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Summary: 

 

Although the number of migrant garment factory workers has been increasing over the years 

they have little visibility in the migratory workforce. The role of the Sri Lanka Bureau of Foreign 

Employment with regard to garment factory workers appears to be minimal and confined to 

the formalities of registration and insurance. This was seen clearly in the case of Wings 

Garments in Oman where the women worked for nearly one year without being paid.   

  

Unlike in the case of domestic workers, who are outside the ambit of labour laws, the factory 

workers have recourse to the judicial process. It is unfortunate that there are no mechanisms in 

place to assist these women in situations such as those that they faced in Oman. Sri Lanka does 

not insist on an employment contract for garment factory workers as it does in the case of 

domestic workers. Workers to Mauritius sign a contract, as it is a requirement of that country. 

But this is not the case for Oman (and other Middle Eastern countries).   

  

Not only are the garment factory workers neglected in policy, but differential treatment is also 

meted out to them in welfare programmes. For example the 'safe house' maintained by the 

Embassy in Oman is not accessible to these workers. Both the garment factory workers and 

domestic workers are required to register with the Bureau, pay the registration fees and take 

out an insurance policy. Why are these facilities not available to garment factory workers?   

  

Although there were clear instances of sexual harassment, there was no evidence of any form 

of sexual harassment at the workplace, which could be attributed to the Arab social system and 

the fear of legal repercussions of any such report for a woman expatriate worker. 

 

According to the women [in the study] all had breached the employment contract. Workloads 

were heavy. Salaries had not been increased and no bonus payment made. Harassment 

sometimes bordering on cruelty were reported. Although there were no complaints of living 

arrangements hardly any recreational facilities were available. 

 

Unionization is not encouraged in the Mauritius EPZ as in other EPZ throughout the world. 

Although Mauritiuan trade unions have highlighted some of the problems in the zone they have 

very little access to the EPZ sector. None of the women interviewed was aware of the unions. 



Recommendations:  

 

The study found that banks play a minimal role in financing pre-migration expenses of workers. 

Other research studies too have repeatedly drawn attention to the use of informal sources of 

credit by migrant workers. The banks pay greater attention to deposit mobilisation and such 

deposits are a source of income for the banks. The banks should consider it a social 

responsibility to seek out prospective migrant workers and motivate them to use the loan 

facilities that are available with them.   

  

The Oman study found that despite the difficulties facing the garment factories the agents 

continue to recruit women for non-existent jobs. It is very likely that the situation of garment 

factory workers in Oman is replicated in other countries such as UAE, the Maldives. It is 

recommended therefore that the Bureau take immediate steps to monitor the situation of 

factories that employ Sri Lankans and apprise labour recruiting agencies of their situation in 

labour importing countries. It should impose penalties on those agents who dispatch women to 

work in factories that are not financially stable and are on the verge of collapse. The workers 

should also be made aware of the situation of the garment factories overseas.  

  

The validity of the passport of some workers expires while they are employed overseas. In 

countries such as Mauritius, which has no Sri Lankan consulate the workers have to incur a 

considerable amount of money to renew the passport or to get a new one. It would be 

desirable if during registration the Bureau ensures that the passports are valid for the contract 

period. The Bureau registration and the insurance cover that accompanies it lapse after a 

period of two years. The workers should be made aware of the procedure for extending the 

registration.  

  

It is strongly recommended that the Sri Lankan government negotiate with the Mauritian 

government to get the benefits of the National Pension Scheme for the workers. Deductions 

made from the salary of the worker and the contribution made by the employer over a period 

of four years is a substantial amount of money that should accrue to the worker.  

  

It is a matter of grave concern that Sri Lanka allows its citizens to be subjected to gross 

injustices and unacceptable working conditions in foreign countries. While the majority of the 

unskilled workers are women, they are a third of the skilled workers that migrate. The majority 

of these women migrate for economic reasons such as unemployment and under employment 

and insufficient incomes to live with dignity in their own country. It appears from the interviews 

held with public officials that the governments is more concerned about safeguarding the job 

market than in safeguarding the rights of workers. The government should be pro-active in 

ensuring that worker rights are safeguarded.   

  



Most of the women were concerned about employment prospects on return to Sri Lanka on 

completion of their contract. Many of them were young and had savings that could form the 

basis for a prosperous future. However, there is a general lack of focus on returnee migrant 

workers. There is no programme to guide them in investing their earnings. These women have 

gained self-confidence and are capable of managing their own lives. It is imperative that 

attention is paid to this aspect of the migration cycle to facilitate their reintegration and to 

ensure their financial stability. Continued economic independence is also essential from a 

gender perspective if these women are to remain empowered.  

  

The attempt to locate returnee garment factory workers from the Maldives proved 

unsuccessful, as the contact information that was available with the Bureau was not always 

reliable. The statistical data that are published by the Bureau also do not give a classification of 

the type of jobs for which skilled workers migrate. Therefore the need for an accurate database 

of migrant workers cannot be over emphasised. The need for further research on skilled 

women migrant workers must be noted. 

 

 


