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•	 Demand for workers in industries, such as construction and tourism, skill shortages and higher wages are 

pull factors for migrant workers, which mainly come from neighbouring countries. 

•	 Limited scope to prosecute trafficking-related offences provide conditions which can result in forced labour. 

•	 Environmental concerns stemming from the effects of climate change and natural disasters are putting the 

country in an extremely vulnerable position in which it may have to resort to forced migration.

Maldives comprises a chain of more than a thousand coral islands in the Indian 
Ocean at the southernmost tip of South Asia. More than a third of the population 
lives in the capital, Malé, with the remaining population distributed between 
seven administrative provinces on outlying atolls (Maldives Department of 
National Planning 2010). Due to the country’s unique environment, there is 
extensive internal migration between provinces and the capital for the purpose of 
education or employment, and in-migration of international workers to support 
the burgeoning tourism and construction sectors (UNDP 2010).

Maldives has experienced three significant periods of migration during the past 
50 years. The first period, prior to the 1970s, entailed the small-scale movement 
of workers seeking employment in traditional production and services 
industries. In the second period, between the 1970s and 1990s, the Government 
of Maldives opened its economy to the private sector, introduced commercial 
banks, established and promoted the tourism industry and welcomed foreign 
labour to the country. The third period began in the 1990s and is characterized 
by a substantial influx of foreign labour migrants (Rasheed 2003).

Tourism is the heart of the Maldivian economy, attracting 500,000 visitors 
annually, and accounting for 28 per cent of gross domestic product (GDP) and 
more than 60 per cent of foreign exchange receipts. Since the population of the 
Maldives is only 315,000, comparatively small changes to migratory patterns 
have significant implications on the economy. Recently, for example, the global 
economic crisis of 2008 adversely affected the country’s tourism industry, which 
consequently had a  strong impact on the Maldives economy (United States of 
America Central Intelligence Agency 2011). Fishing remains the second largest 
generator of foreign exchange and employs about 30 per cent of the country’s 
workforce (World Bank 2010).

In December 2004, it was officially announced that the Maldives would no longer 
be classified as a least developed country (LDC). After a transition period, which 
was postponed due to the major tsunami that hit the Maldives only a few days 
after the announcement, the country fully graduated from LDC status in 2011 
(UN-OHRLLS 2010). In 2004, only 3 per cent of the population lived below the 
national poverty line. However, there are large disparities between atolls and 
inequality, as significant as it is, is greater in the Maldives than in neighbouring 
South Asian countries. The  poverty levels are highest on the islands where 
livelihoods are dependent on subsistence agriculture and fishing (Maldives 
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Department of National Planning 2011). The  relatively high level of inequality 
reflects economic disparities between the capital Malé and outlying provinces. 
This, in turn, has fostered internal migration as workers migrate in search of 
better employment opportunities.

The country’s geographic position as a chain of islands spread over a distance 
of 900 kilometres with the majority of islands lying below sea-level makes it 
extremely vulnerable to natural disasters and the effects of climate change (ADB 
and World Bank 2005). The major tsunami that hit countries in South and South-
East Asia in December 2004 took a large toll on Maldives, leaving more than one 
hundred dead, displacing 12,000 persons and causing $300 million of property 
damage. The  GDP contracted 4.6  per  cent the following year, but recovered 
slightly in 2006 on the back of increasing tourism and corresponding demand in 
the construction sector (UNDP 2010). 

In comparison to neighbouring countries, remittances to Maldives are extremely 
low, the majority of which originates from seafarers working on foreign cargo 
vessels. In 2010, remittance inflows to the country totalled $3  million, about 
0.2  per  cent of GDP, the lowest rate in South Asia (UNDP 2010). However, 
remittances from migrant workers in the country are nearly thirty times 
higher. Figures for 2009 indicate that foreign workers in the country remitted 
$116 million abroad (World Bank 2011a).

The Government of the Maldives has in place a legal framework to regulate the 
entry of foreign labour migrants. The Employment Act (2008) and the Expatriate 
Employment Regulations (2008), overseen by the Ministry of Employment 
and Social Security, require employers to place a security deposit to be used to 
facilitate the repatriation of employees, if necessary (UNDP 2010). 

Although exact figures are not available, the overall number of Maldivian 
migrants leaving the country is believed to be very low. The majority of Maldivians 
employed overseas are seafarers working on foreign vessels. One reason for 
Maldivians to migrate abroad is tertiary education. According to statistics 
provided by United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization 
(UNESCO), in 2007, about 1,200 students from Maldives were studying abroad 
with the majority of them in Malaysia (632), Australia (208) and the United 
Kingdom of Great Britain and Northern Ireland (197) (UNESCO 2011). 

Maldives is primarily a destination country for migrants, particularly from other 
countries in the subregion, with relatively high wages being the main pull factor. 
The number of foreign workers in Maldives has increased rapidly in recent years 
and even expanded in 2005, right after the tsunami (figure 1). In 2009, there were 
70,259 registered migrant workers in the Maldives, compared to 110,231 employed 
nationals (Maldives Department of National Planning 2010). 

