
247

CHAPTER 11

Tamil Nadu Migrants in the Gulf

S. Irudaya Rajan and E. Sownthara Rajan

Introduction

India has the largest migration presence in Gulf regions because majority 
of Indian migrants end up for employment in Gulf Cooperation Council 
(GCC) countries. The initial flow of contractual labour from India started 
with a small number of 0.16 million in 1985 and it has reached 0.64 mil-
lion in 2010 (Zachariah and Rajan 2016a). The trends in data on emigra-
tion clearances published by the Ministry of Overseas Indian Affairs1 
(MOIA) of the Government of India primarily reveal migration to six 
GCC countries, namely Bahrain, Kuwait, Oman, Qatar, Saudi Arabia and 
the United Arab Emirates (UAE). The above-mentioned countries are 

1 MOIA was established in 2004 as Ministry of Non-Resident Affairs in May 2004 and 
renamed in September 2004 to handle services for non-resident Indians and persons of 
Indian origin. It is presently merged with Ministry of External affairs and carries out all the 
functions.
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referred to as GCC countries throughout this chapter and all the other 
countries are referred to as non-GCC countries. Since it is mandatory to 
obtain emigration clearance for Emigration Clearance Required (ECR) 
passport holders from Government of India to obtain visa from the GCC 
countries, the records of emigrants are available from MOIA, Government 
of India. These data enable the researchers to study the trends and other 
relevant characteristics of all the emigrants from different states of India. 
The analysis of the data reveals that the workers granted emigration clear-
ances from Tamil Nadu (TN) in 1993 accounted to 70,313 persons, as 
compared to the neighbouring state of Kerala from which as many as 
155,208 persons had emigrated from the state during the same period. 
Kerala has been the first-ranking state of India sending migrants to GCC 
countries. In 2006, Tamil Nadu registered a massive increase over Kerala 
which accounted for 155,631 persons who were cleared for emigration for 
work as compared to 120,083  in Kerala and retained its position 
in 2007 too.

Figure 11.1 indicates the volume of Kerala and Tamil Nadu workers 
who were granted emigration clearance from MOIA over the years. As per 
the figure, Kerala had the highest flow of migration until 2013. In 2014, 
Tamil Nadu took over that position. In 2006, Tamil Nadu achieved its 
peak whereas Kerala registered the same in 2008 with 180,703 workers. 
After that, there was a decline in the volume of workers from Tamil Nadu 
as well as from Kerala. However, in 2014, Tamil Nadu surpassed Kerala 
among the South Indian states and stood behind Uttar Pradesh and Bihar 
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Fig. 11.1  Workers granted emigration clearance from Kerala and Tamil Nadu. 
(Source: Compiled by the authors from various MOIA annual reports, MOIA, 
New Delhi)
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at all-India level, as far as the emigration of workers was concerned. This 
data is just an indication about trends of emigration to GCC countries 
which required Emigration Clearance of the passport holders who had 
completed 12 years of schooling.

Being one of the top four migrant states based on ECR data, Tamil 
Nadu did not have comprehensive data about the migration patterns from 
state. Tamil Nadu migration survey was an answer to the gap. Tamil Nadu 
migration survey results have estimated that 2.2 million emigrants from 
Tamil Nadu are living abroad, which is around 3 per cent of the total 
population of Tamil Nadu. Though Singapore is estimated to receive the 
largest number of emigrants from Tamil Nadu accounting to 410,000 fol-
lowed by the UAE with 400,000 emigrants, GCC states between them 
receive over half of the emigrants, estimated to be 1.1 million. Historically, 
Tamil Nadu has people migrating to Singapore and Malaysia and settling 
there. This started in the pre-independence era, but the Gulf migration 
started recently, and it gives different opportunities compared to Singapore 
or Malaysia. As its distinctions are clear between the migrations to these 
different destinations, this chapter explores the characteristics of migration 
to GCC states.

Objective

This chapter is to understand the specific characteristics of migrants to 
GCC countries as the policies that are required for half of the international 
migrants from Tamil Nadu are different from the migrants to non-GCC 
countries—in terms of their socio-demographic characteristics such as 
occupation, education, marital status and in their contribution to the 
economy such as remittances, skill sets. It also understands the data of 
non-GCC countries in general to know if there is any need for further 
exploration. The chapter also discusses the future prospects of Tamil Nadu 
migrants to GCC countries based on the estimates from analysis.

