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We have heard that the problems Filipino domestic workers face in Kuwait originate for 
many reasons. The concept of having domestic workers is deeply rooted in society and it is 
therefore difficult to change policies and enact laws recognizing and advancing their rights. 
Equally, it is difficult to change a culture that hails migrant workers and heavily relies on 
remittances.  

When traveling to Kuwait and the Philippines it was our core motivation to understand 
these reasons and to come up with practical recommendations how to improve the lives of 
so many people.  

And as you have heard today we are indeed dealing with a large number of people. Only in 
Kuwait, we are talking about 660,000 domestic workers in a population of 2.7 million—
nearly one-fourth of the population (80-85,000 among them are Filipinos). According to 
ILO statistics, there are over 2 million domestic workers employed in the Middle East 
region; and over 50 million worldwide.  

Domestic workers are particularly vulnerable to exploitation and abuse and their 
protection deserves our special attention. The issue is still underreported and that’s why 
we decided to travel to Kuwait and the Philippines and look at it ourselves.  

We did not only want to describe the situation on the ground in one country but to analyze 
the entire process, from the recruitment and predeparture arrangements in the 
Philippines, to the working conditions in Kuwaiti households, and the repatriation after the 
employment ends. We wanted to understand where things can go wrong, how domestic 
workers may up in situations of abuse and exploitation and how this is remedied.  

We found that there are many institutions, organizations, and programs in place to prevent 
and protect migrant domestic workers. They are doing great work on all sides.  

In Kuwait City, there is the Office of Domestic Workers Affairs at the Kuwaiti Ministry of 
Interior and the Philippine Overseas Labor Office at the Philippine embassies. In Manila, 
there is the Philippine Overseas Employment Administration and Overseas Workers 
Welfare Administration that coordinate all Overseas Filipino Workers affairs and enact 
policies. Civil society organizations are active in both countries either educating domestic 
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workers on their rights before their departure or on financial literacy upon their return or 
directly offering their services to domestic workers in distress; they lobby for the adoption 
of new laws and a change in policies; lawyers speak out for the rights of domestic workers 
in court and even pay for the fees out of their own pockets. 

All these actors are well aware of the problems that remain unsolved. And generally it was 
very encouraging that we encountered great willingness in all our interview partners to 
learn and improve.  

With our recommendations we do not want to just blame all those various actors and 
situations where things may go wrong. We certainly also heard a great deal of that. It’s very 
easy to blame the worker “she was not prepared for what she was getting herself into;” or 
the employer “he did not want to pay the agreed salary;” or the recruitment agency 
“because they just want to make money;” or the government “because it does nothing to 
help alleviate the problem.”  

What we have observed throughout our fact-finding missions is that there are good 
intentions on either side. There is willingness to move forward, to find solutions.  

We have many recommendations and you can find them in the last chapter of our report. 
For now, I would just like to highlight five of them:  

 

1. Shift in (Kuwaiti) Society Regarding the Concept of Domestic Work   

We have heard often that having a domestic worker is so entrenched in Kuwaiti culture 
(and in other Gulf States) that greater awareness for workers’ rights must be achieved on 
all levels of society. Domestic work is work. Employers need to understand that even 
though they are so used to having someone around to make their bed, cook their meals, 
clean their houses, this is not something they are entitled to. This is not a service but work 
performed by another person who deserves to be recognized for it.  

In Kuwait, this includes a shift in vocabulary from “servant” (khedm) to “domestic worker.” 
Sometimes, even human rights activists when talking to us still used the old term.  

And this shift includes beginning to accept the idea that domestic workers should have the 
option of living outside the residence of their employer. A right recognized in the 
International Labour Organization (ILO) Convention Concerning Decent Work for Domestic 
Workers (C189) (article 9) which may not be well received by employers in Kuwait.  

It includes policy changes that define and explain this conceptual shift to Kuwaiti citizens. 
And awareness campaigns to educate them about workers’ rights. To conduct such 
campaigns, it is imperative that cooperation between the Kuwaiti government and NGOs 
and other elements of civil society increases.  

 

2. Recognition and Assurance of Rights for Domestic Workers 

Once we accept that domestic work is work, we need to assure that the entire bill of rights 
for domestic workers is guaranteed. ILO C189 is a wonderful document that fully protects 
the needs of domestic workers.  
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Under ILO C189, domestic workers are accorded a number of rights. With particular 
importance to the Kuwaiti context are the following: 

− Right to equal treatment between domestic workers and workers generally in 
relation to normal hours of work, overtime compensation, periods of daily and 
weekly rest, and paid annual leave (article 10); social security protection, including 
with respect to maternity (article 14); effective access to courts, tribunals, or other 
dispute resolution mechanisms (article 16); and gender equality (article 11) 

− Right to a suitable working environment, including weekly rest of at least 24 
consecutive hours (article 10), minimum wage coverage (article 11), cash payment 
in regular intervals at least once a month (12), and a safe and healthy working 
environment (13)  

− Right to keep in their possession their travel and identity documents (article 9)  

Countries need to ratify this convention and implement it into domestic legislation. And let 
me emphasize again how important it is to work with civil society organizations when 
implementing this new legislation to raise awareness for it.  

