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Voices International (VI) is an international 
protection NGO with the global mandate ‘everyone 
deserves to be heard’.  VI aims to help those people 
who are otherwise marginalised to have a voice 
and the ability to advocate for their own rights.  
People can be vulnerable for many reasons such 
as racism, flight, negative government policies 
restricting freedoms, lack of access to development 
opportunities, humanitarian emergencies including 
man-made conflicts and natural disasters and 
many more.  Vulnerable groups are determined 
by country-specific conditions but could include 
refugees, internally displaced persons, migrant 
workers, ethnic minorities, women and children.  

The organisation achieves it goals through: (1) 
Working directly with vulnerable groups to help 
them have a voice and promote their own rights; 
and (2) Building strategic partnerships with local 
actors to advocate for the rights of the most 
vulnerable. 

VI’s core activities aim at enhancing the protection 
of vulnerable groups in countries of operation 
across four focus areas: 

• Direct protection activities with communities 
to promote information sharing, dialogue and 
overall awareness of rights

• Strategic legal aid/promoting access to justice

• Research and engagement on policy issues 
negatively impacting rights

• Advocacy and community outreach to bring 
about changes in attitudes 

Voices International in Lebanon 

The current report is part of an initial research and 
community engagement project funded by the 
Government of Ireland and targeting vulnerable 
migrant domestic workers (MDWs) in Lebanon.  
The project’s overarching objective is give 
vulnerable and marginalised MDWs in Lebanon a 
voice and a forum to advocate for their own rights. 

Through a six-month research project in 2010 and 
2011, VI was able to gather more than 60 detailed 
oral histories and hold focus group discussions with 
more than 70 MDWs.  This research methodology 
allowed VI to ensure that MDWs were able to have 
a voice, to speak out about the problems they 
face and also identify what they thought needed 
to change.  

The present report is essentially the voice of the 
community – it details the problems they face 
at all stages of the recruitment and employment 
experience and their recommendations for change 
to ensure all MDWs better protection.  In addition to 
the present report, VI has produced a series of Info 
Notes designed to be utilised by the semi-formal 
community groups that were identified as part of 
the project in their future advocacy as well as a 
specific tool aimed at the Lebanese Government 
highlighting key policy change that could lead 
to better protection of MDWs. Please see www.
voicesinternational.org.au for further information. 

The current project forms part of VI’s wider two-
year Lebanon Country Strategy.  Over the next 
two years VI will work with a range of local and 
international partners to assist MDWs in three key 
areas: 

• Social protection interventions empowering 
migrant domestic workers and targeting the 
most vulnerable;

• Promoting/ensuring access to legal aid and 
justice for migrant domestic workers; and

• Promoting dialogue and change in policy 
through strategic coordinated advocacy 
campaigns with local and international actors.
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You have my papers with you, 
you confiscate my papers and 
me, because you have spent 
money on me? The human being 
does not have a price. The human 
being does not have a price ... And 
the papers that you have in your 
hands, my freedom.

Migrant domestic worker from 
Cameroon, Oral History collected on 

December 2, 2010

“
”

The worker must know and un-
derstand the labour laws. It is not 
enough to only know what is writ-
ten in the contract.

Recommendation for change given 
by migrant domestic workers at a fo-
cus group discussion conducted on 

February 13, 2011

“ ”

A NEED TO FOCUS ON MDWS AS MORE 
THAN JUST VICTIMS
A number of recent reports by local and international 
civil society have focussed on aspects of migrant 
domestic worker (MDW) abuse in the Middle East 
and in Lebanon specifically. These reports have 
importantly highlighted crucial aspects of violations 
against MDWs such as extreme physical abuse, 
deaths and high numbers of suicide.  Recent academic 
research on the global migration for domestic work 
has also tended to focus on MDW vulnerability and 
abuse especially in terms of trafficking and “contract 
slavery”.

The assumption in many of these reports and 
studies, based primarily on anecdotal evidence and 
case studies, is that the main difficulties MDW face is 
with abusive recruitment agents and employers.  This 
focus on trafficking, slavery and abusive employers 
is useful in placing the issue on a global agenda and 
framing it in terms of human rights violations but it 
has its limitations.

Voices International (VI) argues that by focussing 
exclusively on trafficking, for example, the different 
migration pathways and stages of the journey are not 
sufficiently explored.  Not all MDWs come through the 
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same recruitment schemes.  This research provided 
an opportunity for MDWs themselves to highlight 
the issues they face in the different processes and 
importantly to make their own recommendations for 
what needs to change.

A discussion of exploitative recruitment schemes also 
means that employment conditions once in Lebanon 
and the known everyday breaches of MDWs’ rights 
as workers can often be ignored. Such a focus 
negatively impacts efforts at the policy level to have 
MDWs recognised as workers with adequate labour 
protections.  Importantly it takes attention away from 
the need to empower these communities to advocate 
for their own rights and support efforts of existing 
workers’ communities to improve their work and 
life situations.  Finally, it ignores how the system of 
recruitment and employment of MDWs makes them 
increasingly vulnerable from a general workers’ rights 
point of view.

A NEED TO FOCUS ON MDWS AS WORKERS
This report together with a series of other tools 
produced by VI seeks to address these gaps by 
shifting focus from the MDW as a victim to the MDW 
as a worker. Over the course of a six-month research 
and community engagement project with MDWs in 
Lebanon, VI found:

• There are everyday breaches of MDW’s rights as 
workers, including the right to standard contracts, 
pre and post departure information and training 
sessions, right to full and timely payment of 
wages, right to mobility, right to adequate food 
and clothing, to a work-environment free from 
abuse, to appropriate health care, to time off and 
end-of-work compensation.

• Violations of workers’ rights happen in the 
context of the system itself and not just because 
of individual employers/agents. Violations of 
workers’ rights are inherent to the Lebanon’s 
kafala or sponsorship system and exclusion of 
all domestic workers from labour laws. These 
continuous violations are made possible not just 
by official laws/regulatory framework but also in its 
implementation by the Lebanese administration/
ministries, security actors, judicial authorities and 
employment agencies.

• The system itself is being taken advantage of 
by employers and by the workers themselves, 
exacerbating inherent vulnerabilities. Workers 
escape abusive contracts and these ‘runaways’ 
often end up working as (illegal) ‘freelancers’. In 
addition, MDWs get nominal ‘paper sponsors’ 
but in practice live independently and work for 
multiple employers. Employers in turn cut their 
costs by hiring these runaways not just in domestic 
work but also sectors not traditionally defined 
as domestic work - such as tailoring, nursing, 
waitressing, in salons, factories, restaurants and 
cleaning companies. Some employers even bring 
into the country workers (unskilled and semi-
skilled) to work other jobs under the guise of the 
MDW scheme.

• In times of trouble, workers get limited support 
from formal organisations like embassies, 
consulates, police and recruitment agencies. 
Informal kin networks and semi-formal community 
organisations play a critical role in providing 
temporary refuge and work opportunities. But 
these communities have limited resources and 
little official recognition.

• As they are not traditionally recognised as 
“workers” and/or because they are foreigners 
under the Lebanese legal system, MDWs are not 
able to access either in legal or practical terms 
formal Lebanese unions that could assist them in 
lobbying for their rights.
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ENSURING THE VOICE OF THE COMMUNITY 
IS HEARD
VI’s mandate is simply that “everyone deserves to 
be heard”. Therefore the voice of MDW community 
is central to this report and other VI related tools 
produced as part of the research project. The 
analysis of each step of the MDW’s journey, the 
different recruitment regimes in places, the issues 
at stake as well as recommendations for change 
are presented in the words of the MDW community. 
For this VI chose a methodology that is a departure 
from other policy reports – detailed, unstructured oral 
histories, directed by the MDWs themselves and VI-
facilitated structured focus group discussions with 
MDW communities.

Oral history has great value in the context of MDWs as 
it gives the opportunity to the workers who often have 
no way to speak out, to have a voice and in a self-
directed open-ended way, describe their recruitment 
experiences and daily work in Lebanon, the problems 
they face and provide valuable recommendations 
for change. Using the method of oral history allows 
for these women and men to recount more and dig 
deeper into their lives than usual quick and structured 
interviews. It allows the researcher to gather valuable 
information and record the complexity of the issues 
from the participant’s perspective, which otherwise 
could not that easily be obtained.

VI collected detailed oral histories from 60 MDWs 
in Lebanon in 2010 and 20111 from 16 nationalities 
currently living across Lebanon both inside and 
outside major cities. The oral history participants 
include “live-ins”, “freelancers” and “runaways”, 
persons with nominal “paper sponsors” or presently 
engaged outside of the home in multiple types 
of work but who entered Lebanon as a MDW. VI 
also collected shorter narrations from restricted 
populations, through balcony talk and via phone.

In addition, VI engaged the MDW community through 
a series of five follow-up focus group discussions to 
get workers’ input on key policy recommendations. 
The focus group discussions enabled the community 
to meet, share common experiences but also to be 
able to discuss what they thought needed to change 
and importantly from the perspective of community 
empowerment, identify actors and next steps in 
bringing about such change.

MDWS AND THE VIOLATION OF THEIR 
RIGHTS AS WORKERS
The number of MDW in Lebanon is estimated to 
be more than 200,0002, although the figures are 
approximate since many workers do not come 
through official labour schemes, stay past their visas 
and/or become illegal in a multitude of ways as 
detailed in this report. The majority of these workers 
are women from the Philippines, Sri-Lanka and 
Ethiopia, though in the last decade large numbers 
of workers have arrived from other Asian countries 
such as Bangladesh, Nepal and many more smaller 
African countries such Madagscar. Benin and Togo.  
These ‘new’ MDW communities are exceptionally 
vulnerable to violations because their home countries 
often do not have labour-sending agreements or a 
diplomatic presence in countries such as Lebanon to 
support their large migrant populations.

All domestic workers, migrant or otherwise are not 
included in the 1946 Lebanese Labour Code and 
subsequently do not receive rights of a worker such as 
minimum wage ($333/ month) or mandatory vacation 
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days3. In the absence of protection under labour 
laws, the general Lebanese law relating to contract 
provides the legal framework for employment4.

Recognising the importance of a standard contract 
for the protection of MDWs, the Lebanese Ministry 
of Labour, the Office of the High Commissioner for 
Human Rights (OHCHR) and the International Labour 
Organisation (ILO) introduced a Unified Contract in 
2009.  The contract guarantees certain basic rights to 
MDWs, such as a weekly day of rest, annual holidays 
and health insurance.  However, to date there is no 
effective mechanism in place to monitor use and 
compliance with the contract.  Strikingly, none of the 
MDWs that participated in the project were aware of 
the Unified Contract or the rights that it guaranteed 
more than one year after its implementation. The 
contract is also silent in regard to many known issues 
such as passport confiscation, confinement and 
protection against unfair termiantion.

VI observed a number of common violations of MDWs 
most basic workers’ rights in this study including:

Right to information and a standard contract: At 
the pre-departure stage workers’ rights to adequate 
information are commonly violated, irrespective 
of country of origin and recruitment structures.
The recruitment agencies/agents give misleading 
information and very little training and orientation. 
Workers arrive in Lebanon with little knowledge 
about the legal system, their rights or in some cases, 
even their job. In addition, a lack of language training 
leads to problems of communication. MDW‘s right 
to a standard contract is routinely violated by the 
recruitment agencies in the sending country and in 
Lebanon. Typically either MDWs do not sign any 
contract, sign but do not read it as it is in Arabic or 
sign it only to realise that the stipulations are not 
followed.

Right to minimum wage, and full and timely 
payment of wages: The Unified Contract stipulates 
that the employer must pay the full salary on a 
monthly basis with receipts of payment. But VI finds 
that across nationalities, the salaries are below the 
minimum wage and the right to full and timely payment 
of wages regularly breached. In our study, only one 
live-in worker, a female MDW from Philippines who 
has worked in the same house for 17 years, received 
a salary above the minimum wage rate.  More often 
than not MDWs were not paid their first three to eight 

months’ salary by the employer/recruitment agent.  
Employers also regularly withheld salaries, did not 
pay salaries on time or not at all.

Right to regulated work, regular work hours and 
time off: The Unified Contract stipulates that MDWs 
have the right to work a maximum of 10 hours a day 
and get at least a continuous 24 hour rest period each 
week. But the informal and intimate nature of domestic 
work and the absence of any current mechanism to 
ensure compliance with the contract implied that the 
specific duties expected from a worker, her work and 
leisure hours are unregulated and unstructured.

Right to mobility: Many MDWs complained about 
restrictions on their mobility ranging from the employer 
withholding their passports, to physical confinement 
in the employer’s house. In this study only one of the 
MDWs living with her sponsor was allowed to have 
access to her passport. Five of the 18 women seeking 
shelter at the Philippines Embassy told VI that they 
were locked in their employer’s house.  Twelve other 
MDWs reported such severe physical confinement. 
But even when there is no physical confinement, 
there are restrictions on a MDW’s mobility, for 
instance all MDWs living with their employer in this 
study needed permission to go out of the house, to 
visit a friend or even to make a call to their family. The 
Unified Contract remains silent on the MDW’s right to 
mobility.

Right to an environment free from physical, 
sexual and psychological abuse: The Unified 
Contract mentions only the most severe forms of such 
abuse and allows a MDW to terminate a contract only 
when there is documented abuse. All the workers in 
this study reported having experienced at least one 
instance of abuse in their time in Lebanon, abuses 
that are in general difficult to document. Apart from 
the cases of severe physical and sexual violence, 
MDWs mentioned regular verbal and psychological 
abuse. The oral histories of the MDW revealed 
regular instances of mental violence whereby the 
MDW was made to feel “like a dog”, “not a human”, 
“not trustworthy” and “just a maid”.

Right to a notice and due process in termination: VI 
heard of the practice of instant dismissal.  Dismissed 
workers are usually sent back to the recruitment 
agency - often without papers - but testimonies also 
reveal cases where a worker is literally thrown out 
into the street without passport or possessions.
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MDW’S JOURNEY AND SYSTEMATIC 
VIOLATION OF BASIC RIGHTS

Currently all MDWs entering Lebanon for work have 
to be officially ‘sponsored’ by a kafeel – a Lebanese 
agency or individual employer. This restrictive kafala 
sponsorship system, which legally and practically 
ties the MDW to the sponsor, is similar to immigration 
systems employed throughout the region particularly 
in the Gulf States.

VI found that much of the violations of workers’ rights 
outlined above are inherent to the kafala system of 
controlling migration and work. VI research findings 
found similar patterns of violation of rights, irrespective 
of nationalities, individual recruitment paths and the 
behaviour of specific employers.

The Lebanese sponsor (kafeel) often has to pay large 
sums of money to a Lebanese recruitment agent to 
bring a MDW to Lebanon.  Sponsors often use this 
initial ‘financial investment’ to justify withholding 
salaries and by making the MDW work multiple 
houses. Similarly, the confiscation of passports and 
the excessive control over the MDWs’ movements are 
often implicitly justified by employers as necessary to 
insure that their financial investment is protected.

VI also finds that the MDW is made additionally 
vulnerable to physical, sexual and mental abuse as 

well as the risk of instant dismissal because of the 
sponsorship system.  Under the kafala system the 
MDW in Lebanon depends totally on the employer, 
not only economically but also for getting his/her legal 
papers fixed annually. The MDW is therefore more 
likely to tolerate violations of rights because of this 
dependence. In addition, the kafala system makes 
the MDW illegal as soon as she/he leaves the house 
of her/his employer, which further discourages the 
worker from leaving an abusive employer.

By making a MDW illegal as soon as the MDW leaves 
the house of her/his original sponsor, the system not 
only lays the foundation for violation of rights, it also 
creates even more vulnerable populations.  Workers 
escape abusive contracts and these runaways often 
work as freelancers. In addition, MDWs get nominal 
paper sponsors or are hired in sectors not traditionally 
defined as domestic work. Other freelancers 
continue to stay “completely illegal” i.e. without any 
paperwork, which makes their lives difficult in many 
different ways. Employers also benefit from this class 
of illegal workers created by the kafala system. For 
instance, out of the 68 participants in this study, 14 
can be classified as non-traditional domestic workers 
who came to Lebanon as domestic workers but are 
now working in cleaning companies, or as tailors, 
nurses, Karaoke bar waitresses, in salons, factories, 
restaurants.
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LACK OF RECOGNITION OF MDWS AS 
WORKERS IMPACTS THEIR ABILITY TO 
ACCESS FORMAL SUPPORT

The same system that makes a MDW illegal as soon 
as he/she leaves the employer’s house, also offers 
little formal support in times of trouble. Most MDWs 
who leave the home of their sponsor even in cases 
of abuse and severe violations of their workers’ rights 
get no help or do not know how to access formal 
support systems like sending country embassies, 
Honorary Consulates and Lebanese authorities. 
They usually have little information on what it means 
to be “illegal”, what, if any, measures they can take to 
become legal, the process of deportation etc.

MDWs told VI that the usual response by the 
recruitment agency is to return the MDWs back to 
the employer or to pass them on to another house.  
Agencies not only refuse to take responsibility but 
MDWs reported that some even lock up women or 
punish them physically.

MDWs also struggle to get help from their embassies 
or Honorary Consulates. Many sending countries do 
not have an Embassy but an Honorary Consulate, 
whose representative is often Lebanese and who, 
MDWs report, are not always willing to represent 
them.

