible to ignore”, 

April 30, 2020; Silvey, Rachel and Parreñas, Rhacel, “Precarity chains: cycles of domestic worker migration 

from Southeast Asia to the Middle East”, Journal of Ethnic and Migration Studies 46, no. 16 (2019): 3465; 

Kuschminder, Katie, “Strong ties, weak ties: Exploring the role of networks in domestic worker migration from 

Ethiopia to the Middle East”, Asian and Pacific Migration Journal 25, n. 4 (2016): 410. 
21 Hubbard, Ben and Donovan, Louise, “Laid Off and Locked Up: Virus Traps Domestic Workers in Arab 

States”, The New York Times, July 6, 2020. 
22 Cham, Youmna; Ghanem, May and Danaf, Abir El, “Migrant Domestic Workers in the Middle East: between 

state ignorance and obsolete laws”, LSE Blogs, July 4, 2019. 
23 Ibid. 
24  Ibid. 
25 United Nations High Commissioner for Human Rights (OHCHR), Behind Closed Doors: Protecting and 

Promoting the human rights of migrant domestic workers in an irregular situation, New York and Geneva, 

2015. 
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racialisation of domestic work, which exposes DMWs to racist and xenophobic abuse26. The 

lack of legal protection is exacerbated by the fact that the majority of DMWs are live-in workers 

and often do not speak Arabic. Their workplaces are therefore very isolated, and the language 

barrier restrains them from accessing key information about their rights. Isolation has many 

negative repercussions. Firstly, it makes them more vulnerable to ill-treatment and gender-

based violence, including sexual harassment and rape27. Secondly, it hampers DMWs’ ability 

to denounce the abuses taking place behind closed doors. Furthermore, it deprives them of the 

network of other migrants28, which is critical for receiving support29. In view of this, it becomes 

clear that the kafala system can be especially harmful to DMWs since they cannot access social 

and legal services because their job is not considered as such due to patriarchal biases, and 

since they are more exposed to violence based on their gender and race in their isolated 

workplaces.   

 

III. The kafala system at a tipping point: economic crisis, COVID-19, and the 

explosion in Beirut 

 

2020 was a challenging year for the Lebanese people due to the combination of an economic 

and financial crisis fuelling social and political unrest, the coronavirus pandemic straining the 

national healthcare system, imposing social distancing measures and curbing abruptly 

economic activities, and the explosion in Beirut on the 4th of August causing over 200 deaths, 

over 5,000 injured and damaging the city’s infrastructure30. DMWs have also been severely 

affected by these crises, especially due to the constraints of the kafala system. Indeed, as 

Lebanese families started facing economic insecurity, some employers delayed or stopped 

paying their domestic workers31. The COVID-19 pandemic exacerbated the consequences of 

 
26 Jureidini, Ray, “Migrant Workers and Xenofobia in the Middle East”, Identities, Conflict and Cohesion 

Programme Paper Number 2, United Nations Research Institute for Social Development (2003); Demissie, 

Fassil, “Ethiopian female domestic workers in the Middle East and Gulf States: An Introduction”, African and 

Black Diaspora: An International Journal 11, n. 1 (2018): 2-3.  
27 Begum, Rothna, “#MeToo, Say Domestic Workers in the Middle East”, Human Rights Watch, December 8, 

2017. 
28 Ibid. 
29 Kuschminder, Katie, “Strong ties, weak ties: Exploring the role of networks in domestic worker migration 

from Ethiopia to the Middle East”, Asian and Pacific Migration Journal 25, n. 4 (2016): 401-402; Silvey, 

Rachel and Parreñas, Rhacel, “Precarity chains: cycles of domestic worker migration from Southeast Asia to the 

Middle East”, Journal of Ethnic and Migration Studies 46, no. 16 (2019): 3459. 
30 BBC, “Beirut Explosion: What We Know so Far”, August 11, 2020. 
31 Begum, Rothna, “Domestic workers in Middle East risk abuse amid COVID-19 crisis”, Al-Jazeera, April 4, 

