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This document aims to inform Sri Lanka’s national policy on the protection of rights of women migrant domestic workers. 
Guided by normative commitments and international standards on gender equality and migrant labour rights, the 

and the most marginalized women migrant domestic workers. It reviews existing policies and programmes and captures 
good practices to recommend strategies for realizing the rights of Women Migrant Domestic Workers to decent work, 
income security and economic autonomy. This policy brief explores how gender-responsive employment contracts can be 
better implemented in multiple ways, including as an ethical recruitment tool during the recruitment process, a pedagogical 
tool to raise rights-based awareness among women migrant domestic workers and as a model contract in the Bilateral 
Agreements and Memoranda of Understanding that safeguard Women Migrant Domestic Workers’ rights

THE ISSUE
Women migrant domestic workers constitute the bulk 
of women workers emigrating from Sri Lanka. Between 
2012 and 2018, of 1.8 million migrant workers, 40.2 
per cent were women and of these, 74.9 per cent were 
registered as domestic workers (see Figure 1)1.  Studies 
suggest that 59.0 per cent of female workers migrate 
before the age of 352  and that their migration is 

3

women migrant domestic workers’ emigration as part 

4

participation rates5.
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Figure 1: Recent Trends in the Mobility of Women Migrant
Domestic Workers   
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not translated into opportunities for decent work, social 

challenges and risks. 

Risks for women migrant domestic workers begin at the pre-
departure stage, during which unscrupulous recruitment 

These risks continue upon arrival in the country of 
destination. 

or been replaced, a common practice known as “contract 
substitution” resulting in workers being forced to work for 

linguistic and cultural barriers, women migrant domestic 
workers are subjected to restrictions on their freedom of 

2016, women migrant domestic workers reported 26,908 

6 

the scope of national labour laws, making dispute resolution 

The global 

international 
standards in 
response to the 
multidimensional 
nature of the 

women migrant 
domestic workers 
face, including 
binding 
laws, non-binding principles and good practices which enable 
access to safe migration and decent work opportunities. 

most of these standards. 

Foremost among the international standards is the 2030 
7  Adopted in 2015, 

the Agenda recognises that well-managed and organized 

of migration.8 

Concurrent with the SDGs are critical international 
9  designed to promote safe migration and 

protect the rights of women migrant domestic workers. 
Principal among these10

for the Protection of the Rights of All Migrant Workers and 

1996.

Sri Lanka is also a member of non-binding and informal 
regional platforms and dialogues that promote the rights of 
migrant workers. These include:

1) The Colombo Process, established in 2003, protects 

2) The Global Forum on Migration and Development, 

the inter-connections between migration and 

3) The Abu Dhabi Dialogue, 

adopted in 2016, sets out steps for the launch of inter-

of a Global Compact for Migration to establish global 

2018.

NATIONAL FRAMEWORK

for regulating and protecting women migrant domestic 
workers’ rights. This includes measures for regulating 
international labour migration through standardization 
of recruitment processes, pre-departure training, 

“I was forced into captivity 
when I decided to change my 
employer in Kuwait. My passport 

withheld. When I attempted 
escape, I was caught by the police 
and put behind bars. It was only 
after spending several months in 
an Embassy-run shelter that I was 
able to return home.”  

- Returnee WMDW* 
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National policy framework: arching framework 

contributions of women migrant workers to nation-building 
and commits to addressing women migrant domestic 

Memoranda of Understanding (MoU) or Bilateral Labor 
Agreements (BLAs) to safeguard and protect migrant 
workers as a major challenge in promoting and protecting 

the capacities of women migrant domestic workers who 

concerns of women migrant workers.