None of the MDWs that participated in VI’s focus 
group discussion mentioned Lebanese authorities 
such as the Police, General Security or Ministry of 
Labour as someone they would turn to when they 
needed assistance.  Strikingly, none of the 70 MDWs 
that took part in the discussions new of the Ministry of 
Labour complaints hotline despite it being operational 
since June 2010.

Given the lack of formal support systems, most 
MDWs critically depend on their community and 
community leaders to get legal advice, information 
and assistance with their individual cases. MDW 
communities offer emotional support, mediation, 
information and material assistance such as shelter 
for people who have run away or have no place to 
stay. What VI identified as a key factor constraining 
the capacity of these communities and organisations 
is that they get no formal assistance or recognition 
from the Government of Lebanon, sending country 

embassies/consulates or civil society in forming an 
effective union or coalition of workers who are able to 
advocate for their own rights.

RECOMMENDATIONS FOR CHANGE TO 
ENSURE BETTER PROTECTION

Given the systematic violations of worker’s rights and 
the inadequate protection provided by the current 
Unified Contract and legal system, VI argues that 
there is an urgent need to:

• Amend and enforce the current Unified Contract 
to provide better protection to MDWs as well as 
make provisions for MDWs to seek redress for 
violations of the Unified Contract.

• Promote/ensure the use of an appropriate Unified 
Contract in the sending countries by recruitment 
agents/brokers to ensure standard employment 
terms and conditions.
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ENDNOTES

1. 21 of the 60 oral histories were gathered by the Research Con-
sultant in 2009 – 2010.

2. Human Rights Watch, “Without Protection: How the Lebanese 
Justice Systems Fails Migrant Domestic Workers” (September 
2010), Available at http://www.hrw.org/en/reports/2010/09/16/
without-protection-0

3. Ibid quoting Adeeb Zakhour, p. 16.

4. The General Contractual Obligations Law of 1932.

• Recognise the link between common workers’ 
rights violations and the present kafala/
sponsorship system and take steps to amend 
the current system and take steps to amend/find 
alternatives to the present system in consultation 
with international organisations and civil society.

• Amend the current law that excludes MDWs from 
basic labour protection and/or adopt a specific 
law that regulates domestic work and affords 
MDWs protection akin to other workers.

• Recognise and support MDW unions so that the 
workers themselves can effectively support each 
other and lobby for their own rights.

More detailed recommendations for change made 
by MDWs towards specific actors are detailed in 
the report. Their calls for change should not be 
ignored but supported by all to ensure that their basic 
protection needs and rights are met.
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I want more than the food.  It is 
not a life - that we strive all the 
time just to get some food on our 
table.  So I wanted more money, 
just for the education of the kids.  
Because I know well that if they 
are educated, they will get jobs in 
the future.

Woman from Sri Lanka on why she 
decided to work in Lebanon

“
”

It hurt me a lot. Why did they 
take me, call me all the way from 
Philippines if they didn’t want 
me? She (her employer) said that 
our house is small and we already 
have one Filipina working. I left my 
children to work here and I have 
no work. What do I do now? I am 
just waiting. Why am I here? My 
children are waiting for me. I don’t 
know what will happen.

Woman from the Phillippines after 
being dismissed  by her employer

“
”

So we need to let our people know 
their rights and at the same time 
change the mind of Lebanese, that 
these people are not the animal 
that they think they can be.  Do 
you understand that? So when 
they start treating you as a human 
being, the way that they will treat 
you will be different.

Male community leader from Africa 
on changing Lebanese perceptions 

of MDWs

“
”

There is no freedom.  When the 
madam goes to take her children 
to school. She locks the door with 
the key.  What does that gesture 
mean?  I will ask her the question 
again, if there is a fire? Because 
when your children are at home 
you don’t shut the door.

Woman from Cameroon expresses 
her dismay at being confined

“
”
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A MIGRANT 
WORKER’S 

JOURNEY

ARRIVAL IN LEBANON
• MDWs arrive at the airport with little or no information and 

have to wait in poor conditions until their sponsor arrives to 
pick them up

• There is not enough support and orientation from 
recruitment agencies

• There is no use of a standard contract

Issues:

“Our job is to help all Filipina women 
in times of need since the embassy is 
far from us women in the north (…). 
We keep her in a shelter with us till the 
embassy people arrive.”

MDW from the Philippines

“ ”

• Informal and semi-formal community networks/organisations lack the support and resources 
needed to protect their communities’ rights

• MDW should be able to access existing or form their own unions recognised by the Lebanese 
government

Issues:

• Sending country representative 
in Lebanon

• Lebanese Government

• Civil society

Actors involved:

COMMUNITY NETWORKS

PRE-DEPARTURE

“Well, they will tell you, arriving here (…) 
you won’t work in houses. There are many 
sisters, they arrived with diplomas. But 
they came, they arrived and they found 
themselves in houses. And she says, ‘But 
what is this, he hasn’t told me that’.”

MDW from Benin

“
”

• Multiple recruitment processes make the regulation of 
recruitment agents difficult

• No standard contract stipulating wages, employment 
details etc. and no implementation of the Unified 
Contract

• Lack of information and training in the sending 
country

• Travel bans increase vulnerability

• Sending country governments

• Lebanese Embassy/Consulate

• Recruitment agency in sending country

• Civil society

Actors involved:

Issues:

• The Kafala system causes vulnerability among 
MDWs because it links the employee to the 
sponsor practically and legally

• The Kafala system does not recognise the MDW as 
a worker with (his/her) proper rights

• There is not enough information and awareness 
about the kafala system amongst existing MDWs

Issues:

• Lebanese Government
Actors involved:

KAFALA SYSTEM

Policy issues and the actors involved 
as put forward by the MDW community



“When I came here, in agency I 
signed some paper but I don’t know 
what about this inside.”

MDW from Sri Lanka“ ”

“

WORKERS’ RIGHTS

“I have to be ready at 6 o’ clock in the 
morning. All the...all the balcony, all the 
room, the bathroom.  All, everything the 
rooms, I must take out. I cannot.  Every 
day I cry.  I cry, I cry, I cry, I cry.  Every 
night, I sleep, sometimes I sleep at 1:00, 
12:00.  And I sleep because I’m so tired.  
All my body paining me too much.”

MDW from Madagascar ”

Workers should have the right to:

• standard contracts

• pre and post departure information and training 
sessions

• full and timely payment of wages

• regulated work, work hours and time off

• mobility

• an environment free from physical, sexual and 
psychological abuse

• adequate food/ clothing/ space/ healthcare

• communication with family

• notice and due process in dismissal

Issues:

• Sending country representative(s) in Lebanon

• Lebanese Government

• Lebanese recruitment agents

Actors involved:

“They [the agency] don’t support us, ever. They are 
always on the side of the employer. When we sign the 
contract, the contract says that we have the right to a day 
off, to get medical care, to take rest when we don’t feel 
well. But we never get that – and we can’t even imagine 
getting help from the agency for any such things.”

MDW from the Philippines

“
”

• Leaving the house of the sponsor increases the vulnerability due to illegality

• There is minimal support from formal support systems such as honorary consulates, sending country 
embassies, police and other relevant Lebanese authorities (Ministry of Labour)

• Informal communities are often the only actor that provides assistance to workers when they are in trouble

Issues:

• Sending country representative (s) in 
Lebanon

• Lebanese Government

• Lebanese recruitment agents

• Civil society

Actors involved:

WHAT WE NEED WHEN WE’RE IN TROUBLE

“You have my papers with you, you 
confiscate my papers and me, because you 
have spent money on me?  The human being 
does not have a price.  The human being 
does not have a price (…) And the papers 
that you have in your hands, my freedom.”

MDW from Cameroon

“ ”

• Sending country representatives

• Lebanese Government

• Lebanese recruitment agents

Actors involved:



Issues identified at different stages of MDW journey Sending country Governments including:
• Home governments
• Representative(s) in Lebanon

Lebanese Government including:
• Representative(s) in sending country
• Ministry of the Interior/General Security
• Ministry of Labour
• Police

Recruitment agents/brokers including:
• Agent in sending country
• Agent in Lebanon

Civil society

Pre-departure including:
• Multiple recruitment processes make the regulation of recruitment 

agents difficult
• No standard contract stipulating wages, employment details etc. 

and no implementation of the Unified Contract
• Lack of information and training in the sending country
• Travel bans increase vulnerability

Sending country governments should:
• Monitor recruiters and agencies in their own countries so MDWs can avoid 

“illegal” agencies
• Ensure the cooperation of the Lebanese Embassy/ Consulate in the region to 

enforce own travel bans
• Provide information about contacts/places to go if there is problem after 

arrival

Lebanese Embassy/Consulate should:
• Provide honest and detailed information about the 

situation and employment in Lebanon
• Promote the use of the Unified Contract in the 

sending country
• Cooperate with the sending country to enforce travel 

bans

Recruitment agent in sending country should:
• Provide honest and detailed information about 

the situation and employment in Lebanon
• Interview workers to make sure that they are 

qualified for the work
• Give workers a chance to introduce themselves 

to their employer through a cover letter with the 
application

• Provide orientation training about culture, 
language and work in Lebanon

• Sign a contract with the MDW in local language 
that reflects the actual work to be performed

• Conduct medical and psychological tests after 
return to the home country

Civil society should:
• Lebanese and home-country civil 

society should connect to raise 
awareness and support for MDWs

Arrival in Lebanon including:
• MDWs arrive at the airport with little or no information and have to 

wait in poor conditions until their sponsor arrives to pick them up
• There is not enough support and orientation from recruitment 

agencies
• There is no use of a standard contract

Sending country representative(s) in Lebanon should:
• Witness the contract of their nationals being signed to ensure that the worker 

understands
• Regularly monitor employment conditions

Lebanese Government should:
• Airport authorities should call the employer to ensure 

a prompt pick up
• Improve facilities at the airport including providing 

telephones, clean waiting areas/toilets and protect 
workers from sexual/ physical/verbal abuse

• Ensure the use of the Unified Contract translated in 
the worker’s own language

• Enforce the use of the Unified Contract including 
witnessing all contracts signed

• Monitor recruitment agents

Lebanese recruitment agents should:
• Provide and use the Unified Contract in the 

worker’s own language
• Perform background checks on all potential 

employers and give training on good 
employment practices

• Provide a place to rest after arrival and 
orientation to give information about workers’ 
rights in Lebanon

• At a minimum perform a home check after one 
week in country and speak directly to MDW to 
check on welfare.

Workers’ rights including right to:
• standard contracts
• pre and post departure information and training sessions
• full and timely payment of wages
• regulated work, work hours and time off
• mobility
• an environment free from physical, sexual and psychological abuse
• adequate food/ clothing/ space/ healthcare
• communication with family
• notice and due process in dismissal

Sending country representative(s) in Lebanon should:
• Check on the MDW regularly
• Advocate for the rights of their country’s MDW population and provide legal 

aid if needed
• Not send MDWs back to abusive employers

Lebanese Government should:
• Protect the rights of MDWs generally
• Enforce the Unified Contract generally
• Regulate recruitment agents in Lebanon
• Recognise MDWs as “workers” and provide 

adequate protection

Lebanese recruitment agents should:
• Provide workshops to MDWs about their rights 

in Lebanon
• Monitor the employment conditions in the 

houses (including medical and psychological 
tests) to ensure the welfare of MDW

• Not be a source of mistreatment but provide the 
workers with support throughout their stay in 
Lebanon including mediating conflicts between 
the worker and the employer

• Not make the worker responsible for paying 
back the recruitment fee, if they want to leave 
the contract due to abuse and exploitation

Kafala “sponsorship” system including:
• The kafala system causes vulnerability among MDWs because it 

links the employee to the employer practically and legally
• The kafala system does not recognise the MDW as a worker with 

(his/her) proper rights
• There is not enough information and awareness about the kafala 

system

Lebanese Government should:
• Accept reciprocal residence and working rights 

arrangements with sending countries
• MDWs should be in possession of their passport/

ikama and other relevant papers at all times
• Ensure that the MDWs are working only in the house 

of the sponsor and are not required to work in other 
family members’ houses without additional pay

• Not require the name of the employer in passport
• Allow workers to be able to change sponsors without 

needing permission
• Revise the kafala system that makes a worker illegal 

from the moment they leave their sponsor
• MDWs should be in charge of their own papers so 

that they don’t need to find “paper sponsors” etc

What we need when we’re in trouble including:
• Leaving the house of the sponsor increases the vulnerability due to 

illegality
• There is minimal support from formal support systems such as 

honorary consulates, sending country embassies, police and other 
relevant Lebanese authorities (Ministry of Labour)

• Informal communities are often the only actor that provides 
assistance to workers when they are in trouble

Sending country representative(s) in Lebanon should:
• Support the MDW in Lebanon in times of trouble, monitoring arrivals and 

keeping track of nationals, offering legal aid and shelter
• Find alternative solutions for the worker other than returning home

Lebanese Government should:
• Revise the labour system that makes a worker illegal 

once they leave their sponsor
• Speed up the process of repatriation of workers who 

would like to go home or who are in detention
• Maintain a “black list” of agencies which have 

previously violated workers rights
Police should:
• Act fairly towards MDWs and not just take the side of 

employers

Lebanese recruitment agents should:
• Offer mediation for employees and employers
• Provide a place for workers to take shelter in 

case there is a dispute
• Do not send MDWs to known abusive 

households

Civil society should:
• Provide venues where mediation 

could occur between employers and 
employees

• Operate hotlines for MDWs to call 
and seek advice/support

• Provide a safe house that MDWs 
can seek shelter and support from

Community networks and support systems including
• Informal and semi-formal community networks/organisations lack 

the support and resources needed to protect their communities’ 
rights.

• MDW should be able to access existing or form their own unions 
recognised by the Lebanese Government

Sending country representative in Lebanon should:
• Meet with and support community groups

Lebanese Government should:
• Recognise MDW unions so that workers “have a 

voice”; there should be equality for Lebanese and 
non-Lebanese before the law

Civil society should:
• Support informal community groups
• Provide information about domestic 

workers’ rights.
Informal community groups should be 
able to:
• Offer mediation for employees and 

employers
• Provide a place for workers to take 

shelter in case there is a dispute
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Issues identified at different stages of MDW journey Sending country Governments including:
• Home governments
• Representative(s) in Lebanon

Lebanese Government including:
• Representative(s) in sending country
• Ministry of the Interior/General Security
• Ministry of Labour
• Police

Recruitment agents/brokers including:
• Agent in sending country
• Agent in Lebanon

Civil society

Pre-departure including:
• Multiple recruitment processes make the regulation of recruitment 

agents difficult
• No standard contract stipulating wages, employment details etc. 

and no implementation of the Unified Contract
• Lack of information and training in the sending country
• Travel bans increase vulnerability

Sending country governments should:
• Monitor recruiters and agencies in their own countries so MDWs can avoid 

“illegal” agencies
• Ensure the cooperation of the Lebanese Embassy/ Consulate in the region to 

enforce own travel bans
• Provide information about contacts/places to go if there is problem after 

arrival

Lebanese Embassy/Consulate should:
• Provide honest and detailed information about the 

situation and employment in Lebanon
• Promote the use of the Unified Contract in the 

sending country
• Cooperate with the sending country to enforce travel 

bans

Recruitment agent in sending country should:
• Provide honest and detailed information about 

the situation and employment in Lebanon
• Interview workers to make sure that they are 

qualified for the work
• Give workers a chance to introduce themselves 

to their employer through a cover letter with the 
application

• Provide orientation training about culture, 
language and work in Lebanon

• Sign a contract with the MDW in local language 
that reflects the actual work to be performed

• Conduct medical and psychological tests after 
return to the home country

Civil society should:
• Lebanese and home-country civil 

society should connect to raise 
awareness and support for MDWs

Arrival in Lebanon including:
• MDWs arrive at the airport with little or no information and have to 

wait in poor conditions until their sponsor arrives to pick them up
• There is not enough support and orientation from recruitment 

agencies
• There is no use of a standard contract

Sending country representative(s) in Lebanon should:
• Witness the contract of their nationals being signed to ensure that the worker 

understands
• Regularly monitor employment conditions

Lebanese Government should:
• Airport authorities should call the employer to ensure 

a prompt pick up
• Improve facilities at the airport including providing 

telephones, clean waiting areas/toilets and protect 
workers from sexual/ physical/verbal abuse

• Ensure the use of the Unified Contract translated in 
the worker’s own language

• Enforce the use of the Unified Contract including 
witnessing all contracts signed

• Monitor recruitment agents

Lebanese recruitment agents should:
• Provide and use the Unified Contract in the 

worker’s own language
• Perform background checks on all potential 

employers and give training on good 
employment practices

• Provide a place to rest after arrival and 
orientation to give information about workers’ 
rights in Lebanon

• At a minimum perform a home check after one 
week in country and speak directly to MDW to 
check on welfare.