2020. 
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the economic crisis, with an increasing number of domestic workers being laid off and simply 

left by their former employers in front of their countries’ embassies and consulates32.  In June 

alone more than 100 Ethiopian women were dropped off at their embassy’s doors33. The 

majority of DMWs remained stranded there or in the streets34, because travel is expensive and 

some countries restricted flights35. Under the kafala, unemployed migrants are equivalent to 

illegal migrants, hence laid-off DMWs lost access to their prior rights and services. For DMWs 

who kept their posts, social distancing measures meant increased isolation and often overwork. 

In fact, with families staying at home all day and children out of school, domestic workers 

“faced additional cooking, cleaning, and caring demands”36. The explosion in Beirut left an 

additional number of DMWs with nowhere to go, hungry, sleeping amid the ruins of the city37. 

The multiple crises facing the Lebanese state and people have therefore highlighted the harm 

caused by the kafala system and the urgency to reform it.  

 

IV. Dismantling the kafala: the inadequacy of international conventions and bilateral 

agreements  

 

After repeated outcry from inside Lebanon and abroad, the strategies to dismantle the kafala 

system have focused mainly on international conventions, and bilateral agreements between 

migrants’ countries of origin and destination38. The former has proven to be largely 

unsuccessful. Lebanon has, in fact, not ratified many of the conventions that would compel the 

country to end the kafala. For example, although “Lebanon has voted in favour of the ILO 

Convention No. 189 on Decent Work for Domestic Workers, adopted in June 2011, it has yet 

to take steps to ratify the treaty or bring itself in compliance”39. Another approach adopted by 

 
32 Hubbard, Ben and Donovan, Louise, “Laid Off and Locked Up: Virus Traps Domestic Workers in Arab 

States”, The New York Times, July 6, 2020; Malik, Nesrine, “The forgotten victims of the Beirut explosion: 

domestic workers”, The Guardian, September 6, 2020. 
33 Ibid. 
34 Malik, Nesrine, “The forgotten victims of the Beirut explosion: domestic workers”, The Guardian, September 

6, 2020. 
35 Amnesty International, “COVID-19 makes Gulf countries’ abuse of migrant workers impossible to ignore”, 

April 30, 2020; Malik, Nesrine, “The forgotten victims of the Beirut explosion: domestic workers”, The 

Guardian, September 6, 2020. 
36 Begum, Rothna, “Domestic workers in Middle East risk abuse amid COVID-19 crisis”, Al-Jazeera, April 4, 

2020. 
37 Malik, Nesrine, “The forgotten victims of the Beirut explosion: domestic workers”, The Guardian, September 

6, 2020. 
38 Secorun, Laura, “The Perils of Housecleaning Abroad”, The New York Times, August 6, 2018.  
39 Human Rights Watch, “Lebanon: Stop the Abuse of Domestic Workers”, March 23, 2012. 
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governments of DMWs’ countries of origin was to impose better labour standards and rights 

for their citizens abroad via bilateral agreements40. This strategy has had an uneven outcome. 

While states such as the Philippines succeeded in introducing several requirements, such as a 

minimum monthly salary of $400, and began holding workshops informing women about the 

risks and the resources available, other countries have not managed to do so41. Ethiopia, for 

example, in response to the “high incidence” of abuse decided to bar their citizens from 

working in Lebanon, where Ethiopian women represent the largest group of DMWs 42. This 

policy, however, did not halt the migration of domestic workers, who started leaving via 

informal channels through Kenya43. The ban was ineffective because it failed to take into 

account the agency of Ethiopian women and the cost-benefit analysis that underpins their 

decision to migrate44. In fact, research has shown that framing the migration decision with the 

binary of “forced” and “voluntary” migration is misguided45. This is because in reality the 

migration decision has a far more multifaceted character, falling “somewhere in the middle” of 

the forced-voluntary spectrum46. Research conducted with Ethiopian women found that 

banning or discouraging travel to Lebanon did little to deter migration, as their aspirations for 

a better life for themselves and their families or the absence of alternatives at home outweighed 

the fear stirred by information campaigns on the abuse they could be subjected to47. On the 

contrary, women would prefer receiving “skills-based training such as how to conform to 

cultural expectations, operate domestic machinery, or communicate in rudimentary Arabic”48. 