Government architecture for protecting the rights 
of women migrant domestic workers: The Sri Lankan 

workers and their families. The Bureau is mandated with the 

11

Ban der disaggregated data.

pre-departure training programmes 
based on a 2012 agreement signed with the Sri Lanka 

12

13  Sri Lanka’s 

training curriculum is restricted to skills associated with 

that could be introduced to these trainings to place more 
emphasis on rights-based education through the trainings. 

understanding their mother tongue, minimum height of 4 
14  as eligible 

surgeries. Candidates who are below the minimum height 

to the recruitment agent to get a written undertaking 

reading and writing skills are referred to a paid15

Government regulations on the mobility of Women 
Migrant Workers:

the well-being of children who remain behind. In practice, 

women migrant workers, including prohibiting the migration 

Circulars16

17  and support gender-based discrimination on 
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decisions on her economic and social empowerment. More 

is in place for women migrant domestic workers to migrate 

Promotion of standardized contracts: 

signing of labour contracts and agreements, including: 

1) Agent-to-Agent Agreement, which is signed between a 

18

2) Women Migrant Domestic Worker Agreement, which is 

3) Women Migrant Domestic Worker Agreement for Private 
Recruitment, which is recommended in cases where 
women migrant domestic workers go abroad through 

contract termination details, dispute settlement, transfer 
19  A two-

20

recommends that contracts include the signatures and 

migrant domestic workers.

working 
conditions
rest, joining or forming associations/unions, skills training and 

living conditions (access to nutritious food, accommodation 

emigration processes (e.g. costs incurred towards obtaining 

obligations of the employee. 

sign dual contracts (one contract before going abroad and 

that contracts are binding on all parties. With this regard, 

role in monitoring the implementation of contracts and 

mediator at the time of signature on the contract between 

for the unscrupulous recruitment agents to manipulate and 

Pilot project – Caregivers for Israel 
In early 2016, a joint pilot programme between 
the Government of Sri Lanka and the Government 
of Israel announced job opportunities for 50 
caregivers to provide care to elderly persons with 

21  and adopted rigorous 
recruitment processes.22 Contract details 
included the duration of employment, monthly 
wage, entitlements (including access to health 
insurance), accommodation, food, weekly rest 
day, paid annual leave and religious holidays. 
Women migrant domestic workers were further 
mandated to be registered with one of the Israeli 
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also owing to the lack of a regulating mechanism to bring 
the recruitment agents and sub agents under a single legal 
framework. 

Pilot Project – Musaned Online Recruitment 
System of Saudi Arabia
The Ministry of Labour and Social Development 
of Saudi Arabia introduced the Musaned online 
recruitment system.26 The system enables the 
employers and prospective domestic workers to 
identify each other. The system sets out rights and 
duties of employers and domestic workers and 

enables applying for an e-visa and then tracking visa 

system of recruitment where both employer and 
employee can make informed decisions. 

At a bilateral meeting in January 2017, Sri Lanka 
agreed to follow the Musaned online recruitment 
system.27 It is unclear what the impacts of this 
system will be on women migrant domestic workers 
based in rural Sri Lanka with limited or no access 
to the Internet. Sri Lanka’s computer literacy stands 
at 26.0 per cent and 29.5 per cent for females 
and males respectively; digital literacy (use of 
smart phones/tablets) is 31.2 per cent for females 
and 36.7 per cent for males. The introduction of 
e-recruitment systems would, therefore, continue 
to provide opportunities for middlemen to exist.

Notwithstanding the challenges in establishing the 
Musaned system, it will enable maintaining migrant 
worker statistics and will enhance transparency. 
If these challenges are addressed, the system can 

long run. 

Access to health care: 

inbound, internal and outbound migrants and their families 

calls for conducting a standardized health assessment and 
generating health-related awareness at the pre-departure 

facilitate returnee migrants’ reintegration into the national 

health and the social welfare needs of migrant. workers 

licensed bonded placement bureaus, which in 
turn would be responsible for appointing social 
workers to oversee the employment. It is evident 
that under the pilot project, terms and conditions 
for decent work have been negotiated for 
women migrant domestic workers, including fair 
wages, living conditions, provisions for leave and 
institutionalization of a monitoring mechanism 
through social workers in Israel. 

However, the pilot project has not included a clause 
on protecting women migrant domestic workers 
from sexual abuse or workplace harassment. It 
is crucial to look into these issues during these 
kinds of initiatives. Another issue is the high 
recruitment costs that a prospective worker pays, 
such as a SLBFE processing fee for the recruitment 
agents, given that the global normative principles 
advocate for zero recruitment charges23 . Uptake 
of this opportunity has been slow; Sri Lanka has 
thus far only sent 19 workers under this project 

had the skills to undertake these employment 
opportunities.