 

3. Closing Gaps in Legislation 

For Kuwait and other countries of destination that have not yet passed a law on domestic 
workers – and we are very happy that Saudi Arabia just passed a regulation – that means 
that they should pass a law to protect domestic workers in compliance with all provisions 
of ILO C189. Kuwait has a good draft law on domestic workers. Legislation should ensure 
that domestic workers are treated fairly and justly.  

Since this may be a lengthy process, in the absence of a comprehensive and specific law on 
the protection of domestic workers the Kuwaiti legislator should consider extending the 
application of the new Private Sector Labor Law of 2010 and its protective measures to 
domestic workers, as appropriate.  

 

4. Implementation and Monitoring of Domestic Workers’ Rights 

Further, this legislation needs to be implemented and monitored. That implies that working 
conditions of domestic workers in Kuwait should be monitored. Inspection of the 
workplace, as required by labor law, should also be considered in the area of domestic 
work.  

This may seem revolutionary because the concepts of privacy and the sanctity of the home 
in Arab culture have so far prevented such regular inspections. Monitoring may take the 
form of home visits but other solutions have been proposed, such as regular contact and 
follow-up with workers, including by phone. 

An equally important aspect when it comes to monitoring the rights of domestic workers is 
to improve payment modalities of domestic workers’ salaries. For example, the Kuwaiti 
draft domestic workers law provides setting up bank accounts for domestic workers with 
the option of direct deposits into their accounts and by giving the account access card to 
the worker. 
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And of course, strict monitoring must extend to the recruitment process and the agencies. 
Many Kuwaitis claim that agencies are the weakest link. Licenses granted to Kuwaiti labor 
recruitment agencies must be strictly reviewed and monitored. In addition, the work of the 
recruitment agencies should be constantly supervised and regulated. Illicit or exploitative 
practices by recruitment agencies must be detected and sanctioned with appropriate 
penalties, which may include closing the agency, freezing the agency’s bank accounts, and 
revoking the agency’s operating license. 

 

5. Strengthening Bilateral Relationships between the Governments of Kuwait and the 
Philippines 

We would therefore like to call on the governments of Kuwait and the Philippines to 
increase bilateral measures that are designed to strengthen the relationship between the 
two countries in the area of migrant labor protection.  

This is what essentially lies at the core of our research. We understand that labor migration 
is a global phenomena and that it cannot be addressed by one country alone. This is why 
we decided to visit both, a country of origin and a country of destination. Most 
organizations and agencies that we spoke to were very open to the idea of increasing 
cooperation and expressed the wish to talk to the other side.  

These measures should include adopting bilateral agreements/memoranda of 
understanding that cover domestic workers’ issues. The current MOU between the 
Philippines and Kuwait (2012 MOU in the Field of Labor Cooperation) fails to include 
domestic workers.  

The governments of Kuwait and the Philippines should hold regular meetings to increase 
cooperation among Kuwaiti police, other relevant government agencies, and the embassies 
of the countries of origin of migrant workers – those are the agencies dealing with workers 
in distress.  

Once domestic workers find themselves in a situation of exploitation or abuse they often 
see no other option than to run away. The sponsorship system makes it impossible to find 
another employer (without the approval of the sponsor), workers lose their legal 
residency, and so they flee to shelters and await their deportation to their country of origin.  

The embassy of the Philippines in Kuwait has a temporary shelter for domestic workers 
and hosts between 100 and 200 distressed domestic workers at any given day. Likewise, 
the government of Kuwait manages a shelter for distressed domestic workers. While the 
previously operated shelter lacked capacity, we are glad to hear that a new shelter with 
capacity to hold 700 people that was not yet functional when we visited it, has just opened. 
It provides accommodation, medical support, and legal advice to distressed workers. 
However, when we talked to the Philippine Overseas Labor Office, they told us that they did 
not even know that such a shelter existed.  

Also, the Office of Domestic Workers Affairs does what it can to solve cases of distressed 
domestic workers relating to withheld passports and unpaid salaries, etc. They call the 
sponsor and they help with the repatriation process. They often even pay for the return 
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ticket. Also the Philippine embassy helps to solve cases and employs lawyers to represent 
workers in court. 

However, we felt that all these good practices need to be shared and that they could be 
improved if labor sending and labor receiving countries cooperated more. With increased 
cooperation, the governments should aim to promptly and adequately assist domestic 
workers who become victims of abuse, maltreatment, or exploitation; to offer them the 
required services; and to ensure a speedy repatriation process that guarantees workers 
their fundamental rights. 

The governments should also hold meetings about contract drafting, contract enforcement, 
and dispute settlement. We explained in our report that there are standard contracts for 
domestic workers that provide important protections. In absence of a law on domestic 
workers, these contracts provide the legal framework. However, the level of protection 
guaranteed from the Philippine side is different than from the Kuwaiti side, especially 
regarding the salary. Bilateral meetings should aim to reach an agreement on working 
conditions for domestic workers, especially the minimum salary and the working hours, so 
that a harmonized standard contract can be drafted, accepted, and jointly enforced by the 
Kuwaiti and Philippine authorities. 

 

Once more, we would like to thank all our interview partners in Kuwait City and Manila, 
government officials, representative from international organizations, and members of civil 
society for all their good work to improve the lives of migrant domestic workers.   
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