Literature Review

Migration, in India, has been happening since British era but the interna-
tional migration scene is not studied in depth until recently. In fact, one of 
the largest surveys for migration was conducted by the Centre for 
Development Studies, Kerala, in 1998 to explore the international migra-
tion in Kerala. Studies that explore the characteristics of Indian migrants to 
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the UAE shows that around 40 per cent are production-related workers—
ones that work as electricians, electronics equipment operators, plumbers, 
welders, sheet metal workers and construction workers (Zachariah, Kannan 
and Rajan 2002a; Zachariah, Prakash and Rajan 2002b; 2004; Zachariah, 
Mathew and Rajan 2003). The educational status of these workers is less 
than secondary except for 3 per cent of them. The average work hours per 
day of migrants range from 8 to 13 hours. This study also found that almost 
22 per cent of migrants have delay in getting their wages. These details 
compel to understand the uniqueness in the migration to the UAE and 
other GCC countries. It also makes the comparison with the non-GCC 
countries necessary if the conditions are different in general. A panel of 
data analysis of Kerala migration study series shows that the remittances to 
Kerala has been growing and it estimates that it stands at Rs 71,442 crores. 
This is 36.3 per cent of Kerala’s State Domestic Product (SDP) equivalent 
and proved to be significant source of development to the state (Zachariah 
and Rajan 2016a). Tamil Nadu as a state is larger in area when compared 
to Kerala and it is one with more population, more SDP than the neigh-
bour, but the international migration seems to be similar in the states as per 
the ECR data (MOIA 2013). As 90 per cent of the Kerala migrants are 
going to GCC countries and this proportion is 50 per cent in case of Tamil 
Nadu, it is required to understand the remittances from Tamil Nadu 
migrants in GCC countries to analyse the economic impact and develop-
ment support that the state is able to receive (For Punjab, See Rajan and 
Nanda 2015; Varghese and Rajan 2015).

Data and Methods

This chapter uses the data obtained in Tamil Nadu migration survey 2015 
(Rajan et al. 2017) based on study conducted by Centre for Development 
Studies. Other secondary data sets are also referred from data published by 
Ministry of overseas affairs yearly based on the ECR passports cleared for 
emigration.

Descriptive statistics are the major methods used for analysis. Some of 
the tables obtained from Rajan et al. 2017 have been synthesized for the 
use of the study.

Throughout the presentation of results, the countries, namely 
Bahrain, Kuwait, Oman, Qatar, Saudi Arabia and the UAE, are referred 
to as GCC (Gulf cooperation council) countries and others as non-GCC 
countries simply for the objective of our analysis. It is also to be noted 
that though this chapter talks about international migration, some of the 
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abbreviations used in the presentation of results are: EMI—Emigrants 
and REM—Return Emigrant are the categories of international migrants 
and OMI—Out-migrants and ROM—Return out-migrants are the cat-
egories of migrants that migrate within the country across different 
states in India.

Results

Demographic and social profiles of migrants to GCC countries and non-
GCC countries— A Comparison.

Religious Distribution of Tamil Nadu Migrants 
to GCC and Non-GCC Countries

According to the 2011 Census, Tamil Nadu’s population consists of 
87.58 per cent Hindus, 6.12 per cent Christians and 5.86 per cent 
Muslims. The religious composition (Table 11.1) of the emigrant popu-
lation is different from religious composition seen in the total population 
of Tamil Nadu. The majority of the emigrants are Hindus and accounted 
for 78.5 per cent, 8 per cent of them are Christians and the remaining 
13.3 per cent are Muslims. Muslim emigrants are represented more in 
GCC countries as compared to the Tamil Nadu average—25.4 per cent 
of Saudi Arabia emigrants from Tamil Nadu are Muslims and this share of 
Muslim emigrants is over 20 per cent for all the GCC countries except for 
Oman, which has 14.3 per cent of Muslims in total emigrants which is 

Table 11.1  Religious composition of Tamil Nadu emigrants to GCC countries

Religion Current destination of TN emigrants by country Overall

United 
Arab 

Emirates

Saudi 
Arabia

Oman Qatar Kuwait Bahrain Overall 
GCC 

countries

Non-
GCC 

countries

Hindu 67.6 67.6 69.4 64.5 70.8 65.5 67.9 88.9 78.5
Christian 8.8 7.1 16.3 11.8 6.9 10.3 9.0 7.0 8.0
Muslim 23.3 25.4 14.3 23.7 22.3 24.1 23.1 3.8 13.3
Others 0.3 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.1 0.3 0.2
Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0

Source: Compiled by authors based on Rajan et al. 2017
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still above the Muslim emigrants share of overall emigrants from Tamil 
Nadu. Hindu share of emigrants in GCC countries ranges from 64 per 
cent to 70 per cent which is well below the overall share of emigrants. In 
case of non-GCC countries, the Hindu share (88.9 per cent) of emigrant 
population is way over the overall share and the Muslim (3.8 per cent) 
share is well below it. In the case of Christians, their share in emigrant 
population from GCC and non-GCC countries is similar and closer to 
overall share of 8 per cent of Tamil Nadu emigrants except for Oman and 
Qatar where Christians share 16.3 per cent and 11.8 per cent of the emi-
grant populations respectively.

One of the reasons for the larger share of Muslim emigrants in Gulf 
countries may be due to chain migration. When the infrastructure projects 
had started picking up in Gulf countries in the early 1970s, labourers from 
India and other South Asian countries were attracted to GCC countries. 
However, since the majority of population in these countries was Muslims, 
Hindu immigrants did not feel comfortable with them due to cultural 
contrast. With a great difference in food and living habits among these 
two, Hindus found it difficult to live with Muslims, hence Singapore and 
Malaysia became the favourable destinations for Tamil migrants due to its 
stronger diaspora presence.

