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Mr. Chairman,
Distinguished members of the Committee,

Members of the Sri Lanka delegation,

Ladies and Gentlemen,

Mr. Chairman, 

My delegation is pleased to participate in this Eleventh Session of the Committee on Migrant Works during the consideration of the initial report submitted by Sri Lanka in April 2008 as a State Party to the International Convention on the Protection of the Rights of All Migrant Workers and Members of Their Families. We look forward to a constructive engagement with all Committee members with the common objective of further improving the rights of Sri Lankan migrant workers and their families.  
Mr. Chairman,

When the Government of Sri Lanka acceded to the International Convention on the Protection of the Rights of All Migrant Workers and Members of Their Families in March 1996, the Government was fully aware of its commitments and obligations in upholding the rights of migrant workers and their family members as envisaged in the Convention. Careful examination of the policies introduced by successive Sri Lankan governments since 1996 highlights that my country has remained steadfast to realizing the objectives of the Convention and had evolved and implemented a meaningful policy towards that end. 
Mr. Chairman,
Sri Lanka became a key partner in the international labour migration platform over the last three decades, as the country today, is a significant labour supplier from the South Asian region.  Similar to the experience of many Asian countries, Sri Lanka too began to experience a considerable migration flow for overseas employment in the mid 1970’s, when avenues for both skilled and unskilled job opportunities were opening, particularly in the Middle East. Our earlier experience was a ‘brain drain’, the exodus of professionally and technically qualified persons for available but limited employment opportunities in the developed countries. However, with the opening of employment opportunities in the oil- rich Gulf countries, the annual rate of migration of Sri Lankans to other countries increased rapidly and at present, it stands at average 250,000 persons per annum. Thus, the estimated 1.8 million Sri Lankans in present day overseas contract employment equals 25% of the total employed population of 7.2 Million, which constitutes nearly 10% of the total population.

Mr. Chairman, 

Sri Lanka, both as a party to the UN Convention on migrant workers as well as a country where nearly 10% of its people are migrant workers, is fully aware of its responsibilities towards the welfare and protection of its migrant workers and their family members at home and aboard. With this objective in mind, dramatic policy changes were introduced in 1997, on the basis of recommendations made by the Presidential Task Force on the “Protection and Welfare of Migrant Workers and their Family Members.” The thrust of these policies is primarily on social protection and empowerment of migrant workers, with special reference to female migrants. Some of the policy directions of the Task Force were:

a) Appointment of Labour Welfare Officers to Sri Lanka Missions fluent in the language of the receiving country to attend to grievances and welfare of migrant workers.

b) Introduction of a unified service contract for most vulnerable segment of female domestic sector workers, necessitating the authentication of job orders and individual service contract at the Sri Lanka Missions in host countries to minimize the exploitation and the abuses of service contracts and standards.

c)  Upgrading training modules for better preparation and empowerment of female workers and making such training compulsory prior to departure.

d) Setting up of an airport monitoring mechanism to prevent illegal migration.

e) Creation of a Workers Welfare Fund to provide welfare and social security facilities for destitute Sri Lankan expatriate workers.
The present day developments began with the creation of a new Ministry named the Ministry of Foreign Employment Promotion & Welfare. This dedicated Ministry for the subject of foreign employment headed by a Cabinet rank Minister and was set up in January 2007. In 2008, a landmark and pioneering policy declaration titled National Labour Migration Policy was introduced.  This comprehensive labour migration policy was developed with ILO assistance incorporating provisions, concepts and best practices as enshrined in different international instruments. It was also the result of a consultative process involving all stakeholders, including the civil society and employment agencies who collectively emphasized the need for driving labour migration  to a more  decent and productive process with respect to concerns of freedom, dignity, security and equity. This policy declaration is, in fact, the first of its kind in the South Asian region. The three major objectives that underpin the policy document include:
a) Better governance and regulation of labour migration.

b)  Providing effective protection and welfare services to migrant workers and their family members
c) Mobilizing the contributions of labour migration effectively for socio-development purposes.

Mr. Chairman, 

I would like to bring to the kind notice of the members of the Committee that my Ministry has established an Inter -Ministerial Steering Committee to develop the recommendations in the National Policy into legislation and to bring entire industry within this policy framework. An ILO advisory unit too has been established in my Ministry for obtaining necessary guidance in policy implementation. (My delegate Mr. Nanayakkara will make a brief presentation on this policy later)

Further, the policy initiatives of the Ministry of Foreign Employment Promotion and Welfare focusing on the welfare of migrant workers include: 

a) Entering in to bilateral MOU’s / Agreements with labour receiving countries for facilitating effectively the welfare and development tasks of the process. 

b) Introducing and implementing policies such as specifying minimum salary standards, for migrant workers, introducing the host country operated compulsory insurance schemes for female migrant workers, and enhancing orientation and training programmes prior to departure for migrant workers. 
c) Introducing a pension scheme for migrant workers etc.