Workers’ rights including right to:
• standard contracts
• pre and post departure information and training sessions
• full and timely payment of wages
• regulated work, work hours and time off
• mobility
• an environment free from physical, sexual and psychological abuse
• adequate food/ clothing/ space/ healthcare
• communication with family
• notice and due process in dismissal

Sending country representative(s) in Lebanon should:
• Check on the MDW regularly
• Advocate for the rights of their country’s MDW population and provide legal 

aid if needed
• Not send MDWs back to abusive employers

Lebanese Government should:
• Protect the rights of MDWs generally
• Enforce the Unified Contract generally
• Regulate recruitment agents in Lebanon
• Recognise MDWs as “workers” and provide 

adequate protection

Lebanese recruitment agents should:
• Provide workshops to MDWs about their rights 

in Lebanon
• Monitor the employment conditions in the 

houses (including medical and psychological 
tests) to ensure the welfare of MDW

• Not be a source of mistreatment but provide the 
workers with support throughout their stay in 
Lebanon including mediating conflicts between 
the worker and the employer

• Not make the worker responsible for paying 
back the recruitment fee, if they want to leave 
the contract due to abuse and exploitation

Kafala “sponsorship” system including:
• The kafala system causes vulnerability among MDWs because it 

links the employee to the employer practically and legally
• The kafala system does not recognise the MDW as a worker with 

(his/her) proper rights
• There is not enough information and awareness about the kafala 

system

Lebanese Government should:
• Accept reciprocal residence and working rights 

arrangements with sending countries
• MDWs should be in possession of their passport/

ikama and other relevant papers at all times
• Ensure that the MDWs are working only in the house 

of the sponsor and are not required to work in other 
family members’ houses without additional pay

• Not require the name of the employer in passport
• Allow workers to be able to change sponsors without 

needing permission
• Revise the kafala system that makes a worker illegal 

from the moment they leave their sponsor
• MDWs should be in charge of their own papers so 

that they don’t need to find “paper sponsors” etc

What we need when we’re in trouble including:
• Leaving the house of the sponsor increases the vulnerability due to 

illegality
• There is minimal support from formal support systems such as 

honorary consulates, sending country embassies, police and other 
relevant Lebanese authorities (Ministry of Labour)

• Informal communities are often the only actor that provides 
assistance to workers when they are in trouble

Sending country representative(s) in Lebanon should:
• Support the MDW in Lebanon in times of trouble, monitoring arrivals and 

keeping track of nationals, offering legal aid and shelter
• Find alternative solutions for the worker other than returning home

Lebanese Government should:
• Revise the labour system that makes a worker illegal 

once they leave their sponsor
• Speed up the process of repatriation of workers who 

would like to go home or who are in detention
• Maintain a “black list” of agencies which have 

previously violated workers rights
Police should:
• Act fairly towards MDWs and not just take the side of 

employers

Lebanese recruitment agents should:
• Offer mediation for employees and employers
• Provide a place for workers to take shelter in 

case there is a dispute
• Do not send MDWs to known abusive 

households

Civil society should:
• Provide venues where mediation 

could occur between employers and 
employees

• Operate hotlines for MDWs to call 
and seek advice/support

• Provide a safe house that MDWs 
can seek shelter and support from

Community networks and support systems including
• Informal and semi-formal community networks/organisations lack 

the support and resources needed to protect their communities’ 
rights.

• MDW should be able to access existing or form their own unions 
recognised by the Lebanese Government

Sending country representative in Lebanon should:
• Meet with and support community groups

Lebanese Government should:
• Recognise MDW unions so that workers “have a 

voice”; there should be equality for Lebanese and 
non-Lebanese before the law

Civil society should:
• Support informal community groups
• Provide information about domestic 

workers’ rights.
Informal community groups should be 
able to:
• Offer mediation for employees and 

employers
• Provide a place for workers to take 

shelter in case there is a dispute

RECOMMENDATIONS FOR POLICY CHANGE AS IDENTIFIED BY MDWs IN LEBANON



EXECUTIVE SUMMARY i

MIGRANT WORKER’S JOURNEY FLOW CHART xi

TABLE OF RECOMMENDATIONS FOR POLICY CHANGE AS IDENTIFIED BY MDWS IN LEBANON xiii

1.  MDWS IN LEBANON – HISTORY, LEGAL FRAMEWORK AND KEY DEFINITIONS 1

THE INTERNATIONALISATION OF DOMESTIC WORK IN LEBANON 1

MDWS AND THE LEGAL, IMMIGRATION AND LABOUR REGIMES IN LEBANON 1

VI METHODOLOGY – ORAL HISTORIES AND FOCUS GROUP DISCUSSIONS 2

RECOMMENDATIONS FOR CHANGE FROM THE COMMUNITIES 4

VI DEFINITIONS FOR MIGRANT DOMESTIC WORK IN LEBANON 5

VI DEFINITIONS OF MDW COMMUNITY NETWORKS/ORGANISATIONS OPERATING IN LEBANON 6

2. PRE-DEPARTURE: RECRUITMENT, INFORMATION AND TRAINING 7

WHY MIGRATE? 7

RECRUITMENT STRUCTURES 7

INFORMATION, TRAINING AND ORIENTATION 8

RAMIFICATIONS OF SENDING COUNTRY TRAVEL BANS 10

KEY RECOMMENDATIONS FROM MDWS 10

3. ARRIVAL: AIRPORT AND RECRUITMENT AGENCY IN LEBANON 11

AT THE AIRPORT 11

RECRUITMENT AGENCY IN LEBANON 12

KEY RECOMMENDATIONS FROM MDWS 16

4. MDWS AND WORKERS’ RIGHTS 17

RIGHT TO FULL AND TIMELY PAYMENT OF WAGES 18

RIGHT TO REGULATED WORK, REGULAR WORK HOURS AND TIME-OFF 19

RIGHT TO MOBILITY 20

RIGHT TO AN ENVIRONMENT FREE FROM PHYSICAL, SEXUAL AND VERBAL/PSYCHOLOGICAL ABUSE 21

RIGHT TO PRIVACY AND ADEQUATE FOOD, CLOTHING AND HEALTHCARE 21

RIGHT TO COMMUNICATION WITH FAMILY 23

RIGHT TO A NOTICE AND DUE PROCESS IN DISMISSAL 23

KEY RECOMMENDATIONS FROM MDWS 24

TABLE OF CONTENTS

xv



5. KAFALA SYSTEM AND THE VIOLATION OF WORKERS’ RIGHTS 25

KAFALA SYSTEM AND VIOLATION OF MDW RIGHTS 26

KAFALA SYSTEM AND ILLEGAL MDWS 27

KEY RECOMMENDATIONS FROM MDWS 28

6. WHAT WE NEED WHEN WE ARE IN TROUBLE: LEAVING THE HOME AND BECOMING ILLEGAL 29

LEAVING THE SPONSOR’S HOUSE 29

INADEQUATE HELP FROM FORMAL SUPPORT SYSTEMS 30

SUPPORT FROM INFORMAL COMMUNITY NETWORKS 32

FINDING WAYS TO WORK THE SYSTEM 33

NON-TRADITIONAL JOBS 36

KEY RECOMMENDATIONS FROM MDWS 36

7: COMMUNITY NETWORKS AND SUPPORT SYSTEMS 37

INFORMAL COMMUNITIES AND THEIR ROLES 38

SEMI-FORMAL COMMUNITY NETWORKS AND THEIR ROLES 39

VARIED SUPPORT TO SEMI-FORMAL COMMUNITY NETWORKS 41

KEY RECOMMENDATIONS FROM MDWS 42

ENDNOTES 43

BIBLIOGRAPHY 45

xvi



THE INTERNATIONALISATION OF DOMESTIC 
WORK IN LEBANON1

Paid domestic work should be explored in the context 
of regional and international trends2. Historically, 
women (and to a lesser extent men) from surrounding 
Arab countries came to Lebanon to do domestic 
work.  Since the start of the Lebanese Civil War in 
1975, Arab maids were slowly replaced by migrants 
of African and Asian origin.  These migrant workers 
were not only less expensive, but some have argued 
that they are also considered more submissive than 
their Arab counterparts3.

In the post war environment there was an even more 
rapid ‘internationalisation’ of the domestic labour 
force. Available statistics from the International 
Labour Organisation (ILO) have highlighted the 
growing phenomenon of outsourcing domestic labour 
in Lebanon with, for example, the number of Asian 
migrant workers alone more than tripling between 
1993 and 20024.

The number of MDWs in Lebanon is difficult to 
accurately estimate as many workers do not come 
through official labour schemes, stay past their visas 
and/or become illegal for a multitude of reasons as 
detailed in this report.   In 2009, Human Rights Watch 
(HRW) estimated that there were about 200,000 legal 
and illegal MDWs in Lebanon5.

1. MDWS IN LEBANON – HISTORY, LEGAL FRAMEWORK AND KEY 
DEFINITIONS

Breakdown of MDWs (according to number of 
work permits issued in 2009 by nationality)

Nationality Number of work 
permits, 2009

Ethiopia 36,638
Philippines 25,043
Bangladesh 16,429
Sri Lanka 13,587
Nepal 11,289
Madagascar 4,172
Other 7,775

Source: 2010 Human Rights Watch Report, Without 
Protection6

In Lebanon, the vast majority of MDWs are women7.  
Historically these women came from the Philippines, 
Sri-Lanka and Ethiopia though in the last decade 
large numbers of workers have arrived from other 
Asian and African countries such as Bangladesh, 
Nepal and many more African countries such as 
Benin, Congo, Gambia, Ghana, Guinea, Ivory Coast, 
Kenya, Madagascar, Nigeria, Sierra Leone and 
Togo.  These ‘new’ MDWs are potentially the most 
vulnerable as their home countries often do not have 
labour-sending agreements or a diplomatic presence 
to support their migrant populations.

MDWS AND THE LEGAL, IMMIGRATION AND 
LABOUR REGIMES IN LEBANON 

In the early years of the ‘internationalisation’ of 
domestic work in Lebanon, foreign domestic workers 
did not migrate and work in Lebanon with the same 
immigration restrictions that are now in place8.  While 
the entry and exit of MDWs was loosely tied to that 
of their employer (given the presumption that these 
migrants worked within private households)9, the 
1962 law regulating the general entry and exit of 
foreigners made the Ministry of Labour responsible for 
setting appropriate laws and regulations regarding all 
foreigners working in Lebanon10.  VI’s own research 
revealed that before the 1990s, MDWs were able to 
enter and exit Lebanon without a sponsor and to ‘fix’ 
their papers with the relevant Lebanese authorities.

Over time a more restrictive migrant worker regime 
was put in place that required formal sponsorship 
of all foreign workers including MDWs. This system 
was in line with immigration systems employed 
throughout the region, particularly in the Gulf States, 
where influx of and need for migrant workers had 
increased.  The administrative system now known as 
the kafala system ties the MDW status closely to that 
of their employer.  It has developed outside of formal 
laws through a series of ministerial decrees and/or 
administrative decisions/regulations by the Lebanese 
Ministry of Interior and the General Directorate of 
Public Security11.
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Currently to enter Lebanon for work, a MDW has 
to be officially ‘sponsored’ by a Lebanese agency 
or individual employer. The kafala system divides 
workers into three categories: 1. Professional/skilled 
migrant worker e.g. engineers; 2. Semi-professional 
migrant worker e.g. nurses; and 3. Unskilled migrant 
work including domestic workers12. 

VI METHODOLOGY – ORAL HISTORIES AND 
FOCUS GROUP DISCUSSIONS

This report is based on oral histories – personal 
narratives that are directed by the participants 
themselves and are less restricted than structured 
interviews.  Oral history has great value in the context 
of migrant domestic work, as it gives the opportunity 
to the workers - who often have no way to speak out 
- to describe their lives and daily work in Lebanon, 
the problems they face and to provide valuable 
recommendations for change.  

VI collected oral histories from 60 workers who 
came into Lebanon as domestic workers under the 
kafala system from 16 different countries13.  These 
narrations are recorded, either by hand (9) or device 
(51) and transcribed.  The 60 oral histories include 

restricted oral histories - narrations with populations 
that make it difficult to have a long, uninterrupted 
discussion.  VI met participants through informal and 
semi-formal community structures, on balconies, at 
homes, in places where migrants generally gather 
and in some cases, where researchers were unable 
to talk face to face they talked on the phone instead.   

The MDW community in Lebanon not only comprises 
of the stereotypical female foreign domestic worker 
living in their employers’ households.  As discussed 
throughout this report MDWs are both men and 
women and work as ‘live-ins’ or ‘freelancers’ and 
can be ‘runaways’ or persons with ‘paper sponsors’ 
(see key definitions below).  VI also found a number 
of non-traditional MDWs that worked out of the 
home altogether but were still sponsored under the 
foreign domestic worker kafala scheme.  VI research 
participants therefore reflect a wide cross-section of 
the actual MDW population in Lebanon. 

Data collected through oral histories can be 
both strengthened and broadened when used in 
conjunction with focus group discussions14. Focus 
group discussions are especially useful in discussions 
of sensitive topics and can help MDWs overcome 
their isolation and understand the causes and shared 
nature of their experiences.
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Nationality No. of participants
Bangladesh 7
Benin 2
Cameroon 3
Chad 1
Congo 1
Ethiopia 14
Kenya 1
Madagascar 4
Nepal 5
Nigeria 2
Philippines 7
Senegal 1
Seychelles 1
Sierra Leone 1
Sri Lanka 6
Togo 3
Unknown 1
Total 60

Nationality

Female 54
Male 6

Gender

Legal status

Legal 32
*Illegal 28

* see key VI definitions below regarding MDW status in 
Lebanon. This figure includes all MDWs with paper sponsors. 

Type of work No. of participants
Live in domestic worker 30
Live out domestic worker 10
Live out other 18 * (details following)
Unemployed 2

Employment type

*’Live out other’ includes MDWs employed in the hospitality 
industry, providing alternative care (old or sick people), factory 
work, cleaning company and other businesses.

Location in Lebanon No. of participants
Antelias 1
Beirut 38
Chekka 1
Ghazir 1
Jounieh 1
Saida 1
Tripoli 13
Zgharta 2
Unknown 2

Location in Lebanon

VI engaged the MDW community through a series of 
five follow-up structured focus group discussions to 
get workers’ input on key policy recommendations. 
Three of the five focus groups were held with specific 
communities: runaway Nepali roommates working 
illegally for a cleaning company, women seeking 
shelter at the Philippines Embassy in Beirut and a 
group of independent African freelancers. The mono-
community group meetings facilitated discussions 
on the challenges faced as well as suggestions for 
changes specific to the demography or work situation 
of the group. 

VI also conducted two more detailed/larger focus 
group-discussions: one with 17 community group 
leaders and the other with 21 oral history participants 
from a wide range of nationalities working as live-ins 
or freelancers in different parts of Lebanon. 

In the context of the fieldwork, VI was unfortunately 
not able to gain access to MDWs currently detained in 
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prisons serving sentences, waiting to be released and/
or MDWs in the official immigration detention centre 
awaiting deportation/regularisation.  Recent reports 
by both HRW and the Lebanese Center for Human 
Rights (CLDH) have highlighted the inadequacies 
of the Lebanese justice and immigration system in 
its treatment of MDWs and further exploration of this 
issue is necessary but outside the context of the 
present report15.

RECOMMENDATIONS FOR CHANGE FROM THE 
COMMUNITIES

The report is divided thematically into six policy 
chapters that also represent the journey of MDWs 
– (1) pre-departure including agencies and brokers 
in sending country; (2) arrival in Lebanon including 
Lebanese recruitment agents; (3) workers’ rights in the 
home; (4) the kafala system and systemic violations 
of workers’ rights; (5) what workers need if something 
goes wrong; and (6) the role of informal and semi-
formal communities. VI have not used names in this 
report in order to protect the confidentiality of the 
participants. 

Each chapter highlights the issue, the systematic 
nature of the problem as well as workers’ 
recommendations for change. The role that the MDW 
community played in the formation of this report and 
other VI related tools represents a departure from 
previous analysis and reports on this subject.  The 
report highlights the voice of the community - their 
own words about the problems they face and their 
call for action through their recommendations for 
change.
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VI DEFINITIONS FOR MIGRANT DOMESTIC WORK IN LEBANON

Definition Legality

Migrant domestic 
worker (MDW)

Men and women who migrate to Lebanon 
under the kafala or sponsorship system to work 
as domestic workers.  For the purpose of VI 
study this includes all workers, legal or illegal, 
including those who work outside the home but 
continue to be sponsored as MDW regardless of 
location and type of employment

MDWs are legal if their sponsor 
organises their appropriate work 
and residency permits each year, 
live in the home of their employers 
and work for them full time

Non-traditional 
MDW

MDWs who came to Lebanon under the kafala 
system as MDWs but work outside the home

Illegal – MDWs are only supposed 
to work in the house of their 
sponsor

Live in A worker who lives in a house where they spend 
the majority of their working hours

These workers can be legal if they 
live with their sponsor.  There are 
also workers who run away and 
live with employers who will not or 
cannot sponsor them, but who will 
illegally employ them

Runaway A worker who no longer works for her/his 
original sponsor and whose sponsor has not 
legally released him/her

MDWs are illegal as soon as they 
leave their employers’ house

Freelance worker A worker who works most of her/his time for 
several employers, not necessarily including 
the official sponsor. The worker can live with the 
original sponsor, but in most cases freelance 
workers have alternative living arrangements

Illegal - according to a Caritas 
Migrant Legal Center brochure, 
the MDW “will face interpellation, 
arrest, payment of a fine and 
deportation to country of origin16

Sponsor An employer who is the official kafeel or 
sponsor of a migrant domestic worker.  The term 
sponsor and employer are used interchangeably 
throughout the report 

Legal unless ‘paper sponsor’ or an 
employer who is not the current 
legal sponsor of an MDW (see 
below)

Paper sponsor An individual, most of the time paid by the 
worker, who acts as a sponsor (renewable on a 
yearly basis) yet does not expect the worker to 
live or work the majority of the working day (or 
any time at all) within their house

Illegal - according to Caritas 
Migrant Legal Center both the 
sponsor and the MDW may be 
penalised under the present 
system17
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Informal networks- Migrant worker communities 
or groups that are not recognised by the Lebanese 
Government or Lebanese legal codes, yet play 
important support roles in their community.  This 
could include groups of friends who call each other to 
raise money for those in need, groups of people who 
live in apartments that act as informal, unrecognised 
shelters, religious groups that provide spiritual, 
emotional or material support to members.