Distribution of Tamil Nadu Migrants 
and Return Migrants by Sex

The analysis of emigrants by sex (Table  11.2) shows that the share of 
women among Tamil emigrants to GCC countries was less. It may be due 
to numerous restrictions on women employment including their infamous 

Table 11.2  Distribution of Tamil Nadu emigrants to Gulf by sex and country

Sex Country where the migrant workers were residing Overall

United 
Arab 

Emirates

Saudi 
Arabia

Oman Qatar Kuwait Bahrain Overall 
GCC 

countries

Non-
GCC 

countries

Male 89.6 94.4 88.8 88.2 90.8 89.7 91.1 79.6 85.3
Female 10.4 5.6 11.2 11.8 9.2 10.3 8.9 20.4 14.7
Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0

Source: Compiled by authors based on Rajan et al. 2017
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Table 11.3  Distribution of return migrants to Tamil Nadu from Gulf by sex and 
country

Sex Country where the migrant workers were residing Overall

United 
Arab 

Emirates

Saudi 
Arabia

Oman Qatar Kuwait Bahrain Overall 
GCC 

countries

Non-
GCC 

countries

Male 96.4 96.3 93.3 96.8 88.0 89.5 95.0 92.8 94.0
Female 3.6 3.7 6.7 3.2 12.0 10.5 5.0 7.2 6.0
Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0

Source: Compiled by authors based on Rajan et al. 2017

kafala2 system for migration monitoring. Of all the emigrants in GCC 
countries, only around 9 per cent were women on an average, and this 
percentage is even lesser (5.6 per cent) if we include Saudi Arabia also 
which has stricter laws on women rights (Rajan and Joseph 2013, 2015).

This comparison of distribution of sex among return migrants with 
emigrants is just to see if there is any basic difference in the travelling pat-
tern. From the results (Table 11.3) we see that there is a significant differ-
ence in the distribution between emigrants and returned emigrants in case 
of non-GCC countries. It is observed that the male-female ratio is 80:20 in 
case of emigrants whereas the ratio is 93:07  in case of return migrants. 
This might be because that emigrant group contains female population 
who migrate due to marriage and the returned emigrants are mostly the 
male population who come back alone to get settled. In fact, this differ-
ence is expected as a basic aspect of the classification, emigrants and return 
emigrants.

Results from Table 11.4 show that among migrants to GCC countries, 
50 per cent belong to the age group of 20–34 years against the non-GCC 
countries where the presence of this age group is 54 per cent. Exceptions 
to this is Bahrain—where 31 per cent of the migrants were aged from 20 
to 34 years and 51.7 per cent in the age group 30 to 49 years. The per-
centages of TN migrants in these two age groups in Kuwait were 42.3 and 
40.0 respectively. Usually the migrants travelling to the Gulf countries 
have to return to their home country after mandatory retirement at the 

2 Kafala system is a system used to be in practice to monitor coming in migrant labours 
through in-country sponsor (usually employer) for every worker. This was widely practised 
in Gulf countries.
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Table 11.4  Distributions of TN migrants by age and country in Gulf and non-
Gulf countries

Current 
age 
group

Country where the migrant workers were residing Non-
GCC

Overall

United 
Arab 

Emirates

Saudi 
Arabia

Oman Qatar Kuwait Bahrain Overall 
GCC

Less 
than 20

4.4 2.9 5.1 6.6 5.4 3.4 4.3 9.4 6.9

20–34 54.7 51.9 45.9 51.3 42.3 31.0 50.6 54.5 52.5
35–49 32.4 37.5 44.9 35.5 40.0 51.7 36.9 30.8 33.8
50–64 8.0 7.1 4.1 6.6 11.5 13.8 7.8 4.6 6.2
Greater 
than 65

0.5 0.6 0.0 0.0 0.8 0.0 0.5 0.6 0.6

Total 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100

Source: Compiled by authors based on Rajan et al. 2017

age of 60 or 62 (or in special cases of 65) years or after taking voluntary 
retirement around 50 years of age since Gulf countries do not take them 
as their citizens. Therefore, all the migrants after retirement are supposed 
to return to their home country. This is confirmed from the data that only 
very few (negligible percentage) migrants stay in GCC countries beyond 
65 years of age. Kuwait and especially Bahrain show different pattern of 
distribution of migrants than that of the rest of the four GCC countries. 
The percentages of migrants in the age group 50 to 64 years are nearly 
twofold than those found in these age groups are in the UAE, Saudi 
Arabia, Oman and Qatar. Bahrain has people, mostly migrants, to work as 
labourers in non-agricultural sector and for domestic help (see Table 11.6). 
As this work needs good experience, the migrants who start late in the 
migration process migrate to countries such as Bahrain and Kuwait.

Educational Status of TN Migrants and Impact 
of Migration on Their Occupation

Educational status of the migrants in Gulf (Table 11.5) for class 10 to class 
12 group which constitutes around 26.3 of TN migrants and the share of 
migrants completed class 10 to class 12 is around 34.5 per cent in the 
UAE, a country where employer sponsorship for workers required at least 
10th class. Saudi Arabia and Kuwait have migrant share of 33.9 per cent 
and 33.1 per cent respectively.