 
40 Secorun, Laura, “The Perils of Housecleaning Abroad”, The New York Times, August 6, 2018. 
41 Silvey, Rachel and Parreñas, Rhacel, “Precarity chains: cycles of domestic worker migration from Southeast 

Asia to the Middle East”, Journal of Ethnic and Migration Studies 46, no. 16 (2019): 3465. 
42 Human Rights Watch, “Lebanon: Stop the Abuse of Domestic Workers”, March 23, 2012. 
43 Kuschminder, Katie, “Strong ties, weak ties: Exploring the role of networks in domestic worker migration 

from Ethiopia to the Middle East”, Asian and Pacific Migration Journal 25, n. 4 (2016): 403; Human Rights 

Watch, “Lebanon: Stop the Abuse of Domestic Workers”, March 23, 2012. 
44 Kuschminder, Katie, “Strong ties, weak ties: Exploring the role of networks in domestic worker migration 

from Ethiopia to the Middle East”, Asian and Pacific Migration Journal 25, n. 4 (2016): 403; Busza, Joanna; 

Teferra, Sehin; Omer, Serawit and Zimmerman, Cathy, “Learning from returnee Ethiopian migrant domestic 

workers: a qualitative assessment to reduce the risk of human trafficking”, Globalization and Health, 13, n. 71 

(2017): 2. 
45 Schewel, K.,“Why Ethiopian women go to the Middle East: An aspiration-capability analysis of migration 

decision-making”, (IMIn working papers; No. 148), (MADE project paper; No. 5), International Migration 

Institute Network, (2018): 5.  
46 Schewel, K.,“Why Ethiopian women go to the Middle East: An aspiration-capability analysis of migration 

decision-making”, (IMIn working papers; No. 148), (MADE project paper; No. 5), International Migration 

Institute Network, (2018): 5. 
47 Busza, Joanna; Teferra, Sehin; Omer, Serawit and Zimmerman, Cathy, “Learning from returnee Ethiopian 

migrant domestic workers: a qualitative assessment to reduce the risk of human trafficking”, Globalization and 

Health, 13, n. 71 (2017): 2. 
48 Ibid.: 7. 
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The uneven success rate of bilateral agreements in securing better condition for their nationals 

led, however, to what can be defined as a “race to the bottom” in labour standard conditions, 

with employers deciding to hire cheaper and hence more vulnerable workers from countries 

who did not impose such restrictions49. This in turn has exacerbated the discriminatory 

racialised dimension of domestic work by placing, in the eyes of employers, DMWs in a 

hierarchy based on their country of origin, where the least protected women from Sub-Saharan 

Africa find themselves at the bottom50. Indeed, women from Asia “tend to be employed by the 

upper class and have higher salaries than African women who tend to work for middle-to-upper 

class households, but not for elite families”51. Thus, since external reforms of the system have 

proven not only ineffective but even harmful especially to African DMWs, change has to start 

first and foremost within Lebanon.  