Semi-formal networks- Migrant worker communities 
that have rules, regulations and structures, yet are 

VI DEFINITIONS OF MDW COMMUNITY 
NETWORKS/ORGANISATIONS OPERATING 
IN LEBANON

not recognised by the Lebanese legal code. Some of 
these are recognised by their embassies/consulates 
and get limited support from them.

Formal networks- Since there are no migrant worker 
unions, communities or committees that are currently 
recognised by the Lebanese government, there are 
no ‘formal’ networks of MDWs in Lebanon.
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2. PRE-DEPARTURE: RECRUITMENT, INFORMATION AND TRAINING

“Well, they will tell you, arriving here you will 
work a lot, you won’t work in houses. There 
are many sisters, they arrived with diplomas, 
but they came, they arrived and they found 
themselves in houses. And she says, “But what 
is this, he hasn’t told me that”…. Well, they say, 
“Will work in boutiques, in shops. If you come 
here, we can employ you in the hospitals, you 
will have work, there is a lot of work here.” 
That’s what they tell the sisters.”

– Migrant domestic worker from Benin

“Recruiters in sending countries should provide 
training or information, including language 
training, practical training about work and 
information on Lebanese culture.” 

– Recommendation for change given by migrant 
domestic workers at a focus group discussion 

conducted on February 13, 2011

The majority of VI’s oral history participants were 
employed in their home countries in service and 
factory work, but the salary they received was either 
not enough to sustain themselves and/or families, or 
not enough to enable any savings.  In some cases 
their work places closed down due to war, natural 
disasters or economic downturn and left them without 
any way of supporting themselves or their families.  
For some women, migration became necessary when 
their husbands stopped being able to provide for the 
family due to a loss of job, illness, death or divorce. 

Although financial need was often the primary reason 
for migration, MDWs talked of other motivating 
factors: to save enough money to finance education 
of themselves or family members, to escape abusive 
or difficult relationships and simply to explore other 
cultures and countries.  A MDW from Ethiopia came 
to Lebanon because she wanted to be independent.  
Her parents wanted her to marry someone they had 
chosen for her.  She told her father that she didn’t 
want an arranged marriage and that she wanted to 
go to Lebanon for work instead. 

The findings also revealed that MDWs come from a 
variety of educational and economic backgrounds 
with different expectations from migration.  These 
differences need to be acknowledged to fully 
appreciate the experiences of the MDW in the next 
phase of the migration journey.

RECRUITMENT STRUCTURES

The testimonies of MDWs reveal a variety of 
recruitment structures: through relatives and friends 
in Lebanon, via Lebanese business people who 
bring workers through private channels as well as 
through agencies (both illegal and legal).  VI finds 
that recruitment structures vary by nations and 
the different recruitment structures have specific 
problems that require particular policy interventions. 

	Relatives and friends

Although workers recruited through kin networks 
usually have more information and support than those 
recruited by agents, not all experiences are positive.  
MDWs recruited through such networks often 
complained that their kin gave misleading information.  
A recent runaway at the Philippines Embassy shelter 
told VI that her migration process was assisted by 

There are multiple steps in migration and often 
the first steps of the MDW’s journey – the decision 
to migrate and the recruitment process in his/her 
sending country – get overlooked in discussions about 
MDWs’ vulnerability and protection needs.  The oral 
histories and follow up focus group discussions that VI 
conducted with MDWs highlighted several issues in 
the pre-departure stage which have a critical bearing 
on the MDWs’ work expectations, experiences and 
vulnerability.  This chapter addresses the multiple 
reasons, routes and processes of migration in the 
pre-departure stage. It also looks at the impact of 
sending country travel bans on MDWs.  The last 
section outlines workers’ recommendations for 
change at this crucial stage in the migration process.

WHY MIGRATE?

Financial reasons including poverty are the 
predominant reason women and men migrate for 
domestic work.  VI found that the often economic 
need for migration means that MDWs find it hard to 
return even if they face severe work violations. 
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her neighbour, a return migrant worker who had been 
working for 10 years in Lebanon. Contrary to her 
actual experience, this neighbour made her believe 
that working in Lebanon would be easy and “nice”. 

	Private middle people/brokers

VI found that particularly in African countries with 
lower MDW populations, Lebanese business people 
with ties in the area recruit workers to work for friends 
and family in Lebanon.  In such private recruitment, 
monitoring and regulation of the process becomes 
even harder. 

	Agencies in sending countries

In countries like Sri Lanka, Ethiopia and Philippines, 
with historically significant migrant populations, 
recruitment is usually managed by local agencies. 
Workers recruited through agencies either pay a fee 
to the agency, or have to sign away the first three 
month’s salary. Most of these agencies provide 
intermediary service to their counterparts in Lebanon. 

Governments from countries with complete or partial 
bans – like the Philippines and Nepal – may find it 
harder to regulate recruitment agencies and brokers 
given the clandestine nature of all recruitment.  But 
VI findings show that even in countries without 
bans, there is little emphasis on providing training or 
information.  

Workers from other African countries mentioned 
private and more informal alliances between brokers 
in the sending country and Lebanese recruitment 
agencies. In some cases, return migrants and 
business people from Lebanon set up agencies in 
other countries.  Although these agencies are set up 
by people with prior experience in Lebanon, MDWs 
complained that these agencies also gave misleading 
information on living and working conditions and were 
only interested in their “business” investment.

INFORMATION, TRAINING AND ORIENTATION 

Previous studies on MDWs have reported that 
there is very little or no pre-departure information, 
orientation and training for workers in the home 
country18. Consequently workers arrive with very 
little knowledge about Lebanon, living conditions, 
job duties and most importantly their rights within 
Lebanon (see Chapter 6).  VI’s own fieldwork and 

community engagement supported these findings 
and the vulnerability that this lack of information, 
training and orientation creates upon arrival. 

	Misleading information

Almost all the MDWs in this study indicated that 
the agent or agency gave them inaccurate and/or 
misleadingly positive descriptions of work hours, 
conditions and wages. This lack of information means 
that the men and women are often not aware that 
they are expected to be live-ins and obliged to work 
for only one employer.  Some are not even aware that 
they are being recruited for domestic work.

A group of Bangladeshi MDWs told VI that the 
recruitment office gave them no information about 
either Lebanon or their employers and only said “You 
go Lebanon you find everything, you have work, 
you have money.  Everything you can find, good.”  
Although the overall trend, across nationalities, is that 
the agency or broker gives misleading information, 
this was even more pronounced for some African 
countries.  In some cases the MDW was not even 
aware that they were coming for domestic work in 
people’s houses. 

	 Insufficient training and orientation

VI found some nationality-level differences with 
regard to pre-departure training and that receiving 
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training, for instance as revealed in the testimonies 
of MDWs from Sri Lanka and Philippines, does not 
necessarily mean better sensitisation or information 
about Lebanon. 

A MDW from the Philippines received training from 
an agency and even lived with other trainees in a 
hostel room. But the MDW told VI that although she 
received training, she was not given any information 
about Lebanon. 

“I learnt how to cook, wash, organise clothes 
properly, iron, use different types of household 
implements like the vacuum cleaner and 
washing machines, how to keep the employer’s 
young children away from these equipment’s 
that run on electricity. I mean I know how to use 
equipment; I have an education in computer 
science. But you know equipments are different 
in different parts of the world. What we have 
in Philippines is not what is here, in Lebanon. 
The agency even taught us how to address our 
Madam, welcome guests... When I landed on 
the airport I knew absolutely nothing about the 
country. I had no friends or relatives and I was 
barely 24 years old.”

The lack of training, education and orientation for a 
MDW’s new life in Lebanon makes the arrival and 
experience traumatic and stressful.  Getting no training 
in the language becomes an additional problem for 
the MDWs as they are often unable to communicate 

with their employers.  This was reflected repeatedly 
in the narratives of MDWs from Bangladesh.

“All Arabic. They speak Arabic. Nothing 
Bangladesh. Everybody have problem when 
come from Bangladesh. They don’t know 
English or Arabic this is a big problem.”

	Misleading contract in sending country 

Discussions on the need and implementation of a 
Unified Contract in Lebanon (see Chapter 3) overlook 
the fact that many MDWs already sign a contract 
with the agency in their country of origin.  Where 
a contract is signed, VI findings indicate that these 
contracts often only mention salary and duration of 
employment.  VI facilitated focus group discussions 
with Filipina women in the embassy shelter revealed 
that only 3 of 18 women workers were provided with 
contracts by the agencies before departure. 

In the cases where a contract is signed and contains 
some basic employment information, merely signing 
a contract does not imply better protection once in 
Lebanon. The testimonies of the MDWs revealed 
that the stipulations laid out in the contract are rarely 
followed. The first contract is often not recognised in 
Lebanon19.  On arrival, MDWs sign another contract 
which is often written only in Arabic.  This contract 
usually specifies a salary lower than what was laid 
out by the contract/agency in sending country. A 
MDW from Kenya talked about a “sheet” of paper she 
signed in Kenya that had no bearing in Lebanon.
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“They didn’t tell me because even the sheet, 
the contract from Kenya now, they told me that 
I will be given like $500 of which to me was 
a pleasure because Kenya graduates like me 
they earn under $500 because it’s a third world 
country, so that’s a good salary. So I came and 
on reaching here they told me it was $200. I 
had no options because they paid my ticket, 
they also paid for my visa.”

RAMIFICATIONS OF SENDING COUNTRY TRAVEL 
BANS

Recently, governments of sending countries have 
enforced travel bans to Lebanon to protect their 
nationals from work-related violations.  Currently, VI 
understand that there are bans on MDWs travelling 
from Ethiopia, Philippines, Nepal and Madagascar, 
although each country has different ways of enforcing 
the ban20.  MDWs who have arrived in Lebanon since 
the operation of the ban clearly indicate that these 
bans are not effective in stemming the flow of migrant 
workers. The ban, however, does affect the lives of 
the MDWs, almost always negatively.

VI found many negative impacts of sending country 
travel ban on MDW nationals including21:

	 It forces MDWs to take long arduous journeys 
through third countries, sometimes multiple 
countries. They often stay overnight in third 
country airports where they have no access to 
food and no source of information.  Some Filipinas 
taking part in the focus group discussions were 
forced to travel by boat to Malaysia and then 
stay weeks in third countries waiting for their 
paperwork. 

	The ban makes it harder for home countries 
to regulate recruitment agents.  For example, 
before the ban, the Philippines Embassy had a 
list of blacklisted and registered agencies, which 
allowed them to more easily monitor the contracts 
and living/ working situations of their nationals22.

	A community leader from the Philippines 
complained that the ban means that workers are 
recruited from less advantaged areas, including 
rural areas and “off the streets”23.

	 It forces MDWs to resort to illegal activities and 
illegal agencies.  Some women from Nepal 
revealed that they submitted their papers through 

New Delhi instead of Kathmandu.  A MDW 
from an African country had to get a passport 
made under some other nationality to work in 
Lebanon.  Workers had to lie to exit authorities 
in the Philippines and two women revealed that 
they hid their exit papers in sanitary napkins.  A 
Filipina MDW noted “illegal recruitment equals 
illegal situation here in Lebanon”.

	MDWs have to arrive on a tourist visa and then 
convert their tourist visas to work visas, a process 
that takes time and leaves them open to illegality.   

	The bans make it harder for women and men 
already in Lebanon to visit home and then return 
for work.

KEY RECOMMENDATIONS FROM MDWS

The suggestions that came out of the five focus 
groups concerned recruitment agents in the sending 
country, the Lebanese embassy or consulate and 
sending country governments.  Recommendations 
focused on ways to better prepare workers as well 
as ways to educate them about their rights before 
departure.  

	Recruitment agents in the sending country 
should sign a contract with the MDW in the local 
language that reflects the actual work to be 
performed.

	Recruitment agents in the sending country 
and the Lebanese Embassy/Consulate should 
provide honest and detailed information about 
the situation and employment in Lebanon.

	Recruitment agents in the sending country 
should provide orientation training about culture, 
language and work in Lebanon.

	Recruitment agents in the sending country 
should interview workers to make sure that they 
are qualified for the work.

	Sending country governments should monitor 
recruiters and agencies in their own countries so 
MDWs can avoid “illegal” agencies.

	Sending country governments should ensure the 
cooperation of the Lebanese Embassy/Consulate 
in the region to enforce own travel bans.
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“But here with the lady of the second house, 
they made me sign a contract here in Lebanon 
in Arabic. Well, I didn’t know the content. (…) I 
told them, ‘Why is there no translation?’ I sign 
what I don’t know? They told me, ‘That’s how 
it is.’ Well, no translation and everything. That 
means they have the right to do what they 
want.” 

– Migrant domestic worker from Cameroon 

“Recruitment agents should be responsible for 
regularly monitoring the employment conditions 
in houses to ensure the welfare of domestic 
migrant workers and the implementation of the 
contract. This includes regular tests to check 
the worker’s medical and psychological state.” 

– Recommendation for change given by migrant 
domestic workers at a focus group discussion 

conducted on February 13, 2011

The lack of proper information, training and orientation 
at the pre-departure stage inevitably implies that 
the first reaction of MDWs on arrival in Lebanon is 
“shock”, “fear” and uncertainty.  VI found that, upon 
arrival, MDW’s vulnerabilities are further heightened 
through their experiences at the airport and with the 
agency in Lebanon.  This chapter discusses the various 
experiences MDWs go through upon arrival in Lebanon 
as well as recommendations targeted at multiple actors 
including the agency, Lebanese government and 
sending country representative in Lebanon.

AT THE AIRPORT

MDWs talked to VI about the anxiety and fear they 
experienced because of not knowing anything about 
their employer, their work conditions and the country. 

The absence of language training adds to their 
vulnerability. A female MDW from Nepal said: 

“I was surprised and worried. How to 
communicate, what to do.  No relatives, no 
friends.” 

Upon arrival at the airport, MDWs have to hand over 
their passports to the Lebanese General Security 
in order to process their papers. General Security 
requires that the MDWs stay in the airport until they 
are picked up by their sponsor.  The sponsor is then 
given the passport.  Some new arrivals have to wait 
for hours or even days at the airport.  Most MDWs 
do not have the relevant contact details and cannot 
contact either the agency or the employer. 

They are forced to stay in a waiting room, reserved 
for MDWs, very often without access to food or water. 
There are no further resources and facilities; no 
telephones or toilets in the airport room.  A participant 
at a VI-facilitated focus group discussion referred to 
this room as a jail.  Female MDWs from the Philippines 
also complained about sexual harassment in the 
airport at night, especially when they had to go to the 
restroom.

“The first night that I arrived I had to stay in a 
small room at the airport, I slept on the bench. 
There was no food, nothing.  All the domestics 
waiting for the employer are placed in this 
one room as soon as they arrive. I was lucky 
I didn’t have too bad an experience at the 
airport. But another girl waiting with me got 
attacked by someone at the airport. You know 
it is very unsafe there at night. There are no 
police, nothing and we girls no nothing about 
the country, the language or the airport. We 
need permission to go to a toilet which is very 
very far from the waiting room. There are many 
women who get attacked and teased by men at 
the airport during the night. It is very scary. This 
is not right.”

Most MDWs are not allowed to recuperate, rest 
and adjust, but are instead taken directly to their 
sponsor’s house.  Very often, they had to start work 
immediately and some said they were not given the 
opportunity to take even take a shower or eat a meal.  
A Filipina MDW told VI: 

“Madame picked me up from the airport. I start 
to work, work, work. Without eating. No asking 
how you are. I get small room, toilet. That same 
evening they gave me duties of every day. 5.30 
am wake up, cleaning all, every day.”

3. ARRIVAL: AIRPORT AND RECRUITMENT AGENCY IN LEBANON
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RECRUITMENT AGENCY IN LEBANON 

MDWs are usually brought to Lebanon through 
Lebanese recruitment agencies licensed by the 
Ministry of Labour who act as brokers for Lebanese 
sponsors.  In 2010, HRW noted that there are about 
500 licensed recruitment agencies currently operating 
in Lebanon24.

Agencies can charge the employer between $2000 
and $3,500 depending on MDW’s home country in 
associated fees. These fees cover the plane ticket 
to Lebanon and the Lebanese government charges26 
(the initial three months work visa) but a large part 
of the fee goes directly to the agency as service 
charges.  The high fees that employers’ pay to the 
agency in combination with the kafala system can 
create a feeling of ‘ownership’ of the MDW by the 
sponsor as discussed in more detail in Chapter 5.

Recruitment agencies in Lebanon are a key actor 
in the lives of MDWs and can significantly influence 
their experiences. The agency can be a source of 
vital information and training once the MDW arrives 
in Lebanon.  But such training is seldom provided and 

even the contract that MDW signs in the Lebanese 
agency is often misleading.  The problem is 
accentuated because employers also do not receive 
any training on their responsibilities as an employer. 

Key findings from the oral histories and focus group 
discussions on different issues related to Lebanese 
recruitment agencies are discussed in further detail 
below. 

	Lack of orientation and training in Lebanon

MDWs often do not receive any information or support 
from the agency after their arrival. There is usually no 
training or local orientation about their legal situation, 
their rights as workers in Lebanon or who they can 
turn to for assistance if needed.