  S. I. RAJAN AND E. S. RAJAN
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Table 11.5  Educational status of TN migrants to GCC countries

Educational 
status

Percentage of TN migrants to GCC 
countries by educational status

Overall 
GCC

Non-
GCC

Overall

UAE Saudi 
Arabia

Oman Qatar Kuwait Bahrain

Illiterate/
others

5.2 5.0 9.2 6.6 6.9 3.4 5.8 9.7 7.8

Class 1 to 9 17.1 25.1 18.4 17.1 21.5 20.7 20.4 12.6 16.5
Class 10 to 12 34.5 33.9 28.6 26.3 33.1 27.6 32.8 19.9 26.3
ITI/
certificate/
diploma

25.6 24.2 22.4 32.9 26.9 37.9 25.9 25.2 25.5

PG/PG 
diploma/
professional 
degree/PhD

17.6 11.8 21.4 17.1 11.5 10.3 15.1 32.7 24.0

Source: Compiled by authors based on Rajan et al. 2017

Table 11.5 presents the percentages of Tamil Nadu migrants to six 
GCC countries and non-GCC countries by their educational level. As the 
data in the table suggests, the percentages of illiterate migrants ranged 
between the least (3.4) for Bahrain and the most (9.2) for Oman. Some 
interesting patterns may be observed from the data. Among the migrants 
having completed schooling from class 1 to class 9, the maximum percent-
age (25.1) was employed in Saudi Arabia, followed by Kuwait (21.5) and 
Bahrain (20.7). In the UAE, Qatar and Oman, the percentage staggered 
at around 17.5. Interestingly, as one moves from “Illiterate” category to 
class 10 to class 12, it is observed that barring Qatar and Bahrain, the 
percentages of migrants with educational qualification (years of schooling) 
showed increase in rest of the four GCC countries. By and large, the high-
est percentage of migrants in GCC countries is in the class 10 to class 12 
categories of schooling.

The last two categories of education in Table 11.5 give the percentages 
of Tamil Nadu migrants to Gulf countries with some technical qualifica-
tions and those having academic degrees like post-graduation and PhD 
who may be absorbed in Gulf countries as university/college teachers. 
The migrants having acquired some technical skills and received certifi-
cate/diploma after successfully completed training at the government 
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Industrial Training Institutes (ITI), have had better career prospects in 
countries like Bahrain (37.9 per cent), Qatar (32.9 per cent), Kuwait (26.9 
per cent), the UAE (25.6 per cent) and Oman (22.4 per cent). As the data 
suggests, Bahrain and Qatar had absorbed relatively more migrants in jobs 
requiring technical skills in various traits to meet the demand of semi-
skilled and skilled workers in industries. The demand for post-graduates 
and PhD degree holders seems to be relatively more in Oman where maxi-
mum percentage of Tamil Nadu migrants (21.4) are located, followed by 
the UAE (17.6), Qatar (17.1) and Saudi Arabia (11.8). The demand of 
academic degrees holders seems to be least in Kuwait (11.5) and Bahrain 
(10.3). Oman has relatively better facilities for higher education and health 
as compared to other GCC countries.

In the overall migrant’s population from TN, people who are illiterate 
represent 7.8 per cent and illiterates are more than average in non-GCC 
countries and less than average in most of the Gulf destinations except 
Oman. More illiterate population is seen in non-GCC countries which 
may perhaps be partially attributed to the migration of children within 
6  years of age as these countries are favourable destinations for family 
migration as against GCC countries.

Type of Employment of Tamil Nadu 
Migrants to GCC and non-GCC Countries 

Before and After Migration

Table 11.6 presents the percentages of Tamil Nadu migrants by type of 
employment before and after migration. The table gives the scenarios of 
the unemployment-driven migration and also migration which took place 
due to wage differentials between countries of origin and destination. In 
every case, share of employees in private sector had increased after migra-
tion. This is expected as most of the migrants go abroad to get a better 
salary and improved lifestyle. Also, private enterprises provide higher sala-
ries to recruit skilled/qualified migrants. Labourers in non-agricultural 
sector had also shown increase, though by a small margin except in two 
GCC countries, namely, Saudi Arabia and Bahrain, where demand for 
construction labourers was usually high. Next to that is agricultural sector 
where the labour employment had recorded a decrease at an average of 5 
per cent per annum. This steep fall could be attributed to drought condi-
tions, unemployment, and low income for agricultural labourers in the 
state that they prefer to migrate and work in different occupations. Most 
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of them work as non-agricultural labourers usually after migration. 
Household workers’ employment shared constant in most cases before 
and after migration except for non-GCC countries where it was raised by 
2.1 per cent. This could be justified as countries included USA, UK and 
Australia which also record high demand for domestic workers. Percentages 
of all those migrants who were self-employed before migration decreased 
after migration. This is true in case of all the GCC and non-GCC coun-
tries. Will it be correct to interpret that this decrease in the percentages of 
self-employed migrants after migration may be attributed to high occupa-
tional mobility in both the GCC and non-GCC countries due to availabil-
ity of better employment prospects after moving to GCC and non-GCC 
countries? However, the data supports the phenomenon of the decrease of 
self-employed migration after migrating to both GCC and non-
GCC countries