Institutionalization of ethical recruitment practices: 

streamlining the practices of recruitment agents to 

24  
Section 5 of the Code of Conduct discusses in detail ethical 
conduct in recruitment processes. It addresses child labour, 

contract, non-misrepresentation and non-intimidation of 
the worker in signing contracts.

This is a global good practice because it enables the 

reduce ratings and recommend suspension of the non-

25 that are not members of the 
Association. It is therefore not clear how the Code of Conduct 
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women migrant domestic workers or returnee women 

health of migrant workers during reintegration. Further, the 

to women’s health rights. 

28

29

should ensure procedures for testing are streamlined so 

Grievance redress: 

functioning of the centre. The complaints database can be 

Between 2013 and 2016, 60 per cent of the registered 

either because the recruiting agent is from Colombo or 

cumbersome process discourages the women migrant 

one. 

Bilateral Agreements/Memoranda of Understanding: 

30  and 
bilateral agreements31  that focus on the protection of 
migrant workers. Among these, the 2014 bilateral agreement 

on women migrant domestic workers. This agreement 

committee to monitor the implementation of the agreement. 

memoranda of understanding that take the rights of women 

an agreed model contract should be highlighted as a best 
practice. 

and ensure the rights of women migrant domestic workers, 

women migrant domestic workers face. The Philippines-

32  It ensures that the 
recruitment of domestic workers should take place through 

RECOMMENDATIONS

to protect women migrant workers’ rights to freedom 

and strengthening of institutional mechanisms that 
facilitate safe migration, and the guarantee of access 
to protection measures in countries of destination and 
upon return. 
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REMOVE BARRIERS TO WOMEN’S MOBILITY

including the Family Background Report. 

gender-based discrimination and perpetuates gender 

and redistributing women’s unpaid domestic and care work 

social protection policies and the promotion of shared 

CREATE ROBUST AND UNIVERSAL OPPORTUNITIES 
FOR PRE-DEPARTURE SKILLS BUILDING

The pre-departure training programmes

domestic workers to upgrade their professional skills and to 

countries of destination. In addition to the standard course 

• Migrant workers’ rights, including the right to decent 

• Important contact numbers of missions, consulates 

Specialized accreditation and skills upgrading in a 

domestic workers with the option to deepen or upgrade 

conditions. 

and opportunities to strengthen capacities should be made 
open to all women migrant workers. 

Global good practice #1: 

seminars conducted in the Philippines is one of the 

ensures that workers are trained before their 
departure
orienting them. 

INTEGRATE GENDER PERSPECTIVES INTO 
EMPLOYMENT CONTRACTS

Gender-responsive terms of employment, or contracts 

as a result of gender issues, and because migrant domestic 

Gender-responsive guidance on employment 
contracts for domestic workers to guide negotiations 
between countries of origin and countries of destination. 
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women’s rights for migrant domestic workers.  The terms of 

ensure the inclusion of details on:

at labour and women’s rights in order to understand the 

tolerance for all forms of gender-based harassment, abuse 

are at the centre of protecting the rights of women migrant 
domestic workers. The template also prioritizes protection 
mechanisms against newer trends of abuse, such as sleep, 

Global good practice  #2:  In 2013, the Kingdom of 
Saudi Arabia and the Philippines signed a standard 

clauses on regulating recruitment costs in both 
countries and the welfare of domestic workers. 

missing in most of the contracts.

INSTITUTIONALISE ETHICAL RECRUITMENT

electronic platform 

als

through online courses. A mechanism should be put in 

debate. This has resulted in a situation where the recruitment 
agents and intermediaries target women from the most 

of information and misinformation about the recruitment 

to be further trained on ethical recruitment practises and 

migration procedures.

Gender-responsive self-
assessment tool for recruitment agencies, a checklist 

reduce problems that women migrant workers encounter 

ENABLE GRIEVANCE REDRESS

Critical infrastructure, such as special mediation boards for 
labour migration

FACILITATE ACCESS TO HEALTHCARE

test and the release of results to third parties. Mechanisms 

workers, should the need arise. There should be zero 
tolerance for health-related discrimination practices. 
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The National Migration Health Policy (2013)

rights of migrant and returnee women migrant workers. 

incorporate a mechanism to manage non-communicable 
diseases in the pre-departure health assessment, which is 

migrants into the reintegration framework. 33 

The Gender-responsive guidance on employment contracts 

domestic workers in cases of occupational hazards, to 
ensure that the women migrant domestic workers undergo 
annual health check-ups and to bear all health-related costs.