 

V. Dismantling the kafala: A path forward 

 

Only a comprehensive reform at the domestic level in Lebanon can be effective in ensuring 

that DMWs can fully enjoy their rights, and seek assistance if they need to. Over the years, 

Lebanese officials have introduced some reforms such as the 2013 Code of Conduct, which 

promotes transparency in business operations and provision of information, but such efforts 

have been insufficient because they fail to address the source of the problem52: the kafala, i.e. 

the unquestioned authority of the employer/recruitment agency53. In light of this, this paper 

recommends the following policy reforms in national labour laws and migration policies54:  

● Firstly, the government of Lebanon should abolish the sponsorship system that ties the 

migrant worker to one single entity55 and regulate recruitment agencies56. By doing so, 

 
49 Secorun, Laura, “The Perils of Housecleaning Abroad”, The New York Times, August 6, 2018. 
50 Malik, Nesrine, “The forgotten victims of the Beirut explosion: domestic workers”, The Guardian, September 

6, 2020. 
51 Kuschminder, Katie, “Strong ties, weak ties: Exploring the role of networks in domestic worker migration 

from Ethiopia to the Middle East”, Asian and Pacific Migration Journal 25, n. 4 (2016): 410; Jureidini, Ray, 

“Migrant Workers and Xenofobia in the Middle East”, Identities, Conflict and Cohesion Programme Paper 

Number 2, United Nations Research Institute for Social Development (2003). 
52 Human Rights Watch, “Lebanon: Stop the Abuse of Domestic Workers”, March 23, 2012. 
53 Secorun, Laura, “The Perils of Housecleaning Abroad”, The New York Times, August 6, 2018. 
54 International Labour Organization (ILO) “Decent Work for Domestic Workers: Advocating 

Institutional Reform in the Middle East, May, 1, 2015.  
55 Cham, Youmna; Ghanem, May and Danaf, Abir El, “Migrant Domestic Workers in the Middle East: between 

state ignorance and obsolete laws”, LSE Blogs, July 4, 2019. 
56 Fernandez, Bina, “Traffickers, Brokers, Employment Agents, and Social Networks: The Regulation of 

Intermediaries in the Migration of Ethiopian Domestic Workers to the Middle East”, International Migration 
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the disproportionate leverage exercised by employers over the workers would be 

balanced.  

● Secondly, domestic work should be recognized as labour and incorporated in the 

jurisdiction of the Lebanese Labour Code57. This step would allow DMWs to enjoy 

“labour protections, such as a minimum wage”, and to unionize, providing them with 

an official platform to bargain effectively for their rights58. 

● Furthermore, the government should facilitate DMWs “access to legal resources and 

encourage them to report employers' abuses without facing deportation”59, ensuring 

protection from the isolation and invisibility behind closed doors.  

● Lastly, there should be an increased effort in enforcing the law when DMWs do press 

charges60.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Review, 47, n. 4 (2013): 815; Secorun, Laura, “The Perils of Housecleaning Abroad”, The New York Times, 

August 6, 2018. 
57 Cham, Youmna; Ghanem, May and Danaf, Abir El, “Migrant Domestic Workers in the Middle East: between 

state ignorance and obsolete laws”, LSE Blogs, July 4, 2019. 
58 Cham, Youmna; Ghanem, May and Danaf, Abir El, “Migrant Domestic Workers in the Middle East: between 

state ignorance and obsolete laws”, LSE Blogs, July 4, 2019; Secorun, Laura, “The Perils of Housecleaning 

Abroad”, The New York Times, August 6, 2018. 
59 Cham, Youmna; Ghanem, May and Danaf, Abir El, “Migrant Domestic Workers in the Middle East: between 

state ignorance and obsolete laws”, LSE Blogs, July 4, 2019.  
60 Hubbard, Ben and Donovan, Louise, “Laid Off and Locked Up: Virus Traps Domestic Workers in Arab 

States”, The New York Times, July 6, 2020; Cham, Youmna; Ghanem, May and Danaf, Abir El, “Migrant 

Domestic Workers in the Middle East: between state ignorance and obsolete laws”, LSE Blogs, July 4, 2019; 

Begum, Rothna, “#MeToo, Say Domestic Workers in the Middle East”, Human Rights Watch, December 8, 

2017. 
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