Return Migrants of Gulf Countries and Their 
Satisfaction About Their Wages

This section explores the problems of wage discrepancy faced by return 
migrants from Gulf. This can also be seen in terms of expectations versus 
reality. “Lucrative Salary” is one of the main reasons Tamil Nadu 
migrants travel to Gulf countries (see also Zachariah, Nair and Rajan 
2001, 2006). Their expectations rise through what they read and what 
they heard or got information through communication. Among all 
returned migrants from GCC countries, 24.1 per cent of Tamil Nadu 
returned migrants faced wage problems, comparatively higher to 20.4 
per cent facing problems among all Tamil Nadu returned migrants 
observed in Tamil Nadu migration survey 2015. In Table 11.7, it could 
be seen that this number is way higher in case of migrants in Kuwait 
(30.1 per cent) and migrants to Saudi Arabia and Bahrain also have 
migrants having more wage problems than other Gulf migrants Rajan, 
Prakash and Suresh 2015). These countries have been known for hiring 
construction and domestic labour from India, proportionately higher 
compared to other GCC countries such as the UAE.

Table 11.8 shows the percentages of the return migrants from GCC 
and non-GCC countries answering on the specific question: “Have you 
received the salary that was promised?” It is heartening to note that a large 
percentage of the return migrants from the GCC and non-GCC countries 
expressed satisfaction that the salary received by them was same as what 

  S. I. RAJAN AND E. S. RAJAN



259

Table 11.7  Percentages of returned Gulf migrants from GCC countries express-
ing satisfaction on the wage problem

Whether 
satisfied 
with the 
wage 
problem?

Country from where emigrants returned Overall

United 
Arab 

Emirates

Saudi 
Arabia

Oman Qatar Kuwait Bahrain Overall 
GCC

Non-
GCC

Yes 18.1 29.3 17.8 19.4 30.1 26.3 24.1 15.6 20.4
No 81.9 70.7 82.2 80.6 69.9 73.7 75.9 84.4 79.6

Source: Compiled by authors based on Rajan et al. 2017

Table 11.8  Percentages of returned Gulf migrants from GCC and non-GCC 
countries expressing satisfaction on the salary received and what was promised

Have you 
received 
the salary 
promised?

Country from where emigrants returned Overall

UAE Saudi 
Arabia

Oman Qatar Kuwait Bahrain Overall 
GCC

Non-
GCC

Yes 76.3 74.4 91.1 74.2 74.7 89.5 76.6 75.2 76.0
No 21.7 24.5 6.7 25.8 20.5 10.5 21.6 21.4 21.5
Not 
reported

2.0 1.1 2.2 0.0 4.8 0.0 1.9 3.4 2.5

Total 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100

Source: Compiled by authors based on Rajan et al. 2017

was promised before their emigration from Tamil Nadu. It may be 
observed from the table that highest percentage (91.1) of return migrants 
from Oman had reported that they received the salary they were promised 
before coming; followed by those who returned from Bahrain (89.5). In 
case of return migrants from rest of the GCC and non-GCC countries, the 
percentages of those receiving the amount of the salary they were prom-
ised ranged between 74.2 for Qatar and 76.3 for the UAE. Nearly the 
same situation was for non-GCC countries. The maximum percentage of 
return migrants who did not answer the question was 4.8 for Kuwait. In 
the rest of the four GCC countries, namely, the UAE, Saudi Arabia, Oman 
and Bahrain, the non-response to the question ranged from the minimum 
of “0” per cent for Qatar and Kuwait, to a maximum of 2.0 per cent 
for the UAE.
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Among those return migrants from GCC countries who said “No” to the 
question, the maximum percentage was for Qatar (25.8) followed by those 
who returned from Saudi Arabia (24.5). In these two GCC countries (Qatar 
and Saudi Arabia), relatively a large percentage of return migrants com-
plained that they were not paid what they were promised by their employer 
before coming to these countries. Surprisingly 21.7 per cent of Gulf return 
migrants in the UAE said that they did not receive the pay as they were 
promised despite the fact that the UAE has been the most preferred destina-
tion among the Gulf countries because of their employment security.

Percentages of Return Migrants from Gulf 
Countries Who Reported Their Grievances 

to the Indian Embassy

Table 11.9 gives the percentages of Tamil Nadu return migrants from six 
Gulf countries who reported host of problems they faced in Gulf states to 
their country ambassador in their respective countries. As can be seen 
from the table that a large percentage of the return migrants to six GCC 
countries did not report any problem they faced during their stay in the 
country. However, the maximum percentage (96.8) of return migrants 
who did not report any problem was from Qatar followed by the UAE 
(94.0). The returned migrants who stayed in Bahrain seem to have 
reported relatively more problems to the embassy/ambassador. Not many 
had reported any grievances against their employers.

Five types of problems/grievances were “Grievances against employer”, 
“Problems related to salary”, “Problems of communication due to lan-
guage”, “Harassment from local police”, and “Other types of adjustment 
problems”.