The recruitment agency does not appear to perform 
any kind of check on the employer’s suitability to hire 
a MDW before sending a worker into a house.  There 
are no minimum standards that an employer has to 
fulfil in terms of, for example, accommodation nor is 
he/she requested to undergo a background check 
to, for example, ensure that he/she does not have a 
history of mistreating workers.
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There also appears to be no formal training or 
orientation for employers who are about to employ 
a person from a different culture inside their homes.  
Agencies in Lebanon do not orientate or advise 
employers on good practices including attitudes, rest 
times and enforcement of contract.  A woman from 
Cameroon talked about the presumptions made by 
employers and their ignorance about the culture of 
the MDW. 

“The thing that is traumatic is what? It’s that 
they tell themselves that you - you lived on a 
tree and everything. And when they give you a 
place like that, it’s sure that she has never seen 
a thing like that, she will be very comfortable in 
it. Yes, in their head that’s what it is. Because 
sometimes they ask you questions, ‘Are there 
cars in your country, are there houses? How 
do you live?’ So I told them, ‘Well, we live on 
trees.’”

	Misleading or no contract 

The central role of the contract was revealed 
repeatedly in oral histories and focus groups but 
typically either MDWs do not sign any contract, sign 
but do not read it as it is in Arabic or sign it only to 
realise that the stipulations are not followed.

None of our respondents talked of the Unified Contract 
drawn up by the Ministry of Labour in 2009.  Most 
women and men who signed a contract were not able 
to understand it since it was in Arabic.  MDWs from 
across nationalities had the same experience.  A Sri 
Lankan MDW explains: 

“When I came here, in agency I signed some 
paper but I don’t know what about this inside.”

MDWs who did understand the contract often 
highlighted that it was not specific to the type of work, 
e.g. nanny, nurse, gardener, cleaner.  The lack of 
information concerning the type of work often leads 
to MDWs ending up doing tasks for which they don’t 
have adequate skills or training.  A MDW from Benin 

told VI that she was not given a job description before 
or after arrival in Lebanon.

 “I did everything, I did even the earth [the garden] 
at his, I did the garden, everything, everything, 
everything.... That house needs three women, 
one gardener, even two gardeners even.”

Even though required by law, in most cases there is 
no notary or witness (e.g. from the sending countries’ 
embassy or honorary consulate/Ministry of Labour 
etc) present when the worker signs the contract27.  In 
most cases the sponsor simply takes the contract to 
a Lebanese notary afterwards.

	Salary deduction

Recruiting agencies in Lebanon and their sending 
country counterparts or even the employer often 
deduct the first three months salary of an MDW 
under the guise of expenses incurred due to bringing 
the MDW into Lebanon. This is despite MDWs often 
having already paid a fee in their home country to 
recruitments agents. Most often workers are not 
informed about these unjust and illegal salary 
deductions until they have already started working.  A 
MDW from Cameroon said:

“If I had known that I would get only $175 and 
also have to pay the first three months of my 
salary, I would not have left home.” 

	Lack of agency support 

In the first weeks after arrival many MDWs said they had 
no contact with the agency.  The first communication 
often takes place once the worker is already facing 
severe problems at her/his work place.  MDWs are 
often “returned” to the agency by their employers.  
A MDW from Ethiopia said that she was sent from 
employer to employer for two years by an agent who 
took her salary before she ran away.  A Bangladeshi 
MDW told VI that she knows of cases where if an 
employer is not pleased with a Bangladeshi woman, 
they can bring her back to the agency. 
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“They have office.  If somebody don’t like 
Bangladeshi woman, they bring, they put in 
office from house.  Without electricity, without 
eat, with beat.  In house.“

If the worker wants to leave because of a violation 
to their rights, he/she has to depend on the sponsor 
since MDWs rarely have the contact details of their 
agency.  This is discussed in more detail in Chapter 
5.  A MDW from Madagascar told VI that she wanted 
to leave her sponsor’s house but her sponsor’s would 
not take her back to the agency.

“I say to her, ‘I want to go to the agency, I do 
not want to stay here.’  ‘Ok,’ she says, we will 
go on Monday.  Then they didn’t take me to the 
agency.  They say, I’m not going to go.”

But very often, even when the MDW managed 
to contact the agency, they received no support 
or assistance.  Agencies rarely played a role in 
mediation of conflicts between worker and employer.  
In VI’s study, only one MDW reported that her agency 
tried to mediate in a conflict, but was unsuccessful.  
In many cases runaway MDWs were sent back to 
their sponsor’s house.  An MDW from the Philippines 
explained to VI that she preferred to contact the 
Embassy than to go the agency.

Background: Lebanese Government Unified 
Contract

In 2009 the Lebanese Ministry of Labour 
introduced a much needed Unified Contract for 
MDWs that outlines employers’ and workers’ 
rights and obligations. While the contract 
guarantees certain basic rights, it provides 
inadequate protection against a number of 
common workers’ rights violations.  To date there 
is also no effective mechanism in place to monitor 
use and compliance with the contract and none 
of the MDWs that participated in this research 
knew of the contract more than one year after its 
introduction.
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“I am sorry to say this, but the agency is really 
terrible. The agency for instance, has just one 
small room to keep all women who are returned 
by their employers. They give no food, and 
they don’t support us, ever. They are always 
on the side of the employer. When we sign the 
contract, the contract says that we have the 
right to a day off, to get medical care, to take 
rest when we don’t feel well. But we never get 
that – and we can’t even imagine getting help 
from the agency for any such things.”

MDW’s narratives reveal that in most cases the 
employment agency not only refuses to take 
responsibility but some even lock up women or 
punish them physically for allegedly breaking their 
contract.  Three Filipina women seeking shelter told 
VI that they were physically and sexually abused by 
the agency.  A woman from Benin told VI that she 
received no help from agency when was in trouble 
but was passed from one agency to the other instead.

“The mister who is in the office told me, ‘Go 
into this room, there is a corner there’. They 
locked me in there and my suitcase, they tore 
the suitcase apart. They tore the suitcase to 
see if I had taken something. They didn’t see 
anything in there”. 

The oral histories gathered revealed that some 
agencies also send MDWs to employers with prior 
history of exploiting and abusing their MDWs.  
Despite this knowledge, agencies do not blacklist 
such employers.  An 18-year old female worker from 
Cameroon told VI:  

“So she took me back to the agency here.  And 
when I go there- there I was a little free- I tell 
them everything.  They say, ‘Ah.  We know the 
history of this man.  Because not the first time, 
like this’.”  
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KEY RECOMMENDATIONS FROM MDWS

The extensive role of the Lebanese recruitment 
agency in workers’ life was strongly reflected in the 
recommendation for change that VI gathered.  Some 
of the striking recommendations made by community 
leaders and members alike were for the agency to 
train and inform not just the worker but the employer 
as well: 

	The Lebanese recruitment agents should perform 
background checks on all potential employers 
and give training on good employment practices.

Other key recommendations included: 

	The Lebanese Government should improve 
facilities at the airport including providing 
telephones, clean waiting areas/toilets and 
protect workers from sexual/ physical/verbal 
abuse.

	Airport authorities should call the employer to 
ensure a prompt pick up.

	The Lebanese recruitment agents should provide 
a place to rest after arrival and orientation to give 
information about workers’ rights in Lebanon.

	The Lebanese recruitment agents should 
monitor the employment conditions in the houses 
(including medical and psychological tests) to 
ensure the welfare of MDW.

	The Lebanese recruitment agents should not be 
a source of mistreatment but provide the workers 
with support throughout their stay in Lebanon 
including mediating conflicts between the worker 
and the employer.

	The sending country governments should provide 
information about contacts/places to go if there is 
problem after arrival.  
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4. MDWS AND WORKERS’ RIGHTS 

“I have to be ready at 6 o’ clock in the morning. 
All the... all the balcony, all the room, the 
bathroom.  All, everything the rooms, I must 
take out. I cannot.  Every day I cry.  I cry, I cry, 
I cry, I cry.  Every night, I sleep, sometimes I 
sleep at 1:00, 12:00.  And I sleep because I’m 
so tired.  All my body paining me too much.”  

– Migrant domestic worker from the Philippines 

“The Ministry of Labour needs to enforce the 
Unified Contract, including stipulations that 
all migrant domestic workers should have an 
unmonitored 24 hours off every week.” 

– Recommendation for change given by migrant 
domestic workers at a focus group discussion 

conducted on February 12, 2011

The majority of countries in Asia and the Middle 
East including Lebanon explicitly exclude migrant 
workers from the labour law28. At the present time 
there is no international instrument that ensures the 
effective regulation of domestic workers’ conditions 
of employment and the enforcement of their 
fundamental rights as workers.  A move towards 
recognising international labour standards for 
domestic work was made at the ILO session in 2008 
when the Governing Body agreed to place an item on 
“decent work for domestic workers” on the agenda 
of the ILO conference that was subsequently held in 
June 201029.  In the past, ILO’s supervisory bodies 
have highlighted that the specific nature of domestic 
work is not an adequate reason to exclude domestic 
workers from the protection of international labour 
standards.  

In accordance with the ILO’s recognition of basic 
worker rights for all domestic workers VI re-classified 
common violations observed in oral histories into key 
MDWs workers’ rights31:

	Right to standard contracts

	Right to pre and post departure information and 
training sessions

	Right to full and timely payment of wages 

Background: Lebanon and ILO Conventions 

Lebanon is not a signatory to any Convention on 
migrant workers, such as the UN Convention on 
the Protection of All Migrant Workers and Members 
of Their Families and the two ILO Conventions: 
Migration for Employment, Convention 97, and 
Migrant Workers (Supplemental Provisions), 
Convention 143.

In 2010 the ILO placed an item on decent work 
for domestic workers on its agenda with the aim 
to put in place an instrument to ensure labour 
standards. A draft convention is currently being 
reviewed by the member states.  Furthermore, 
the ILO affirms that domestic migrant workers 
are entitled to decent working conditions. They 
fall under the ILO Declaration on Fundamental 
Principles and Rights at Work and are therefore 
nominally included in legislation30.

	Right to regulated work, regular work hours and 
time off 

	Right to mobility 

	Right to an environment free from physical, 
sexual, verbal/psychological abuse

	Right to privacy and adequate food/clothing/
health care 

	Right to communication with family 

	Right to a notice and due process in dismissal

Chapters 2 and 3 discussed violation of workers’ 
rights in the pre-departure and arrival stage namely 
the right to standard contract and information 
and training. The violation of workers’ rights often 
continues once the worker enters the house of his/
her sponsor in Lebanon. This chapter uses the oral 
histories of MDW to examine the regular violation of 
MDW’s rights within the houses of their employers.  
The follow-up focus group discussions with the MDW 
community and the community leaders generated 
detailed policy recommendations that could 
potentially reduce violations.
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RIGHT TO FULL AND TIMELY PAYMENT OF 
WAGES

The compulsory Unified Contract introduced by 
the Lebanese Ministry of Labour stipulates that 
the employer must pay the full salary on a monthly 
basis with receipts of payment.  As discussed in 
Chapter 2, all MDWs that were part of VI’s study 
were not aware of the Unified Contract.  In addition, 
the informal structure of employment as well as the 
intimate, often paternalistic nature of the employer-
employee relationship means that payment of wages 
is determined by the employer. 

Typical remuneration-related violations of workers’ 
rights include32: 

	Receiving wages below the legal minimum 
wage of $333 per month33

MDWs appear to receive different levels of salaries, 
depending on their country of origin. English-speaking 
Filipina women, considered most prestigious in 
terms of their status for the household get paid 
$250 or more.  The wage rate is lower for the other 
nationalities, which typically ranges between $150-
200.  But across nationalities, the salaries are usually 
below the minimum wage. 

	Not receiving the promised wage rate

The testimonies of MDW reveal another pattern 
across nationalities – the worker not receiving any 
salary for the first three months of work.  Earlier 
studies have also reported a similar pattern and 
indicated that employers justify withholding salary 
for the first three months as reimbursement of initial 
recruitment fees (see Chapter 3).  A female MDW 
from Madagascar told VI that it is common for people 
to not get paid for the first three months, regardless 
of whether the employer is sponsoring the worker or 
not.  She also revealed that she was never paid the 
$450 salary she was promised.  Her employer gave 
her $200 one month but borrowed the $200 the next 
month because he needed the money.  

The testimonies of MDWs from African countries 
indicate another pattern - the employer either 
promises to withhold MDW’s salary till the end of 
contract or pay it directly to the family back home. 
This makes the MDW financially dependent on the 
employer and deters him/her from escaping the 
contract even when there are multiple abuses.  In 
many instances this promised salary is not paid at 
the end of the contract. A female community leader 
from a West African country informed VI that they 
discussed this violation at their meetings.
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“So, at our reunions we say, if you are in your 
job, you must never accept that the ladies keep 
your money. If they suggest you, they will offer 
you a bank account, you must never accept it. 
Because after all it will be very difficult to cash 
your salaries.”

RIGHT TO REGULATED WORK, REGULAR WORK 
HOURS AND TIME OFF

According to the Unified Contract, live-in MDWs have 
the right to work at an average of 10 inconsecutive 
hours a day at most, including at least 8 continuous 
hours of rest at night.  In addition, s/he is entitled to a 
24-hour rest period each week.  But the informal and 
intimate nature of domestic work and the absence of 
any current mechanism to ensure compliance with the 
contract implies that the specific duties expected from 
a worker, her work and leisure hours are unregulated 
and unstructured. 

The ill-defined structure of work leads to four related 
violations of workers’ rights:

	Working excessively long hours

The testimonies of MDWs show that their days 
often start at 6am and end at midnight. A MDW 
from Madagascar describes her long work hours 
and admits that she cries every day, out of sheer 
exhaustion and body-ache.  

“I have to be ready at 6 o’clock in the morning.  
And I have to start all the …  All the … All, all, 
all [gestured cleaning] - all the balcony, all the 
room, the bathroom.  All, everything, the rooms, 
I must take out. I cannot.  Every day, I cry.  I cry, 
I cry, I cry, I cry  [laughs ruefully].  Every night, I 
sleep, sometimes I sleep at 1:00, 12:00.  And I 
sleep because I’m so tired.  All my body paining 
me too much.”
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	Working without any regular time off

The unstructured nature of work means that most 
MDWs do not get any regular time off, or any annual 
leave to visit their family.  The decision to give time 
off is totally dependent on the employer.  While some 
MDWs in this study did get every Sunday off, most 
others who got a day off do not get it on a regular 
basis. 

	Working in multiple households and roles

Apart from long hours of work and no regular day 
of rest, MDWs complain about having to work in 
multiple houses and/or in multiple roles.  Workers’ 
testimonies reveal that they are made to work in the 
employer’s house in the city and in the mountain and 
in the houses of the employers’ kin without extra pay.  
A MDW from Ethiopia told VI that she works in three 
houses, her employer house, her employer’s sister’s 
house and her employer’s daughter’s house.  A MDW 
from Cameroon also told VI of her shock at working 
in multiple houses.

“I get told I don’t have too much to do and I 
accept for this sum of $ 150. And when I arrive, 
they tell me, this is how it is, that there are two 
houses - the house in Beirut that is a normal 
apartment and the one in the mountains - you 
have to work and go on Saturday, Sunday to 
the mountains. This house has dimensions 
that are really indescribable. Eh, I had a 
shock.”

Their roles and responsibilities also could include 
that of a cleaner, a cook, a nanny and even a care-
giver for the elderly. A MDW from the Philippines 
told VI, “I am a cleaner, helper and a nanny all rolled 
into one”. 

RIGHT TO MOBILITY 

Apart from unstructured work and pay, many MDWs 
complained about restrictions on their mobility.  
Although earlier studies and reports have highlighted 
similar violations34, legislation, including the Unified 
Contract does not mention this.

Based on the oral histories, VI classified the violation 
of a MDW’s right to mobility as: 

	Employer withholding passports

Most MDWs last see their passport at the point of 
entry at the airport.  The passport is then handed 
over to their employers.  A MDW’s right to mobility 
gets severely restricted as soon as the employer 
confiscates her passport.  In this study, only one 
of the MDWs living with her sponsor was allowed 
access to her passport.  Even MDWs with paper 
sponsors do not have possession of their passports.  
Not having possession of their passport has severe 
repercussions for the MDWs, especially in times of 
trouble.  All except two of the runaways in this study 
left from their sponsor’s house without their passports.

	MDW required to take permission to go 
outside of the house/complete physical 
confinement

A related violation is physical confinement. In VI’s 2011 
focus group discussion at the Philippines Embassy 
shelter, 5 of the 18 women seeking shelter said that 
they were locked in their employer’s house.  Twelve 
other MDWs reported severe physical confinement.  
One participant told VI that her employer kept her 
locked in and did not allow her to interact with others 
because her employer believed her mind would be 
“poisoned” by other Filipina girls. 

There were others who were allowed out only when 
accompanied by their employers, when walking the 
dog or throwing trash.  A MDW from Togo told VI on 
phone that she has not gone out of the house for 
three years and could not even tell VI the name of 
the village where she lived; only that it is in the south 
of Lebanon.  A worker from Ethiopia told VI that she 
is only allowed to go out on the balcony or to pick 
the children of her employer up from school.  A MDW 
from Cameroon described the shock she felt at being 
locked in the apartment:

“There is no freedom.  When the madam goes 
to take her children to school, she locks the door 
with the key.  What does that gesture mean?  I 
will ask her the question again, if there is a fire? 
Because when your children are at home you 
don’t shut your door.”
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But even when there is no physical confinement, 
there are restrictions on a MDW’s mobility.  In this 
study, all the MDWs living with their employer needed 
permission to go out of the house, to visit a friend or 
even to make a call to their family. 