ENFORCE STRINGENT MEASURES TO COMBAT 
HUMAN TRAFFICKING

recruitment processes, such as forging documentation, 

migrant workers should be prosecuted and punished. Better 
witness protection mechanisms should be introduced in 

recommendation in this regard is to eliminate all recruitment 

with demanding inconsistent recruitment fees.   Another 

34

PROTECTION MEASURES

in dealing with cases related to women migrant domestic 

for women migrant domestic workers.

consulates) should be sensitized on the laws and procedures 

also be trained on the unique vulnerabilities and 
needs of women migrant domestic workers with special 

mechanisms for post-trauma support and care which 

domestic workers to register at embassies and consulates. 

(including addresses, contact numbers and professional 

be made to organize orientation programmes, support 
association-building and mentorship for women migrant 
domestic workers. A centralised toll-free helpline should 

in need. The functioning of this helpline and responses to 

complaint handling process 
in the diplomatic missions should be mainstreamed. 
There should be a proper mechanism established to 

Safe 
houses
should be streamlined with centralized standard operating 

STRENGTHEN BILATERAL AGREEMENTS AND 
MEMORANDA OF UNDERSTANDING 

a memorandum of understanding with the Kingdom of 
Saudi Arabia for women migrant domestic workers, it is 

of women migrant domestic workers through bilateral 
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agreements and memoranda of understanding. Bilateral 
agreements and memoranda of understanding are seen 

workers. Thus, bilateral agreements and memoranda of 

mechanisms are capable of ensuring the rights of women 

bilateral agreements and memoranda of understanding 

better protection for women migrant workers.35

it has to be acknowledged that negotiating for more gender-

women migrant domestic workers face at work, hence the 

standardized contract should be implemented and enforced. 

STRENGTHEN THE GENDER-RESPONSIVENESS OF 
GLOBAL AND REGIONAL PLATFORMS

International Labour Organization Domestic Workers 

for women migrant domestic workers and to ensure their 
protection and rights.

Colombo Process, the Global Forum on Migration and 

for all women migrant domestic workers.

Gender-responsive Regional and Global Labour 
Migration Governance: In 2016, the Colombo 
Process recognized that the lack of standard terms 

in protecting and promoting the rights of women 
migrant domestic workers.36  Sri Lanka should use 

and pedagogical tools for transforming two of the 

a common platform to a multitude of stakeholders including 

contracts through the support of these stakeholders.
 

areas, including:

contractual work, which fosters the mutual interest 
of countries of origin and destination. 

• Conducting research on future of domestic work
 and new demand trends 

modalities of recruitment and joint ownership 
between the Gulf Cooperation Council and Asia on 
monitoring fair recruitment practices.37  Following a 

leadership of Sri Lanka, the promotion of standard 
contracts for women migrant domestic workers can 
be pursued.

implementing the recommendations in this brief, Sri Lanka 
can take a leading role in implementing the Global Compact 

This policy brief uses a gender lens to review existing policies, 
programmes and schemes of the Government of Sri Lanka. It 
highlights the critical roadblocks to advancing women migrant 
domestic workers’ rights and provides key recommendations for 
aligning the national policy architecture with the international 
normative framework on labour and women’s rights. The policy 
brief strongly recommends that all discriminatory clauses in the 
national framework be reviewed to make way for strategies that 
rest on principles of gender equality and equity. It supports the 
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integration of gender perspectives in pre-departure orientation, 
ethical recruitment, access to social protection, grievance redress, 
and in the drafting of bilateral agreement/memoranda of 
understandings. Most critically, the policy brief presents Gender-
responsive Guidance on Employment Contracts as a useful tool 
to protect the rights of Sri Lankan domestic workers both in their 
country of origin and in the destinations, and advocates for its 
use to promote gender justice across all stages of the migration 
cycle. 

processes or geographical designations mentioned.

For further information, please contact:
Avanthi KALANSOORIYA

DISCLAIMER: 
publication are those of the authors and do not 
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