With regard to the five problems stated above, only 0.4 per cent of 
return migrants from the UAE and 2.2 per cent of return migrants from 
Oman had reported grievances against their employers. Among the return 
migrants staying in the rest of the four GCC states, namely Saudi Arabia, 
Qatar, Kuwait and Bahrain, none had spoken against their employer to the 
Indian embassy officials. However, all the migrants returning from the six 
GCC countries had some or the other problem pertaining to their pay. The 
majority (9.2 per cent) of Tamil Nadu return migrants from Saudi Arabia 
complained more problems of payment of their salary and other pay-related 
issues, followed by return migrants from Bahrain (5.3 per cent), Kuwait 
(4.8 per cent), the UAE (4.4 per cent) and Oman (4.4 per cent). 
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Interestingly, barring Saudi Arabia, in the rest of the five GCC countries 
the problems concerning the pay of return migrants were much less than 
the ones that returned from the non-GCC countries.

As expected, return migrants staying in GCC countries may have 
had the problems of communication due to difference in spoken lan-
guages. Nevertheless, only a small percentage of the return migrants 
staying in three GCC countries found communication problem. Their 
percentages in decreasing order of magnitude were Bahrain (5.3), 
Kuwait (2.4) and the UAE (0.4). Harassment by local police was expe-
rienced by a negligible percentage of migrants. Thus, the TN return 
migrants from GCC countries had nothing serious to report to the 
personnel of Indian embassy in connection with their stay in these 
countries (See Table 11.9).

Reasons for Returning of Tamil Nadu Migrants 
from Gulf Countries

In this section we focus upon the reasons for return of Tamil Nadu migrants 
from six GCC countries to their native country. In Table 11.10 below, the 
information on eight reasons for the return of TN migrants to home coun-
try has been tabulated by place of residence in the Gulf countries. As the 
data in the table suggests, a large percentage of TN migrants in six GCC 
countries reported the reason for their return to their home country as the 
expiry of their contract. Normally for a migrant who had attained the age 
of superannuation, the contract may not be renewed. If the contract is not 
renewed, under any circumstances, the migrant is required to leave the 
country as the employer is not obliged to arrange the resident permit to 
such migrants. However, some of the migrants may manage to travel again 
with contract renewed or with a contract signed with a new employer. As 
expected, the percentages of return migrants vary from country to country. 
The highest percentage of TN migrants who returned to their native place 
was 51.1 for Oman followed by Qatar (45.2) and Bahrain (42.1). In the 
rest of the three GCC countries, the percentages staggered between a mini-
mum of 30.9 per cent for the UAE and maximum of 37.3 for Kuwait.

By and large, the percentage of TN migrants reporting the reason as 
“Family Problem” for their return stood as the second after the reason 
“Expiry of Contract”. The percentages of TN migrants, who gave the 
“Family Problem” as the reason for their return, were 25.3 for Kuwait, fol-
lowed by Saudi Arabia (22.0), Oman (20.0) and the UAE (18.9). The least 
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percentage (5.3) of migrants who took decision for their return because of 
“Family Problem” was for Bahrain. All those migrants who return due to 
family problems are the ones who would have left their family behind and 
it is viewed as bigger social cost if these families are unattended.

Another prominent reason for migrants’ return was their “Poor 
Health”. Among the TN migrants who stated this reason for their return, 
a relatively large percentage of migrants returning from Qatar was 16.1 
followed by 11.6 for the UAE. The percentages of migrants (in decreasing 
order of magnitude) returning from the rest of the four GCC countries for 
“poor health” were 8.8 per cent for Saudi Arabia, 8.4 per cent for Kuwait, 
6.7 per cent for Oman and 5.3 per cent for Bahrain.

The migrants who reported the reason for their return as “Low Wages”, 
the maximum percentage was for the UAE (12.4), followed by Qatar 
(9.7), Saudi Arabia (8.8) and Kuwait (7.2). In Bahrain, “low wages” does 
not seem to be the push factor for migrants to leave the country. The next 
reason “Voluntary Retirement” has not been a significant cause for return 
migration. Although “Compulsory Expatriation” has not been a major 
reason in the GCC countries, in Bahrain (10.5 per cent) and Kuwait (6.0 
per cent), it was higher than in the rest of the four countries.

Now, Tami Nadu is a state of 72 million people and there is wide 
demand for skilled labour like construction labour, carpenter, electrician, 
plumber, lathe worker in industries and so on. There is a recent trend in 
in-migration of this labour supply from other states like Andhra Pradesh, 
Bihar and Uttar Pradesh. But Table 11.11 shows that around 55 per cent 
of the returned Gulf migrants have manual skills. These skills are either 
underutilized or underpaid for if they seek work and eventually fade off 
when not being employed for a time period of more than 6 months to a 
year. Other managerial skills and professional skills of return migrants also 
should be enriched through training and skill-management practices. This 
is clearly an untapped potential that the state can use.