RIGHT TO AN ENVIRONMENT FREE 
FROM PHYSICAL, SEXUAL AND VERBAL/
PSYCHOLOGICAL ABUSE

Apart from unstructured and exploitative work 
conditions, MDWs can suffer different forms of 
violence.  While there are horrific instances of 
physical and sexual abuse, everyday and constant 
psychological abuse such as the feeling of “not being 
appreciated” and being “treated like a dog” were 
commonly reported.  The Unified Contract mentions 
only the most severe forms of such violence and 
stipulates that a worker has the right to terminate 
the contract if the employer/ a family member “beats, 
assaults, sexually abuses or harasses” him/her and 
this abuse is established through “medical reports 
given by a forensic physician and investigation 
records provided by the Judicial Police or the Ministry 
of Labour”. 

	Physical and sexual abuse

Physical confinement and instances of severe 
physical and sexual violence often go together. 
MDWs who face sexual violence are either too afraid 
to complain, have no one to go for assistance and 
many report being turned away from the formal 
sources of assistance. A MDW from the Democratic 
Republic of Congo describes how she was sexually 
and verbally abused by her employer:

“He told me that, ’You will call me father like my 
children.  You are like my daughter.’  I say, ok.  
But he even have another thinking… Because 
one day, the wife go to work and the children go 
school.  He was coming back to me.  He want 
to sleep with me by force.  I was small when 
I came, I was 18.  I tell him, ’Why?  Why are 
you telling me like this?  I don’t want.  I’m not 
coming for this.  I’m coming for work.’ He would 
say, ‘No.  You come for man’ like this, like this.  
When he knows that his wife is coming, he will 
go.  He will go back to his job.  You know?.” 

MDWs in VI’s study mention cases of severe physical 
violence, when their employers hit them or throw things 

at them.  A MDW from Bangladesh told VI that her 
employer physically abused her by putting her hand 
in boiling water.  Another worker from Bangladesh 
revealed to a VI researcher that her employer hit her 
in anger one day.  She fell down from one level of 
the stairs and broke her leg.  The MDW emphasised 
that this physical violation was compounded by the 
employer’s reluctance to take her to a doctor and 
provide her with medical assistance.

	Verbal and psychological abuse

Apart from the cases of severe physical and sexual 
violence, MDWs mentioned regular verbal and 
psychological abuse35.  VI research as well as earlier 
studies have found high incidence of verbal abuse, 
regular yelling and threats by employers.  The oral 
histories of the MDWs revealed regular instances 
of psychological abuse whereby the MDW felt “like 
a dog”, “not a human”, “not trustworthy” and “just 
a maid”.  A worker from Ethiopia told VI that her 
employer never greeted her or spoke to her cordially 
even after she had worked four years with them.

“I don’t have anyone to talk to. I tried talking to 
madam in the beginning … I would get up in the 
morning and say ’Good morning’ but she never 
said good morning back to me. Only do this, 
do that. It was like a stone cutting through my 
heart. We are not like this back home. We smile 
and talk to each other.” 

Other MDWs talked about never being appreciated or 
trusted. A MDW from Madagascar reported that the 
woman of the house has no trust in her MDW. “No, 
she doesn’t trust me, she even counts the oranges in 
the house.”

RIGHT TO PRIVACY AND ADEQUATE FOOD, 
CLOTHING AND HEALTHCARE

The fact that for MDWs the workplace is also their 
home adds other aspects of violations such as not 
being given adequate food, clothing and space to 
live, not getting medical attention nor adequate health 
care.  According to the Unified Contract, the employer 
has to meet the “requirements and conditions of 
decent work and fulfil the worker’s needs, including 
food, clothing and accommodations with which his/
her dignity and right to privacy are respected”.  The 
contract specifies that the employer has to guarantee 
medical care for the worker and states that MDWs 
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have the right to sick leave for half a month with pay 
and half a month with half pay. 

	Privacy

Live-in workers in this study often reported that they 
were not given a room of their own - some slept on a 
cot in the child’s room, the kitchen or sometimes even 
on the balcony.  A MDW from Cameroon told VI that 
she had to sleep on a fold-out bed on the balcony in 
the house of her first employer, in the second house, 
she had to sleep on the couch.

 “And there was a folding bed that you had to 
put down to sleep because there was no space. 
That means that after a day if you are tired, 
even if you feel dizzy, you don’t have the right 
to lie down, they told me. In the morning you 
have to fold it [she slaps her hands], so there is 
space to put the clothes in the machine. And at 
night unfold to sleep.”

	Food

In addition to lack of private space, MDWs find it 
hard to get acclimatised to the quantity and type of 
food.  Most women are not allowed to cook their own 
meals, to use the refrigerator, they are often given 

inadequate food or forced to eat leftovers/food that 
they are not used to eat at home.  A MDW from 
Madagascar told a VI researcher that her employer 
never gave her enough food – only one proper meal 
per day, which often was a half-eaten Lebanese bread 
with some sort of meat or cheese. Whenever she and 
her employer had an argument, her employer would 
punish her by giving her even less food. This worker 
said that she could deal with sleeping on the floor and 
the verbal violence but not the hunger. So she ran 
away from the house.

	Clothing

Most MDWs depend on the employer not only for their 
meals but also for everyday purchases, including 
clothing.  Winter clothes, or the lack of it, are another 
source of misery for the MDW who finds it difficult to 
get acclimatised to the cold rainy winters in Lebanon 
especially without adequate clothing.  A MDW from 
Togo recalls when her employer refused to buy her 
socks in the winter: 

“I need socks in the winter.  She doesn’t buy 
me socks.  I don’t have something to wear and 
it was cold… I told her this- after six months, I 
need a pants and brazier.  She said, ‘No- I don’t 
buy those things… I will give you the old ones’.”
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	Healthcare

Many domestic workers reported not getting adequate 
and timely medical attention.  Four of the 18 Filipina 
workers seeking shelter at the Philippines Embassy 
told VI that their employers did not take them to a 
doctor or made the worker pay for treatment out of 
her own salary.  

RIGHT TO COMMUNICATION WITH FAMILY

For most MDWs, the ability to talk to their families is a 
way of coping with the long hours and long contracts in 
Lebanon.  According to the 2009 Unified Contract, the 
employer should not only allow the worker to receive 
telephone calls but also pay for a monthly call to his/
her family back home.  But many MDWs reported that 
their employers did not allow them to communicate 
regularly with their families in their home countries.  
Others monitored the communication.  In some 
cases, the employer paid for a monthly phone card, 
although one MDW reported that this expense was 
deducted from her salary.  In other cases, MDWs had 
to pay for their own, often expensive phone cards.

MDW talked about restrictions on the length of call 
and who they were calling.  A MDW from Kenya told 
VI that she is allowed to use the telephone once a 
month and only to call her mother in Kenya.  A worker 
from Madagascar has a similar story - she is allowed 
to have a mobile phone and can call her husband for 
six minutes every month at the costs of her employer. 
“Six minutes, that nothing, you can say hello, how are 
you, good bye. That’s all.”

RIGHT TO A NOTICE AND DUE PROCESS IN 
DISMISSAL

Another manifestation of the informal nature of the 
work structure is the practice of instant dismissal. 
Although the Unified Contract does not mention the 
right to a notice before dismissal, it does state that 
the employer can terminate the contract if the worker 
commits a deliberate mistake, neglect, assault or 
causes any damage to the interests of the employer or 
if the worker has committed an act that is punishable 
by the Lebanese laws. 

The Unified Contract mentions only limited 
circumstances when the MDW can terminate the 

contract for breach of rights.  The worker is allowed 
to terminate a contract and get paid for the return 
ticket if the employer does not pay the MDW for three 
consecutive months, if it can be established that the 
employer has assaulted the worker or if the employer 
makes the worker do tasks other what she/he was 
recruited for. 

In VI’s study no MDW reported receiving money for 
their ticket home because of work rights violations 
(see Chapter 6).  In addition, some MDWs reported 
being dismissed from work, without any prior warning.  
Dismissed MDWs are usually sent back to the 
recruitment agency but participant’s testimonies also 
reveal cases where women in particular, are literally 
“thrown out” on the street without her passport and 
her possessions.  A MDW from Ethiopia was thrown 
out of the house after an argument with the employer. 
She waited on the stairs of the house for three days 
without food and water. 

A worker from the Philippines told VI researcher that 
her sponsoring family asked her to leave a week after 
she arrived. They decided that they no longer needed 
her. 

“It hurt me a lot. Why did they take me, call me 
all the way from Philippines if they didn’t want 
me? She (her employer) said that our house is 
small and we already have one Filipina working. 
I left my children to work here and I have no 
work. What do I do now? I am just waiting. Why 
am I here? “My children are waiting for me. I 
don’t know what will happen.” 
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KEY RECOMMENDATIONS FROM MDWS

One of the striking patterns that emerged was the 
demand for changes that recognise the MDW as a 
real worker, on par with other kinds of workers. 

Some key recommendations were:

	Lebanese Embassy/Consulate and Recruitment 
agent in the sending country should provide 
honest and detailed information about the 
situation and employment in Lebanon.

	Recruitment agents in sending country should 
interview workers to make sure that they are 
qualified for the work.

	Lebanese recruitment agents should provide 
workshops/training to MDWs about their rights in 
Lebanon.

But a closer look at some of the recommendations 
reveals that not only is there a demand for recognition 
of domestic as real work, but simultaneously a 
demand for recognising the complexities of this kind 
of work.  Namely, the recommendations for change 
indicate that there is a need to advocate for domestic 
as “work” but with the recognition that domestic work 
is atypical work, with specific characteristics (takes 
place in a private space, is typically done by women, 
the private nature of work creates dependencies 
between employer-employee etc), specific problems 
and correspondingly, specific recommendations for 
change.  Further key recommendations included:

	Recruitment agent in sending country should 
provide orientation training about culture, 
language and work in Lebanon.

	Recruitment agent in sending country should 
give workers a chance to introduce themselves 
to their employer through a cover letter with the 
application.

	Recruitment agent in sending country should 
conduct medical and psychological tests after 
return to the home country.

	Lebanese recruitment agents should monitor the 
employment conditions in the houses (including 
medical and psychological tests) to ensure the 
welfare of MDW.

	Sending country representative in Lebanon 
should check on the MDW regularly.
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5. KAFALA SYSTEM AND THE VIOLATION OF WORKERS’ RIGHTS

“You have my papers with you, you confiscate 
my papers and myself, because you have spent 
money on me? The human being does not 
have a price. [She repeats the sentence slowly 
pronouncing every sentence very clearly] The 
human being does not have a price. You tell 
me how much you have spent, $ 2000, I (…) 
$ 2000? And the papers that you have in your 
hands, my freedom.”  

- Migrant domestic worker from Cameroon.

“The name of the sponsor should not be on the 
passport but on a separate piece of paper”.

- Recommendation for change given by migrant 
domestic workers at a focus group discussion 

conducted on February 13, 2011

Numerous reports have discussed how the private 
nature of domestic work makes the detection and 
control of workers’ rights violations difficult. The 
concealed nature of this work has another impact – it 
tends to place the responsibility of violations solely 
on abusive employers. 

But are “abusive Madams” the root of the problem of 
worker rights violations?  VI findings indicate that at 
each step of a MDW’s journey (before departure, at 
arrival, and finally while working within the sponsor’s 
home), there are similar patterns of violation of rights, 
irrespective of nationalities, individual journeys and 
specific employers.  Limiting the discussion to the 
employer or what goes on behind closed doors, 
takes attention away from the role of many other 
actors involved in the migration process.  It also takes 
attention away from the system itself.  

The first section of this chapter, Kafala system and 
violation of MDW rights discusses how common 
workers rights violations outlined in Chapter 4 are 
inherent to the kafala system/sponsorship system of 
hiring migrant workers.  The second section, Kafala 
system and illegal MDWs discusses how the system 
itself opens up new illegalities and creates even 
more vulnerable populations, such as illegal migrants 
working multiple houses as freelancers and migrants 
working illegally in sectors traditionally not classified 
as domestic work.  The final section of the chapter 
highlights some key recommendations. 

Background: the kafala system and the MDW
According to a 2010 HRW Report on the lack of 
judicial protection of MDWs in Lebanon, “at the 
centre of the judicial failure to protect MDWs 
is the country’s kafeel, or sponsorship system 
that ties a migrant worker to his or her specific 
employer36.”  How does the kafala system “tie” a 
MDW to his/her sponsor?
• To enter Lebanon for work, a MDW has to be 

officially sponsored by a kafeel – an agency 
or a Lebanese individual. Without a kafeel, 
immigration is not possible.

• At the airport, General Security, responsible 
for the entry, exit and control of all foreigners 
in Lebanon37, gives a three-month residency 
visa38. Once the name of the sponsor is 
stamped on the visa, it remains in the 
passport of the MDW throughout his/her stay 
in Lebanon. 

• Within these three months the sponsor must 
do the required paperwork to convert this into 
a residence and a working permit39. It is the 
sponsor’s responsibility to keep renewing the 
permit40. Correspondingly, the MDW becomes 
dependent on the sponsor for her paperwork, 
and for staying legal.

• The system requires the MDW to live in the 
house of his/her employer throughout their 
time in Lebanon41.

• MDWs cannot change employers unless 
the sponsor agrees to sign a release waiver 
before a notary public, and until Lebanese 
authorities allow the “release” to take place42. 

• MDWs become illegal if their sponsor 
terminates their contract, or if they decide to 
leave their sponsor even in cases of violations 
of their rights, abuse and treatment. 

• MDWs need the permission of their sponsor 
to leave Lebanon and return to their home 
country. 
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KAFALA SYSTEM AND VIOLATION OF MDW 
RIGHTS

VI found that much of the violations of workers’ rights 
outlined in Chapter 4 are inherent to the kafala system 
of controlling migration and work. 

	Right to full and timely payment of wages 

Chapter 4 highlighted that across nationalities MDWs 
face similar violations regarding payment of wages.  
Although ostensibly the decision to pay a fair and 
structured wage is determined by the employer, 
violation of the right to full and timely payment is 
inbuilt into the system of recruitment and migration 
itself.  The agency fees in Lebanon are paid by the 
sponsor and as discussed in Chapter 3 can amount 
to anywhere between $2000 - $3500 depending on 
the nationality of the MDW43.  Earlier studies have 
highlighted that employers often perceive these initial 
recruitment fees as a “financial investment”44. This 
is linked to the employers’ perception of owning the 
MDW and every hour of his/her day.  VI findings and 
earlier reports have indicated that this is often used to 
justify withholding of salary, and related violations45.

	Right to regulated work, regular work hours 
and time off

As discussed in Chapter 4, MDWs across nationalities 
often work in multiple houses and perform multiple 
tasks.  In addition, VI findings revealed that most 
MDWs do not get any regular time off, or any annual 
leave to visit their family.  A MDW from Cameroon 
connected the violation of her rights to the employer’s 
perception of owning the MDW. 

“’Ah, you know we have paid, we have spent 
$ 3000 for you and everything, so you are our 
property.’ I said, ‘Oh, really, I am a property?’ 
It’s my parents who have raised me and looked 
after me all that time. Why do they tell me, no 
you are our property? They said, ‘No, $ 3000, 
we bought you and everything. You have to do 
everything that we want. You won’t go out, you 
won’t breathe, you won’t say no to what we are 
telling you’.”
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	Right to mobility 

Chapter 4 identified and discussed violations of 
a MDW’s right to mobility such as withholding of 
passport, requiring permission to go outside of the 
house and total confinement in the employer’s house.  
Although individual employers determine the severity 
of restrictions on MDW’s mobility, the kafala system 
provides the basis for such violations.  

The confiscation of passports and the excessive 
control over MDW’s movements are often implicitly 
justified by employers as necessary to ensure that 
their financial investment is protected46.  Explicitly, 
employers often use the argument that staying in the 
house is the best for the MDW’s own ‘protection’. 

	Right to an environment free from all forms 
of abuse

MDWs become dependent on their employers 
for ensuring their legal status in Lebanon as well 
as financing the return ticket back home.  MDWs 
often tolerate violations and postpone leaving their 
employer’s house, despite harsh work conditions and 
even severe forms of violence partly because of their 
dependence on employers for getting paper fixed.  A 
MDW from Madagascar told VI about her attempts 
to leave her employer after regular violations and 
abuse.

“I shout at her, I told her, ‘Why do you not take 
me to the agency yet?’ And she said to me, 
‘You?  You cannot go.  I have all your papers.  
You cannot leave here’.”

She added that the need to have her papers renewed 
made her stay in the abusive employer’s house for 
over eight months.

“I wait for paper, they didn’t make.  So I have to 
take decision.  I have to leave because if I wait 
here, I have to lose more money.  I come with 
my paper if I want to stay but to sit there with no 
paper, I cannot.  They say, ‘We will make, we 
will make the paper.’  I wait, I wait, I wait.” 

	Right to redressal

The kafala system is inherently responsible for 
another violation, very critical for the MDW - the 
right to redressal and justice when workers’ rights 
are breached.  The kafala system, by making the 
MDW dependent on the employer for her legal and 
economic existence in the country, creates the basis 
for such violations.  The same system allows the 
violations to go unpunished.  