Sri Lanka fully recognizes that female labour is dominant in the foreign employment process due to their large presence in domestic, service, garment and manufacturing sectors. In the mid 1990’s, the share of female participation in the foreign employment process outnumbered male participation by 65% to 35% but with careful implementation of present day policies and by securing more employment opportunities in the male dominated sectors, this scenario has changed in the recent past to a more male dominated one. The change in the gender aspect of foreign employment participation has welfare implications for the families of migrant workers.   
The recent introduction of host country operated insurance and social security schemes for the most vulnerable group of female workers under the aegis of my Ministry, could also be cited as a measure in keeping with the objectives of the UN Convention and other international Conventions. Such social security schemes have been introduced so far for Sri Lankans in Jordan, U.A.E and Kuwait for which cost of the scheme has to be borne by the foreign employer without burdening the migrant worker or the sending sources. Compensation for deaths, disabilities, medical assistance, repatriation assistance and provision for legal assistance are some of the components covered by these schemes.  

Instituting bilateral MOUs and agreements in the field of manpower recruitment has been a key focus area of my Ministry. Accordingly, at present, bilateral MOUs and agreements have been signed with the Governments of Jordan, the U.A.E, Qatar, Bahrain and Libya. I also wish to state that similar instruments are in the pipeline with the Governments of Kuwait, Lebanon and Oman, where a large number of Sri Lankan workers are employed. As a result of the MOUs signed with the governments of Bahrain and Qatar, the Sri Lanka Bureau of Foreign Employment is now enjoying access to the online visa information of migrant workers permitted to enter to these two countries. Such a system has paved the way for monitoring activities of illegal recruiters involved in human trafficking, who use forged visas and other illegal means to further their activities. 
Curbing human trafficking should be another important component within the system of good governance of labour migration. My government’s Commitment to curbing this scourge is evident by the fact that in 2006, the Sri Lanka Parliament passed the Penal Code Amending Act No. 16 that criminalizes trafficking of women in compliance with UN Trafficking Protocol standards. The SAARC convention on preventing and combating trafficking in women and children for prostitution was also ratified by my Government in 2005. The Sri Lanka Bureau of Foreign Employment has established a monitoring unit at the country’s international airport in 1997, as an effective measure to control illegal migration and human trafficking. The recent amendment to the Foreign Employment Act will also have a positive impact on curbing human trafficking.

An Anti trafficking detection center to nab possible human traffickers and identify their victims is also proposed to be set up at the international airport under the control of the Department of Immigration and Emigration as a further enhancing measure to combat human trafficking and smuggling. A US Government funded IOM project to train law enforcement officers in the country on the prevention of human trafficking was also carried-out during the last two years. 
I also wish to mention that Sri Lanka has entered into a Readmission Agreement with the European Union in 2004, to assist stranded and trafficked Sri Lankans to return home. Relevant Protocol agreements with the EU countries are presently under preparation.        
Mr. Chairman,

Distinguished members of the Committee,
My country believes that a regional consultative process on upgrading migration policies with development objectives, are needed for minimizing the negative impact of labour migration.  This is the reason for the Government of Sri Lanka to initiate such a dialogue in 2003 with IOM assistance. This “Colombo Process” developed a regional dialogue on cooperation and policy making for the betterment of migrant workers and the industry. 
This initiative paved the way for a meaningful regional consultative process, where follow up seminars were conducted in the Philippines, Indonesia and the U.A.E. respectively. It was significant to note that for the first time, the last meeting held in January 2008 in the U.A.E was attended by both labour sending as well as labour receiving States, and committed to working together for the betterment of migrant workers. 
The ongoing process of the Global Forum on Migration and Development, which held its last meeting in Manila in 2008 has also drawn the attention of the international community in discussing the present day issues on the phenomenon of labour migration and provided an impetus for framing necessary policy changes through regional consultative processes.

Recently, by amending the existing foreign employment law in the country which was framed in 1985, the Government of Sri Lanka took a further step in safeguarding the rights of migrant workers and curbing reported exploitation and abuses. The new amended law stipulates increased punishment for wrong-doers and illegal recruiters while safeguarding recruits from excessive recruitment fees etc. 

These amended legislation could be treated as a landmark development in the management process of overseas employment in the country which will further strengthen the safe and decent work policy concept now being practiced by my Ministry within the framework of Sri Lanka’s National Labour Migration Policy on the one hand, and the international conventions such as the UN Convention on the other. 
It must also be noted that, with the commencement of various infrastructure development programmes and increase in the number of foreign investment-led industries, an upward trend in the inflow of foreign workers to the country is also evident at present. However, migration inflows to the country are insignificant when compared with the outflow of migrants for economic reasons in recent years. The foreign migrant workers in the country have free access to health care facilities and education for their children. 
Mr. Chairman,
Members of the Committee, 

My country believes that individual earnings of migrant workers which stand as the number one net foreign exchange earning source, must be made more development oriented rather than consumption oriented. Therefore, my Ministry’s re-integration programme for returnees provides for avenues for transforming and utilizing their newly accrued skills for national development.      
The Government, which constitutes direct representatives of the people, has a greater responsibility in making the migration flow a dignified and protected sector in keeping with the provisions of the United Nations Convention of the Rights of Migrant Workers and Members of Their Families.

Mr. Chairman, distinguished members of the Committee, 
In conclusion, I wish to state that the migrant worker contributions to the national economies of receiving countries need to be recognized and given appropriate consideration by the relavant international bodies and impress on receiving countries on the need for better policy formulation with respect to the rights of migrant workers. Acceding to the relevant UN and ILO instruments on migrant workers by labour receiving countries in the Middle East is of vital importance in further promotion and protection of the rights of migrant workers and for the further policy development in this area, at national and international levels.   
Thank you.             
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