Remittances by TN Migrants of the Gulf 
Countries and Their Utilization by Left 

Behind Families at the Origin

Tamil Nadu received Rs 61,843 crores of remittances as calculated by ECR 
method (Zachariah and Rajan 2016a). This section calculates country-wise 
remittances only based on household remittances data from Rajan et al. 
2017 and emphasize the Gulf countries’ share in household remittances. 
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Tamil Nadu received Rs 14,551 crores as remittances from migrants based 
on household remittances reported from Tamil Nadu migration survey 
2015. Remittances are calculated country wise by taking proportional 
remittances country wise from the household-wise remittances reported 
and then the total remittance is distributed. Tamil Nadu received highest 
proportion of remittances from a non-GCC country—Singapore—a coun-
try where the presence of Tamil Nadu migrants and Tamil diaspora is very 
strong. Among the migrants from GCC countries, Saudi Arabia is the des-
tination country from which 17.39 per cent, that is Rs 2530.66 crore, is 
received. Migrants to the UAE contribute to 15.56 per cent of household 
remittances to Tamil Nadu (Table 11.12).

In all, migrants to GCC countries send Rs 7019.51 crore to Tamil 
Nadu and contribute to 48.24 per cent of the state’s total remittances 
(Table 11.13). Appendix has the complete list of countries and the remit-
tance received.

Table 11.12  Remittances 
by TN migrants to GCC 
and non-GCC countries 
with large remittances by 
country

Country Percentage Remittances 
(in crores)

United Arab Emirates 15.56 2264.65
Saudi Arabia 17.39 2530.66
Oman 4.03 586.19
Qatar 2.79 406.25
Kuwait 7.28 1058.83
Bahrain 1.19 172.93
Singapore 20.27 2949.47
Malaysia 11.95 1739.56
USA 11.80 1717.70

Source: Compiled by authors based on Rajan et al. 2017

Note: This is not the complete list and complete table is in 
Appendix

Countries Proportion Remittances 
(in Cr.)

GCC countries 48.24 7019.51
Non-GCC countries 51.76 7531.49
Total 100.00 14,551.00

Source: Compiled by authors based on Rajan et al. 2017

Table 11.13  Remittances 
of Tamil Nadu Gulf 
migrants—GCC and 
non-GCC

  S. I. RAJAN AND E. S. RAJAN



267

Table 11.14  Utilization of remittances by left behind families of TN migrants to 
Gulf countries by country of residence

Utilization of 
remittances

The state/country of residence of TN migrants by country Overall

United 
Arab 

Emirates

Saudi 
Arabia

Oman Qatar Kuwait Bahrain Non-
GCC

Building a house 28.9 35.7 31.7 35.7 25.7 15.8 29.9 30.7
Funding 
marriage/dowry

13.6 16.8 7.3 14.3 14.3 15.8 14.9 14.8

Buying property/
vehicle

6.1 7.0 7.3 3.6 7.1 10.5 8.4 7.4

Education of 
children

13.2 10.2 12.2 17.9 7.1 15.8 12.0 11.8

Health of a family 
member

15.8 13.5 17.1 17.9 20.0 26.3 12.2 14.3

Others 22.4 16.8 24.4 10.7 25.7 15.8 22.5 21.1

Source: Compiled by authors based on Rajan et al. 2017

Most of the migrants’ families use the remittances received in building 
a house, which is considered every Indian family’s dream, and Tamil Nadu 
has the same sentiment. Intriguingly, people spend their remittances also 
on education and health care of their family. Though education and health 
care should typically be provided by the state, it is not preferred by people 
due to quality issues. It becomes a part of everyone’s lifestyle to give chil-
dren better education and pursue quality treatment, and in fact people 
migrate to build their savings in order to send their children to a better 
college in future. This is an area that seeks attention (Table 11.14).

Future Prospects of Gulf Migration from Tamil 
Nadu and Recommendations

Gulf migration, as discussed, was always seen as a high-paying prospect for 
the economically downtrodden and the ones who desired to improve their 
status quo. They have always been aware of the risks that lay ahead of them 
when working under kafala system, where they had to pledge their pass-
port to work for a contract period. Of course, they prospered when they 
worked there. But there was no stability in their occupation or income 
when they completed their contract and come back.
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Table 11.6 shows the occupation conversion percentage of migrants to 
GCC countries. Percentage of labourers in non-agricultural sector has 
gone up and the percentage of labourers in agricultural sector has come 
down. The conversion of labour from agricultural sector to non-agricultural 
sector is clearly seen and when these employees return from abroad, the 
government should incentivize the labour to move in the direction where 
the domestic demand for labour is more.

In answer to a question about skills acquired (Table 11.11) by the 
migrants abroad, 61.9 per cent returned from Saudi Arabia and 60.2 
per cent returned from Kuwait have manual skills. About 55.2 per cent 
of migrants from GCC develop manual skills and have experience in it 
for a long period. There has been a clear demand for manual labour (in 
sectors like construction, carpentry and plumbing) in the state and the 
state imports a lot of labour from neighbouring states for these works. 
But they are less prone to join these sectors without better wages as 
they would compare the wage differential between here and abroad. 
Minimum wage legislation in these sectors would encourage the 
returned migrants to participate in these sectors and retain the existing 
labour force.