In 2009, more than half the 70,259 registered migrant workers were from 
Bangladesh. Significant numbers were also from India and Sri  Lanka (see 
figure 2). Notably, based on recent estimates, the number of foreign workers is 
considerably higher when taking into account irregular migrants. 

Out-migration

In-migration
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Figure 1. 
Number of registered migrant workers in the 
Maldives, 1994–2009

Source: Statistical Yearbook of Maldives (2010), Table 19.3.
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Employment for these workers is principally in low-skilled and semi-skilled 
jobs in the construction, tourism, and community services sectors (Maldives 
Department of National Planning 2010). Due to rapid economic growth and 
comparatively slower growth in education training institutions, a skills shortage 
is evident among the local population. The construction and tourism sectors are 
dependent on the migrant labour force to fill the employment gaps. In 2009, 
the construction sector and the tourism sector employed 41  per  cent and 16 
per  cent of the migrant workers, respectively. Employment per sector varies 
between nationalities of migrant workers. The majority (54 per cent) of migrant 
workers from Bangladesh were employed in the construction industry while 
migrant workers from India were more equally distributed among sectors, with 
29  per  cent employed in construction, 20  per  cent in community and social 
services and 12  per  cent in tourism. Sri  Lankan workers are mainly employed 
in tourism (32 per cent) and construction (17 per cent) (Maldives Department of 
National Planning 2010). 

The gender makeup of migrant workers between sectors differs significantly. 
Women comprised only 8  per  cent of the registered migrant workers in 
Maldives in 2009 but totalled 38 per cent of migrants working in the education 
and community, social and personal services sectors. Meanwhile, during that 
time, no migrant women were employed in the construction sector (Maldives 
Department of National Planning 2010). 

As English is increasingly being used as the language of instruction in government 
schools, demand for English-speaking teachers is high. In 2009, some 36 per cent 
of teachers in secondary schools were foreign (Maldives Ministry of Education 
2010). The majority of foreign teachers in the Maldives are from India. Also of 
note, statistics provided by the Ministry of National Planning in 2010 shows 
that all expatriate teachers had received formal training, while about 30 per cent 
of the local teachers had not received formal training to be teachers (Maldives 
Department of National Planning 2010).

As a destination country without strong provisions to protect of foreign workers, 
or prosecute trafficking-related offences, Maldives has become a  destination 
country for forced labour. In 2010, the United States Department of State 
Trafficking in Persons Report placed the Maldives on its Tier 2 Watch List due to 
the Government’s inability of to investigate or prosecute offences related to the 
trafficking of persons (United States Department of State 2010).

According to the Report, an estimated 30,000 foreign workers in the construction 
and service sectors are without legal status and are subject to exploitation (United 
States Department of State 2010). However, lack of available data hampers 
efforts to assess the full impact of human trafficking in the country. In Malé, 
the Government faces ongoing problems in systematically identifying victims of 
forced sex work and those trafficked for involuntary domestic servitude (ADB 
and IOM 2009). Internal trafficking of women and girls from the outer atolls to 
Malé primarily for the purposes of domestic labour and sex work have also been 
reported. 

Human trafficking
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Figure 2. 
Migrant workers in the Maldives 
by country of origin, 2009

Source: Statistical Yearbook of Maldives (2010).
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Maldives is a party to almost all the major international human rights instruments 
including the two Covenants and the SAARC Convention on Preventing and 
Combating Trafficking in Women and Children for Prostitution. However, 
the Government has not signed or ratified international instruments directly 
related to migration and trafficking, such as the International Convention on the 
Protection of the Rights of All Migrant Workers and Members of Their Families, 
and the Protocol to Prevent, Suppress and Punish Trafficking in Persons (Palermo 
Protocol) (see table 1). Of note, the Government is reviewing the two instruments 
mentioned above for possible ratification/accession.

Source: ILO (no date), United Nations (no date).

Status of ratification 
of key international 
instruments

Table 1. 
Status of ratification of key international instruments on international migration

INTERNATIONAL INSTRUMENT ENTRY INTO FORCE STATUS

ILO Convention concerning Migration for Employment (rev 1949) (Nº.97) 22 January 1952 --

ILO Convention concerning Migrations in Abusive Conditions and the Promotion of Equality of Opportunity and 

Treatment of Migrant Workers (Supplementary Provisions) (Nº.143)

09 December 1978 --

International Convention on the Protection of the Rights of All Migrant Workers and Members of Their Families 01 July 2003 --

Protocol to Prevent, Suppress and Punish Trafficking in Persons, Especially Women and Children 25 December 2003 --

Protocol Against the Smuggling of Migrants by Land, Air and Sea 28 January 2004 --

1951 Convention relating to the Status of Refugees 22 April 1954 --

1967 Protocol relating to the Status of Refugees 04 October 1967 --
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