MDWs have few options even when they face severe 
violation of rights.  According to the kafala system, 
MDWs cannot change sponsors unless the sponsor 
agrees to sign a release waiver and until Lebanese 
authorities allow this release.  In addition, the system 
makes an MDW illegal as soon as s/he leaves the 
house of her/his sponsor.  S/he loses her/his legal 
residency, the right to work and is under constant 
threat of detention. 

An illegal MDW does not even have the option 
of returning to her/his home country, without the 
permission of the original sponsor.  General Security 
controls the yearly taswiah or amnesty programmes, 
a period of two-three months in which illegal migrants 
are allowed to pay off penalties and fees associated 
with any illegal periods during their stay in Lebanon 
without facing jail time. Occasionally MDWs are even 
exempt from paying fines.  However, an illegal MDW 
cannot take advantage of the taswiah system without 
the assistance of their original sponsor i.e. they 
cannot pay the fines on their own and must involve 
the original sponsor47.    

In summary, although the attitude of individual 
employers and recruitment agents can impact the 
work and life conditions of a MDW, most of the 
violations outlined in Chapter 4 are inherent to the 
kafala system.

   
KAFALA SYSTEM AND ILLEGAL MDWS

As mentioned in the previous section, it is inherent to 
the kafala system that a worker becomes illegal as 
soon as s/he leaves the house without the employer’s 
permission, even if s/he manages to escape with 
passport and papers.  Despite the obstacles, VI 
findings indicate that workers have found ways to 
work the system and Lebanese employers benefit 
from these freelancers and non-traditional workers.  
Workers who have escaped their original contracts 
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find different ways to carry on working, some in “more 
legal” ways than others. 

Some workers find a paper sponsor, who fixes their 
papers without necessarily having the MDWs work 
in their house. Other freelancers continue to stay 
“completely illegal” i.e. without any paperwork.  MDWs 
often compared their lives as freelancers to their lives 
as live-ins and weighed the benefits such as more 
freedom to the disadvantages like uncertainty of jobs 
and the constant fear of being caught.  

Employers also benefit from illegal workers created 
by the kafala system. For instance, 14 of the 60 
MDWs that took part in the study can be classified 
as non-traditional domestic workers who came in 
as domestic workers but are now working in offices, 
cleaning companies, factories, restaurants and salons 
or as tailors, nurses and Karaoke bar waitresses.  
While the MDWs are forced to work outside of their 
contractual obligations because of rights’ violation 
at their original workplace, their new employers who 
hire them as illegal workers often save on taxes and 
wages. 

Thus the kafala system not only builds in the 
many levels of violations of workers’ rights within 
the workplace, it is also inherently responsible 
for creating a class of illegal migrant workers in 
Lebanon.  By making a MDW illegal as soon as s/he 
leaves the house of the original sponsor, the system 
lays the foundation for creating even more vulnerable 
populations. The issues and problems, specific to 
this class of freelancers and non-traditional domestic 
workers are discussed in the next chapter. 

KEY RECOMMENDATIONS FROM MDWS

The centrality of the kafala system to workers’ rights 
was highlighted in the recommendations for change 
generated by the community.  Recommendations 
focussed on the need for recognising MDWs as 
workers at par with other kind of workers in Lebanon. 
MDWs also reiterated the need to change the 
restrictive immigration system that ties the worker 
to his/her original sponsor, legally and economically.  
Key recommendations included:

• The Lebanese Government should recognise 
that MDWs should be in possession of their 
passport/ ikama and other relevant papers at all 
times.

• The Lebanese Government should ensure that 
the MDWs are working only in the house of the 
sponsor and are not required to work in other 
family members’ houses without additional pay.

• The Lebanese Government should not require 
the name of the employer in the passport.

• The Lebanese Government should allow workers 
to change sponsors without needing permission.

• The Lebanese Government should revise the 
kafala system that makes MDWs illegal from the 
moment they leave their sponsors.

• The Lebanese Government should revise the 
kafala system that makes MDWs illegal from the 
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6. WHAT WE NEED WHEN WE ARE IN TROUBLE: LEAVING THE HOME AND 
BECOMING ILLEGAL

“The consulate is like our country here.  So the 
girl will run her problem there.  But what will the 
consulate, the man do?  He will call the employ-
er!  (…) This is very bad.  Some consulates, 
they do like that.  They don’t help.  They just 
call employer and say, ‘She’s here, come take 
her.’  And when they come take her, they will 
beat you or they will send without money.” 

– Migrant domestic worker from Africa

“Ministry of Labour/ General Security need to 
revise the labour system that makes a worker 
illegal once they leave their sponsor.“ 

– Recommendation for change given by migrant 
domestic workers at a focus group discussion 

conducted on February 12, 2011 

The last chapter highlighted how the kafala system 
not only provides the basis for many of the violations 
of workers’ rights within the workplace but also opens 
up new illegalities and creates even more vulnerable 
populations.  This chapter will focus on the specific 
needs and problems faced when the MDW leaves 
the sponsors’ house, the absence of formal support 
systems and the coping mechanisms that have been 
developed by the community to overcome these 
obstacles.

LEAVING THE SPONSOR’S HOUSE

Due to the multiple rights violations, discussed in 
Chapter 3 and 4, many MDWs are forced to escape 
the house of their sponsor/employer.  VI found 
that a majority of workers sneak out of the house, 
without their passport/papers, without most of their 
possessions or any money, and sometimes even 
without any proper clothing and footwear.  HRW has 
highlighted the cases where MDWs have died in their 
attempts to escape by jumping down from balconies 
and windows48.
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A MDW from Cameroon told VI how she escaped 
her employer’s house without even carrying her own 
possessions, but her employer accused her of having 
stolen from the house. This accusation seems to be a 
pattern across many cases49. 

“So I left, no she hadn’t locked the door be-
hind me. And then I left, I took the two, three 
clothes I had and I left. So all my suitcase that 
I came with, I left it all there. With no more than 
two, three clothes I left ... “No, no, that’s how 
it is here, even if you leave, they will go and 
lie, ‘She has stolen this, she has stolen that’. 
As soon as you leave the house, they will go 
to press charges, because I am their respon-
sibility and I am not with them anymore.” 

INADEQUATE HELP FROM FORMAL SUPPORT 
SYSTEMS

The testimonies of MDWs and focus groups 
discussions revealed that MDWs have inadequate 
formal support systems in times of trouble.  These 
formal support systems – in general Lebanese 
recruitment agencies, Lebanese authorities and 
sending-country representatives – are either 

unresponsive, favour the employer or have limited 
abilities to protect the now illegal MDW.

	Lebanese recruitment agencies

As already discussed in Chapter 3, Lebanese 
recruitment agencies often add to the problems that 
MDWs face.  Most MDWs told VI that they did not 
have the ability to contact their recruitment agents (no 
access to a phone, lack of phone numbers/contact 
details etc.) and stated that the recruitment agents 
either took no action or were additionally abusive 
when MDWs complained to them about violations of 
their rights. 

	Lebanese government

Police/Security personnel

VI findings revealed that most MDWs do not rely on 
the police for any kind of assistance when their rights 
are violated.  It is striking that none of the MDWs in 
this study, who faced violations and abuse, talked 
about seeking police assistance.  In a focus group 
discussion with women at the Philippine Embassy 
Shelter, when MDWs were asked why they did not 
contact the police, most said that they believed that 
the police could not or would not help them.  Focus 
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groups discussions with illegal African freelancers 
highlighted that their relationship with the police is 
one of fear.

Only one Ethiopian worker in this study had a positive 
experience with the police. Her story reveals one of 
the few instances where the police acted as a helpful 
mediator.  When she was thrown out of the house 
and the employer called the police, the police officer 
tried to resolve the argument and spoke in support of 
the MDW. 

“He [police officer] came and ask me ‘Did you 
eat?’, Was his first question, I answer and say 
‘no, I eat from yesterday… I left yesterday and 
its two days. My question is not food. Please 
help … I don’t know how to, I am not a like street 
lady to run away from the house, I want to return 
back to my country.’ He knocked he makes the 
bell, she not open … He stand there and he 
say ‘Immediately right now bring her things, 
everything!’. The police completely changed 
everything. I know this is God helping me. He 
took my passport, everything and he gave it to 
me in front of her eyes. And he said ‘you have 
3 months left ... so work something … go to 
Beirut do something, return and call me back 
by the same telephone number, we’ll prepare 
ticket for you and you go to your country. May 
God be with you’.”

Ministry of Labour

In June 2010 the Ministry of Labour announced the 
establishment of a hotline to receive complaints 
from MDWs and other workers.  HRW reported that 
one month later the hotline had yet to receive any 
calls from domestic workers and noted this could be 
because of lack of an awareness raising campaign 
amongst the targeted population50.  Importantly, none 
of the MDWs that participated in the focus group 
discussions spoke about or accessed this hotline, 
nor did they turn to the Ministry of Labour when they 
needed support. 

	Embassy/Honorary Consulate

Only a small number of sending countries have 
embassies in Lebanon that can offer support to 
their nationals in times of trouble (Ethiopia, Nigeria, 
the Philippines, Sri Lanka and the Sudan).  Many 

sending countries despite relatively large migrant 
populations like Bangladesh and Nepal and most 
African countries do not have an Embassy but an 
Honorary Consulate, in Lebanon. 

Honorary Consuls

The Honorary Consul, the substitute for an 
Ambassador, is often a Lebanese man who has 
business ties in the country of question or has 
inherited the role from a previous family member and 
who, in exchange for some diplomatic rights, acts 
as a consul51.  The exact powers of the Honorary 
Consulates to intervene in specific cases are unclear 
to VI, so too is the role of sending country governments 
in supervising their work in Lebanon. 

MDWs often complained about the lack of support 
they receive from their consulates. In the focus group 
discussions, MDWs told VI that the Honorary Consul, 
a Lebanese citizen, cannot represent the workers or 
empathise with their problems: 

“Sometimes they also abandon [the cases], 
because if they want to go to deep, they say, 
“but what, these are foreigner, why bother 
about them.”

Besides being unsupportive, MDWs complained that 
some consulates add to the exploitation by sending 
the MDW back to her/his employer.  An African 
community leader reported: 

“The consulate is like our country here.  So 
the girl will run her problem there.  But what 
will the consulate, the man do?  He will call 
the employer!  That come take her, she’s here.  
This is very bad.  Some consulates, they do like 
that.  They don’t help.  They just call employer 
and say, ‘She’s here, come take her.’  And when 
they come take her, they will beat you or they 
will send without money.”  

Sending country embassies in Lebanon

As noted above only a small number of sending 
countries have embassies in Lebanon.  VI spoke 
to a number of officials from these embassies who 
described the various steps they take to protect their 
MDW nationals in Lebanon but also the challenges 
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they face within the present system52.   Officials pointed 
to presence of large numbers of their nationals here 
in Lebanon including a great number of now illegal 
workers.  Moreover, they say, the system itself makes 
it difficult to intervene in certain cases, especially 
where the MDW is illegal or a counter-claim of theft 
has been made. 

The MDWs who participated in the oral histories 
and focus group discussions and who come from 
countries with a permanent diplomatic presence 
in Lebanon spoke of both positive and negative 
experiences with their embassies.  In a meeting with 
the Philippines Embassy Labour Attaché, VI found 
that in 2010, 450 Filipino nationals were repatriated 
to the Philippines through what the Embassy terms 
‘mass repatriation’53.  The Philippines Embassy 
worked with General Security to get a waiver of 
the fees/penalties for any runaway/illegal MDWs 
in the shelter below the Embassy.  In addition, the 
Philippines Government paid for the airfares home.  

While these interventions were very helpful to many 
stranded MDWs, the problem encountered by 
runaway MDWs in the Philippines Embassy was the 
lack of outreach and information.  All but three of the 
MDWs VI spoke to found the shelter only through 
informal support systems and only two women were 
“rescued” directly by Embassy officials after seeking 
help.  But outside of this population in the shelter, 
most Filipina workers had a similar response to other 
MDWs - in case of trouble, they would consult their 
informal communities and not the embassy in the first 
instance.

SUPPORT FROM INFORMAL COMMUNITY 
NETWORKS

The lack of support from official channels causes 
women and men to seek help from other workers 
from the same community as well as from informal 
networks.  A common pattern for MDWs leaving their 
sponsor’s home seems to be to keep walking until 

32



change her employer whenever there were violations 
like overwork or non-payment of wages. 

 “Yes, we were two, but it was big house.  So 
after I say, if I go and come back, I want to 
change the house. Because I am not in her 
name, I changed to another house … Bas 
[but] I have a paper, she’s not my employer, so 
I don’t have any problem. If I have a problem, 
immediately I go from her.” 

The MDW emphasised that since her paper sponsor 
had not paid for her, she was even allowed to spend 
the weekends outside the house. 

“I could go out Sunday. No problem. Because 
she is not my employer [sponsor], I have no 
problem. She told me I have to work and 
Sunday take off.”

However as discussed in Chapter 5, in order to 
work with a new sponsor, a MDW needs to be first 
released by the initial employer.  Given the system’s 
requirements, even if a worker manages to find a new 
sponsor, it might be impossible to secure the release 
from the first sponsor.

they find a person from their community on the streets.  
Participants told VI that freelancers from the same 
community, have in many cases given temporary 
refuge to recent runaways and tried to help them find 
work as a freelancer. 

The testimony of three Bangladeshi women revealed 
that they did not know anyone when they escaped 
their employers’ homes. They just left the house and 
walked until they found another Bangladeshi person 
on the street that helped them find a place to stay.  
Once runaways have found someone from their own 
community, they are often put in contact with the 
informal leaders of their respective communities.  
The informal community leaders play a critical role 
especially in the phase that follows leaving the 
sponsor’s home, as discussed in more detail in the 
next chapter.

FINDING WAYS TO WORK THE SYSTEM

Once MDWs leave the home of their sponsors, they 
immediately become illegal. But many freelancers 
find different ways to carry on working, some in “more 
legal” ways than others. 

	Finding a paper sponsors – becoming 
nominally “legal”

MDWs working as freelancers often have a paper 
sponsor. This means a worker finds a nominal 
sponsor who is willing to have the MDW under his/her 
name yet does not expect the worker to live or work 
the majority of his/her working day (or any time at 
all) within the house of the sponsor. In return workers 
often pay this paper sponsor several hundred dollars 
or more in addition to giving them money annually 
for the cost of the papers. Since the kafala system 
doesn’t allow anyone to live or work outside the home 
of his or her sponsor this practice is illegal and both 
the MDW and paper sponsor run the risk of getting 
caught and penalised. 

All MDWs with paper sponsors told VI that having 
paperwork organised without the dependency of a 
sponsor means a greater amount of freedom.  An 
Ethiopian MDW described how having a paper 
sponsor increases her freedom in choosing an 
employer and in her daily life.  It gave her freedom to 

33



	Being a freelancer 

Working as a freelancer in different houses or in other 
jobs like office cleaning companies, as a nanny or 
in the church gives the MDW much more freedom 
then when they worked as domestic workers/live-ins.  
In their narratives, men and women often compare 
their life as freelance workers to that as live-ins.  With 
freelance work the MDWs not only have flexibility in 
choosing employers, but living on their own gives 
them more privacy, mobility and the ability to stay 
with their family.  Most freelancers believe their 
problems are not as bad as their live-in counterparts.  
They have more time to join community networks 
and are happier then when they were living as 
domestic workers.  The testimonies also indicate 
that women leave domestic work because other jobs 
can pay better and have better working conditions.  
A freelancer from the Philippines explained to VI the 
advantages of being a freelancer: 

 “Freelancer is better than working in the 
contract.  Because you have a free.  You know 
how to use your time and nobody care about 
you.  Nobody disturbing you, masalan [for 
example] when you are sick ...  But when you 
are in the contract, it is very difficult.  Because 
your employer don’t want you to have rest.” 

She also compares her job as a karaoke waitress to 
that of cleaning.  Not just the higher salary but also 
the work involved is a great advantage: 

“Because the salary is very interesting.  500 
dollars every month.  Only waitress, no 
cleaning.  Even me, 500 dollars.  Just only 
waitress, no cleaning.  You don’t need to clean 
the place.“

	Challenges as freelancers

Uncertainty of employment and income

Despite the increased freedom, being a freelancer 
has its specific challenges given the illegal nature of 
the work.  Women and men have to constantly look 
for new employers and often work in several houses 
in one day.  There is a constant insecurity of income, 

since the number of working hours a week are always 
uncertain.  Unlike live-ins, freelancers have to be able 
to pay for their accommodation, meals and transport 
from one house to the other, which leaves them with 
very little savings. These problems are compounded 
for MDWs with children. 

Additionally, MDWs need to be able to make regular 
payments to papers sponsors and save for the yearly 
work and residency permit fees.  The narration of a 
woman from Ethiopia shows the hardship of being a 
freelancer: 

“Sometimes there is work, sometimes not work, 
so sit in house.  But when you work, that means, 
according to the hour.  It’s not per month, from 
time to time. So when they call you, four hours, 
sometimes five hours.  Five dollars or 6,000 
[Lebanese Pounds], that’s means four dollars. 
This is one hour.  So per day maybe if I find 
work, three hours, four hours.  Not more than 
five hours working.  So it’s not every day during 
the week.”

Fear of being arrested

Uncertainty and fear was mentioned by all workers 
who freelance (with or without any paper sponsors) 
as they are all illegal.  Fears are particularly high for 
freelancers that don’t have any legal papers.  Worry 
over the police restricts their access to work spaces 
and limits their mobility as many fear getting caught if 
they venture away from home. 