Price of crude oil took a fall over a period of time and is at its low of 
late. This has been a result of thought on global warming and growing 
awareness of nations about solar energy and other alternate sources of 
energy. This has led the GCC countries, which highly depend on oil 
trading for their GDP, to shutdown many ongoing infrastructure proj-
ects and stop creation of new projects for their development. This has 
led to reduction in demand for migrant labours in these countries. 
Recent incidents in Oman (Omanisation) and Saudi Arabia (mass job 
reduction) have fuelled this growing concern. There have also been job 
losses across all Gulf countries and this signifies the return of huge 
labour force to the state. As discussed earlier in one of the chapters 
(Zachariah and Rajan 2016b), rehabilitation programmes for returned 
labour is as necessary as the pre-migration workshops that are con-
ducted. These programmes serve the same purpose—to adapt to the 
local culture and understand the needs of the job market and where 
they stand with their present skill set. This would help the state to 
achieve its share of demographic dividend and avoid social costs incurred 
due to unemployment.
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Table 11.15  Economic activity of Tamil Nadu migrants before migrating to 
Gulf

Economic activity: 
Before migration

Country where the person is currently residing Total

UAE Saudi 
Arabia

Oman Qatar Kuwait Bahrain Non-GCC 
countries

Employed in private 
sector

44.3 29.5 30.6 36.8 36.9 37.9 41.0 38.8

Labourers in 
non-agric. sector

17.9 24.2 20.4 17.1 15.4 6.9 12.2 15.8

Agricultural labour 10.6 16.2 11.2 5.3 10.0 20.7 10.3 11.3
Self-employment 8.8 10.0 12.2 9.2 15.4 10.3 5.9 8.1
Job seekers 5.4 8.8 11.2 13.2 5.4 10.3 5.8 6.8
Students 3.4 3.8 4.1 3.9 3.1 3.4 8.6 6.1
Too young to work 3.9 1.5 4.1 6.6 6.2 3.4 8.4 6.0
Household works 3.6 2.1 4.1 5.3 5.4 3.4 5.0 4.3
Others 1.0 1.2 0.0 0.0 0.8 3.4 1.0 1.0
Job not required 0.5 1.5 0.0 2.6 0.0 0.0 0.6 0.7
Employed in state/
central govt

0.3 0.9 1.0 0.0 0.8 0.0 0.4 0.5

Employed in semi 
govt. aided school/
college etc.

0.3 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.8 0.0 0.6 0.4

Unpaid family 
worker

0.0 0.0 1.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.3 0.2

Disabled 0.0 0.3 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0

Appendix
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Table 11.16  Economic activity of Tamil Nadu migrants in Gulf after migration

Economic 
activity: After 
migration

Country where the person is currently residing Total

United 
Arab 

Emirates

Saudi 
Arabia

Oman Qatar Kuwait Bahrain Non-
GCC 

countries

Employed in 
private sector

60.4 41.3 42.9 55.3 55.4 51.7 54.1 52.8

Labourers in 
non-agric. 
sector

22.8 36.9 30.6 19.7 20.0 31.0 18.1 22.9

Household 
works

3.9 3.5 4.1 5.3 5.4 3.4 7.1 5.6

Students 2.8 1.8 3.1 5.3 4.6 0.0 7.7 5.3
Self-
employment

4.1 6.5 10.2 3.9 9.2 3.4 4.0 5.0

Too young to 
work

1.6 1.5 3.1 2.6 1.5 3.4 3.8 2.8

Agricultural 
labour

1.6 4.4 4.1 0.0 2.3 3.4 1.3 2.0

Others 1.0 1.5 1.0 0.0 0.0 3.4 1.8 1.4
Employed in 
semi govt. 
aided school/
college etc.

0.5 0.9 0.0 3.9 0.0 0.0 1.0 0.9

Employed in 
state/central 
govt

0.3 1.2 0.0 1.3 0.8 0.0 0.5 0.6

Job seekers 0.5 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.8 0.0 0.4 0.3
Job not 
required

0.5 0.3 0.0 2.6 0.0 0.0 0.1 0.3

Unpaid family 
worker

0.0 0.0 1.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.2 0.1

Disabled 0.0 0.3 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0
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Table 11.17  Household 
remittances of Tamil 
Nadu migrants from Gulf

Country Percentage Remittances 
(in crores)

United Arab Emirates 15.56 2264.65
Saudi Arabia 17.39 2530.66
Oman 4.03 586.19
Qatar 2.79 406.25
Kuwait 7.28 1058.83
Bahrain 1.19 172.93
Australia 2.80 406.74
Bangladesh 0.16 22.67
Canada 0.21 30.95
China 0.03 4.53
France 0.13 19.27
Germany 0.90 130.93
Hong Kong 0.05 6.80
Indonesia 0.39 56.88
Iran 0.01 1.13
Ireland 0.03 4.53
Italy 0.04 5.10
Japan 0.16 23.24
Kenya 0.02 2.83
Libya 0.09 13.09
Malaysia 11.95 1739.56
Maldives 0.06 9.43
Myanmar 0.12 17.00
Netherlands 0.04 5.67
New Zealand 0.04 5.44
Nigeria 0.01 1.13
Philippines 0.13 18.70
Singapore 20.27 2949.47
South Africa 0.43 62.91
Sri Lanka 0.03 4.65
Switzerland 0.19 28.34
Taiwan 0.11 15.87
Thailand 0.72 104.86
UK 0.40 58.27
USA 11.80 1717.70
Yemen 0.00 0.00
Others 0.44 63.77
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