No way of getting home

If caught, illegal MDWs have to pay a fine to General 
Security/Ministry of Labour for each year that they 
worked and lived illegally in Lebanon and go through 
a deportation process that can involve serving jail time 
for being illegal.  The longer a MDW stays illegally in 
Lebanon, the less likely that s/he would be able to 
pay off the cumulative annual penalties and leave the 
country or regularise his/her illegal situation.

Many illegal freelancers told VI that they cannot 
even consider getting their papers fixed, as they can 
never save sufficient money to pay off the yearly 
fine.  A MDW from Togo told VI that after two years 
of illegality doesn’t think she will be able to pay her 
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fines.  She added that she also has no information 
as to how much she would have to pay.  This lack of 
information about the legal process and the options 
available was evident across nationalities. 

A male community leader from a West African country 
described how many Africans are caught in this cycle 
of illegality and have not been able to return to their 
countries in several years: 

“So they live here more than 30 years, 25 
years, they never go back.  Even some of 
them, up till now, they don’t have this resident 
permit.  Because from the starting to enter here, 
until now, now they escape from their former 
employer to this particular moment, the money 
is so high, they cannot fix for themselves.  How 
much can they get from their salary?  Maybe 
two, three hundred.  How can they pay?  And 
even some have the money to fix resident 
permit, when you go to immigration, you have 
to bring your employer.  Maybe your employer, 
you know someone, you say, “do you want to 
be my employer?  The employer will accept and 
request from you some money.  You give that 
employer some money, [they] just run away.  Or 
if you go to the immigration, from there, they 
will catch you, they will put you in prison.  And 
from there, the employer will collect from you. 
So from this, they will just put you in the prison 

for some months or some weeks, they will 
deport you back.  You will go to your country 
without anything.”

VI talked to a MDW from the Seychelles that has a 
similar story.  For the last 23 years she has been 
living and working in Lebanon without papers.  She 
cannot pay the amount of money due to the Lebanese 
authorities.  She would like to return to Africa with her 
grown up children who have been to jail several times 
for being illegal in the country despite the fact that 
they were born in Lebanon.  But she and her family 
but have no way of leaving Lebanon without going 
through detention.

Being illegal also means that a worker cannot go 
home to visit his/her family.  One participant of a 
focus group with illegal freelancers explained how 
being illegal means that even if there is a medical 
emergency at home, they cannot go and visit.  They 
are essentially “trapped” in Lebanon. 

No health insurance

Not having any health insurance is another major 
problem.  In a focus group with illegal Nepalese 
women living in a shared apartment, the participants 
described their constant anxiety about medical 
emergencies.  They feared that all doctors would 
ask for a “card” (insurance), which they do not have.  
Another illegal MDW told VI that a resident of the 
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apartment has been suffering from ulcer-related 
pains for the past year but cannot afford or get access 
to proper medication.  If they are sick they just have 
to rely on a pharmacist. These anxieties not only 
highlighted the severe and specific challenges faced 
by illegal MDWs but also brought attention to the lack 
of support systems, facilities and information made 
available to them. 

Having a family

MDW who have families in Lebanon face a host 
of specific problems.  VI talked to six workers with 
children in Lebanon.  Women mainly face the threat 
of losing their jobs when they have a baby.  A Sri 
Lankan and an Ethiopian woman told VI that their 
employers replaced them, when they had their 
children.  Freelance female workers mentioned the 
difficulty in juggling work and motherhood.  Two 
mothers mentioned that when they go to work they 
lock the children inside the house, because there 
is no one to look after them while they work.  Such 
families often depend on their community networks 
for support.  In addition, despite being born in the 
country, the children of these MDWs also cannot get 
papers, and have to deal with the problems of being 
illegal in Lebanon.

NON-TRADITIONAL JOBS

Once a worker escapes the house of the employer, s/
he may end up working not only in people’s houses but 
in many different occupations, like in salons, massage 
parlours, restaurants and cleaning companies.  A 
woman from Bangladesh told VI that although people 
who work in office cleaning companies need to have 
papers, some companies will hire illegal workers.  
Although as workers outside the domestic sector, 
they are supposed to be covered by the labour 
law and get benefits like all other workers, working 
illegally deprives them of these rights.  

Some employers hire illegal workers to cut costs, 
save on taxes and salary payments. In a focus group 
discussion with illegal MDWs from Nepal, the women 
told VI that cleaning companies promise women $600 
per month.  But the company deducts nearly half of 
their salary for transport.  They all recognise that 
such a massive deduction is possible only because 
the company owners know that the women are illegal 
and in need of employment. 

Employers sometimes bring workers in on the 
domestic visa, but expect them to work in a different 
field.  Some men that VI talked to reported having been 
brought in as a MDW but made to work in factories, 
companies and other non-domestic sectors.

KEY RECOMMENDATIONS FROM MDWS

• Sending country representatives in Lebanon 
should support the MDWs in Lebanon in times 
of trouble, monitoring arrivals, employment 
conditions and keeping track of their nationals, 
offering legal aid and shelter.

• Sending country representatives in Lebanon 
should find alternative solutions for the worker 
other than returning home.

• The Lebanese Government should revise the 
labour system that makes MDWs illegal once 
they leave their sponsors.

• The Lebanese Government should speed up the 
process of repatriation of MDWs who would like 
to go home or who are in detention.

• The Lebanese Government should maintain 
a ‘blacklist’ of agencies which have previously 
violated workers’ rights.

• The police should act fairly towards MDWs and 
not just take the side of the employers.

• Lebanese recruitment agencies should offer 
mediation for employees and employers.

• Lebanese recruitment agents should provide a 
place for workers to take shelter in case there is 
a dispute.

• Lebanese recruitment agencies should not send 
MDWs to known abusive households.

• Civil society should provide venues where 
mediation could occur.

• Civil society should operate hotlines for MDWs to 
call and seek advice/ support.
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7: COMMUNITY NETWORKS AND SUPPORT SYSTEMS

“So when this woman was sick, we started 
thinking, what shall we do?  If we can contrib-
ute, if we can do something to help her to go 
(back home).  So we contribute and we send 
her home.  So the men and women I met in the 
community, we started talking - if we can form 
a group to do something if we have a problem 
- that way we can start to arrange, because 
we don’t have anybody who can help us. If we 
work slowly, we can contribute money to help 
each other.” 

- Migrant domestic worker community leader from 
Africa

“Lebanese Government should recognise 
workers’ unions and accept union registration 
so the workers themselves have a voice.”

- Recommendation for change given by community 
leaders at a focus group discussion conducted on 

February 12, 2011

In this report, VI highlighted the need to shift focus 
from seeing the MDW as a victim to the MDW as 
a worker.  VI argues that while framing the issue in 

terms of abuse is useful in garnering attention it has a 
negative impact on the broader focus of recognising 
MDWs as workers with basic rights.  In addition, 
VI findings showed that a focus on victimhood 
marginalises the diverse efforts of existing workers’ 
communities to improve work and life conditions. 

Migrant workers do not merely work in Lebanon; their 
lives critically revolve around the various community 
networks that have arisen from the workers 
themselves.  This could include groups of friends 
who call each other to raise money for those in need, 
groups of people who live in apartments that act as 
informal, unrecognised shelters, and religious groups 
that provide spiritual, emotional or material support 
to members. 

There are currently no formal MDW organisations; 
groups that are recognised by the Lebanese 
government54.  Rather, there are a series of 
community groups that VI classified into informal and 
semi-formal support networks.  Informal ones are 
groups that have no defined structure, such as kin 
and friendship groups, yet can and do work as support 
networks.  Semi-formalised communities have some 
rules, regulations and are relatively more structured, 
yet are not recognised by Lebanese authorities 
either legally or administratively.  Sometimes, these 
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groups are given some recognition and support by 
their honorary consulates or embassies and this is 
discussed in this chapter. 

This chapter uses VI interactions with individual 
leaders and semi-formal community networks as well 
as findings from focus group discussions to bring 
attention to these community support systems. It 
highlights the need to empower these communities 
to advocate for their own rights.

INFORMAL COMMUNITIES AND THEIR ROLES 
	 Informal communities as coping 

mechanisms for live-ins
MDWs living in with their sponsors have devised 
various ways of coping with work and life conditions 
in Lebanon.  These often involve informal networking 
with friends and kin from their own and other migrant 
communities.  VI spoke with some MDWs, who have 
severely restricted mobility but interact with other 
MDWs and others through telephone and “balcony 
talks”.  These respondents told VI that conversation 
with other MDWs, across balconies and via phone 
was their only form of networking.  Often MDWs living 
in the same apartment building also become each 
other’s confidante and support system.  

MDWs with fewer restrictions on their mobility formed 
communities in other places like cafes, ethnic grocery 
stories, internet cafes, telephone booths, churches 
and other places of worship on their days off.  A 
MDW from Philippines told VI about her network in 
an internet cafe that MDWs visit on Sundays. 

“The good thing about coming here to this 
café is that we know each other by face. We 
are all the same – housemaids. Even when 
we see housemaids from other nationalities 
– Ethiopians, Bangladeshi, Sri Lankans, we 
feel like we are closer – because we are all 
housemaids.” 

She reiterated that she relied on these friends for 
advice and support and not the embassy or any 
formal community.  

“Now I have many friends since I have been 
here for 5 years. I met most of them here, in 
this café. When I have any problems I speak 
to other Filipinas in my building. Say I have 
an argument with my employer. I have heard 
of the Filipina community in the North but we 
prefer to call our friends for smaller troubles 
and directly the Embassy for bigger problems... 
The good thing about coming here to this 
café is that we know each other by face. We 
are all the same – housemaids. Even when 
we see housemaids from other nationalities 
– Ethiopians, Bangladeshi, Sri Lankans, we 
feel like we are closer – because we are all 
housemaids.”

These informal communities not only served as a 
coping mechanism but play a critical role for MDWs 
who had to leave the house of their sponsor.

	 Informal communities providing temporary 
shelter and work to runaways

The testimonies of MDWs revealed that a common 
pattern of escaping the employer’s house was to find 
the right opportunity, sneak out of the house, often 
without any of their possessions including passport 
and worker/residency papers and keep walking until 
they find a person from their community on the streets.  
Freelance workers from the same community often 
gave temporary refuge to runaway MDWs. 

VI researchers collected oral histories from 
Bangladeshi MDWs living in a shared apartment. 
All the residents of the apartment had escaped their 
contracts and now work in different freelance jobs.  
The workers told VI that the Bangladeshi community 
in Beirut had only an informal support system, 
where runaway workers could get financial help and 
temporary accommodation in an apartment.  

Although MDW networks are mostly restricted to 
people from their homeland, migrant workers often 
assist workers from other nationalities as well. Some 
men and women, who have a longer history of 
working as freelancers or in different categories of 
migrant work in Lebanon, were identified as informal 
social workers who regularly assist runaways. 

Although it is important to recognise the power of 
these informal communities and networks, VI found 
that these connections are made by chance and 
cannot be accessed by all, especially by MDWs living 
and working outside of Beirut. 
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SEMI-FORMAL COMMUNITY NETWORKS AND 
THEIR ROLES
MDWs have established a variety of semi-formal 
networks, both religious and non-religious, which not 
only provide support in times of need but substitute 
for more formal support systems like embassies and 
consulates55.  While only some of these organisations 
have well-defined functions, most provide a variety of 
services.  In addition, although these organisations 
are not recognised by the Lebanese government, 
they take pride in their organisation, expanding 
membership, elections, rules and even constitutions.

VI identified that these semi-formal community 
organisations provide a variety of critical “services” to 
vulnerable MDWs including: 

	 Information provision 
The organisations and the elected leaders advise 
live-in workers on their rights and options. They also 
provide information to freelancers or illegal MDWs 
about the Lebanese labour system, laws and how to 
find jobs – all the information that is critical but not 
made available to MDWs by any other source.

	Resources for the needy 
Apart from information provision, semi formal 
communities have more concrete involvement like 

providing temporary shelter and work for women 
and men who have escaped their work contracts and 
collecting money for MDWs who want to return to their 
home countries.  A MDW from a large West African 
country described the variety of roles, religious and 
otherwise, played by his organisation, a prayer group: 

“For example, somebody sick so we go there 
and we pay money, we give them money and 
we make prayer for them, … So we look after 
each other every time.  If you need any help 
or assistance.  If police arrest or something, 
we try our best to let him come out… So we 
gather together, we pray, we ask god to help 
us, to protect us, because in Lebanon itself, it 
has problem too much.  And Lebanon itself, we 
pray for Lebanon.”

	 Informal mediation between worker-
employer 

The informal leaders sometimes intervene, on behalf 
of the worker, and demand that workers’ rights not be 
violated. However, the mediation potential of informal 
community leaders is often limited. A female MDW 
and informal leader from another African country 
recalled a conversation with an employer whose 
daughter kept accusing a worker of stealing from her.  
She went to the house and talked to the employer 
about the conduct of the daughter: 
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“I went to their house and I told them, look. 
‘You are not bad and I am not bad but there is 
something that is going on.  Why should you 
tell her that she is taking your things while she 
is not taking?  ….You say she is taking but she 
is not taking and you are not asking her. You 
people are telling she is taking it. Where would 
she keep it? … You are not talking to my sister 
very good way and your daughter is insulting 
her every time. This is unfair’.” 

	Access points for embassies/honorary 
consulates and assistance in seeking legal 
help

The leaders of these communities often take workers 
to see the consulate and get advice on their legal 
situation and options.  A MDW and leader of a Filipina 
community in North Lebanon talked about her role as 
a leader:

“Our job is to help all Filipina women in times of 
need since the Embassy is far from us women 
in the north. We are the access point for the 
Embassy. If a problem arises in the North I 
relay it to the embassy and then they come and 
resolve it when they can... Say a problem like 
this arises, the woman calls me and I call the 
embassy. But the embassy cannot take any 
actions immediately. We keep her with us till 
the embassy people arrive”. 

	Recreation and Prayer
These community gatherings provide a much 
needed link to the home country, giving people a 
chance to cook their own food, celebrate religious 
and national holidays and worship.  Groups based 
on religion, particularly the churches, were some 
of the strongest within the worker.  A community 
leader of a Filipina group discussed the events 
organised by the group. 
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“Twice a month I also arrange for a Mass in 
English so that the women can understand 
what is being said.... We also organised trips 
to the mountains. Last Sunday we went to the 
Cedars and next Sunday we will go see some 
new sites. It’s a way for them to relax and see 
some new places.”

VARIED SUPPORT TO SEMI-FORMAL 
COMMUNITY NETWORKS
There are some nationality differences in the 
organisation of these semi-formal communities. The 
Filipina community is an exceptional case: it works 
in tandem with the Embassy, gets relatively more 
resource support and serves primarily as access 
points for the Embassy.  In a conversation with VI, 
the Labour Attaché described a support network of 
20 formally recognised organisations/associations 
throughout Lebanon set up on a locality basis56.  These 
Filipino organisations gain their recognition through 
the embassy but are not officially registered with the 
Lebanese government.  The representatives of these 
organisations are called ‘Community Mobilisers’.  In 
addition to organising recreational/social activities, if 
a problem occurs with a Filipino national in their area 
the community mobilisers are supposed to play a 
facilitative role in getting the Embassy involved.  The 
Philippines Embassy provides ‘technical’ rather than 
material assistance to these organisations i.e. helps 
them with mediation of intra-organisation disputes.  

Most other communities and community leaders 
have a very different relationship with the officials 
supposed to be representing their countries, usually 
rooted in the fact that these people are Honorary 
Consulates (see Chapter 6).  MDWs from many 
African countries with smaller sending populations, 
often the most vulnerable and lacking consular 
support, reported very active informal communities.  
Although these communities play a critical role in 
assisting its members, their powers are limited.  The 
communities get very little recognition and material 
support from Embassies and Honorary Consulates.   

In their conversations with VI, community leaders 
from Nepal and Madagascar talked of the difficulties 
they face in serving their community because of the 
sheer lack of resources - the expenses involved in 
providing community services, like running temporary 
safe houses, giving advice on the phone, rescuing 
workers, engaging with other actors, going to visit 
workers in prison, all have to be paid from their own 
meagre incomes.

In addition, most leaders of the semi-formal 
community networks are MDWs themselves, often 
in contentious legal situations, and very often, their 
knowledge about laws and labour options are limited 
to their own experiences.  This makes it hard for them 
to serve as the primary provider of information and 
services. 

Importantly VI identified as a key factor constraining 
the capacity of these organisations is that they get no 
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formal assistance or recognition from the government 
of Lebanon, sending country embassies/consulates 
or civil society in forming an effective union or 
coalition of workers who are able to advocate for their 
own rights.

KEY RECOMMENDATIONS FROM MDWS
A VI-facilitated focus group with leaders of different 
informal and semi-formal communities generated 
recommendations for changing the current status 
of communities.  A corollary to the recognition of 
“MDW as worker” was the demand for recognition 
of these communities and unions and forming 
workers’ coalitions across nationalities. Some key 
recommendations include:

• Sending country representatives in Lebanon 
should meet with and support community groups.

• Lebanese Government should recognise MDW 
unions so that workers “have a voice”; there 

should be equality for Lebanese and non-
Lebanese before the law.

• Civil society should support informal community 
groups.

• Civil society should provide information about 
domestic workers’ rights.

• Informal community groups should be able to 
offer mediation for employees and employers.

• Informal community groups should be able to 
provide a place for workers to take shelter in 
case there is a dispute.
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