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Development Indicators

Population, 2010 (in 1 000) Population growth rate, 2010 Growth rate of population 
aged 15–39 years, 2005–2010

173 593 1.8 2.6 
Total fertility rate, 2005–2010 Percentage urban, 2010 Net migration rate, 2005–2010 

(per 1 000)

3.5 37.0 -2.4
Per capita GDP, 2009 
(at current prices in US Dollars)

Remittances received to GDP,  
2009

1 019 5.5 
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•	 Slow economic growth, high unemployment, inflation and domestic instability comprise the main push 

factors for labour migration from Pakistan.

•	 In recent years, migrants from Pakistan have been predominately temporary male workers seeking 

employment in the countries of the Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC),2 especially Saudi Arabia. 

•	 Although the Government licenses overseas employment recruiters, many unauthorized recruitment 

agents exist and are used by migrants, causing concern as they often charge exorbitant fees.

•	 More than 1.7 million Afghan refugees or Afghans living in a refugee-like situation are in Pakistan. Over time, 

the Government of Pakistan has sought the need for more comprehensive repatriation strategies.

•	 Trafficking of men, women and children for the purpose of forced labour and sex work remains an issue in 

Pakistan. International instruments seeking to protect the victims and prosecute the perpetrators have yet 

to be ratified.

2 The member States of the GCC are Bahrain, Kuwait, Oman, Qatar, Saudi Arabia and United Arab Emirates.

More than 4 million Pakistani workers have registered for overseas employment in 
more than 50 countries in the last 40 years (UNDP 2010) and some seven million 
Pakistanis, about 4 per cent of the population, live outside the country. Sizeable 
diaspora communities reside in the United Kingdom of Great Britain and 
Northern Ireland, and Western Asia. Remittances play a key role in supporting 
economic growth. 

With a population exceeding 170 million and growing at an annual rate of nearly 
2 per cent, Pakistan is the world’s sixth most populous country and the second 
most urbanized nation in South Asia (World Bank 2010). This rapid demographic 
growth has not translated into a strong and robust economy. In fact, the recent 
global financial crisis, combined with internal political instability, declining 
exports and low levels of foreign direct investment (FDI), resulted in a modest 
annualized economic growth rate of 1.6 per  cent in 2010 (World Bank 2010). 
Poverty remains a  serious concern in the country, with the majority of the 
population still living on less than $2 a day. 

A burgeoning population and slow economic growth contribute to growing 
unemployment in the country. In 2010, the unemployment rate stood at around 
15 per cent, while inflation was 13 per cent from an annual rate of 7.7 per cent 
in 2007 (United States Central Intelligence Agency 2011). In addition, low 
wages, unequal employment opportunities between rural and urban areas, and 
an excessive reliance on the performance of the textile industry contribute to 
large-scale out-migration. Poor economic conditions were exacerbated by 
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a  large earthquake, which took place in October 2005, and more recently the 
disastrous floods in June 2010, which affected more than 20 million people, and 
caused damages estimated at between $8.7 billion and $10.9 billion. Economic 
difficulties help to explain why out-migration remains an attractive livelihood 
strategy among Pakistanis (UNHCR 2010).

The security situation has further deteriorated in Pakistan, particularly in 
the north-west region of the country. Limited economic opportunities, high 
unemployment, natural disasters, ongoing instability, and a  volatile security 
situation are all factors that continue to trigger high levels of internal and cross-
border migration.

At the same time, due to its geographic location, Pakistan is a natural destination 
country for refugee and mixed migration flows from neighbouring Afghanistan, 
a country that suffers from even higher poverty and unemployment and has been 
plagued by decades of conflict. 

Human trafficking is an ongoing concern in the country. A  legal framework 
for prosecution is in place, but the Government has yet to ratify key treaties to 
facilitate this.

Migrants from Pakistan can be categorized by the main destinations, which also 
determine the type of migration. Migrants to North America and Europe mostly 
plan to stay in the host countries for the long term and move overseas with their 
families. Migrants who do not have the opportunity to migrate to developed 
countries, especially low-skilled and semi-skilled labourers, migrate to work 
temporarily. Popular destinations for these migrants are GCC countries, which 
do not allow permanent settlement of foreign workers. Consequently migration 
to these countries is usually short or medium term, typically lasting for four or 
five years, although migration can sometimes last 10–15 years through multiple 
contract extensions (Arif and Shujaat forthcoming). 

Apart from the communities of temporary labour migrants in GCC countries, 
the largest Pakistani communities abroad are in the United Kingdom of Great 
Britain and Northern Ireland, the United States of America, and Canada. 

Out-migration from Pakistan dates back to the 1950s. The migrants at that time 
were predominately young men of the working age population seeking better 
opportunities in the United Kingdom of Great Britain and Northern Ireland. 
These types of migrants later sought jobs in other Organization for Economic 
Co-operation and Development (OECD) countries as well. 

In the past decade, between 10,000 and 20,000 Pakistanis migrated annually to 
the United States of America and only a comparatively small number of them 
returned. As shown in figure 1, in 2008, about 19,700 Pakistanis moved to the 
United States of America, 17,000 to the United Kingdom of Great Britain and 
Northern Ireland and 13,400 to Spain. 

The Government of Pakistan has made a concerted effort to encourage Pakistanis 
to seek employment abroad as way to combat unemployment, reduce poverty and 
earn foreign exchange through remittances. The Ministry of Labour, Manpower 

Out-migration
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Figure 1. 
Migration inflows to OECD countries from 
Pakistan, 1999–2008
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and Overseas Pakistanis established a number of divisions, such as the Overseas 
Employment Corporation (1976), the Overseas Pakistanis Wing (1978) and the 
Overseas Pakistanis Foundation (1979), to help improve the welfare of Pakistani 
nationals residing abroad. 

Temporary labour migration processed through the Bureau of Emigration and 
Overseas Employment increased steadily in the past decades. The  number of 
temporary migrant workers rose from an average of 140,000 per year in the early 
1990s to more than 400,000 in 2008 and 2009 (see table 1). 

The main destination countries for temporary labour migrants from Pakistan, 
who were processed through the Bureau of Emigration and Overseas 
Employment, are GCC countries. In the past decade, about 85  per  cent of all 
labour migrants went to the two main destination countries, Saudi Arabia and 
the United Arab Emirates. However, notably, Italy has recently emerged as 
a prominent destination country (see table 1). 

Source: Pakistan Bureau of Emigration and Overseas Employment (2011).

Table 1.  
Annual labour migration outflows from Pakistan by country of destination, 2004–2009

2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009

Saudi Arabia 70 896 35 177 45 594 84 587 138 283 201 816

United Arab Emirates 65 786 73 642 100 207 139 405 221 765 140 889

Oman 8 982 8 019 12 614 32 474 37 441 34 089

Bahrain 855 1 612 1 630 2 615 5 932 7 087

Italy 581 551 431 2,765 2,876 5,416

Qatar 2 383 2 175 2 247 5 006 10 171 4 061

Malaysia 65 7 690 4 757 1 190 1 756 2 435

Kuwait 18 498 7 185 10 545 14 544 6 250 1 542

Libya 375 261 67 450 940 1,293

Republic of Korea 2 474 1 970 1 082 434 1 534 985

Other 2 929 3 853 4 017 3 563 3 366 3 915

Total 173 824 142 135 183 191 287 033 430 314 403 528
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The substantial population movements of refugees and 

displaced people from neighbouring countries have 

dominated recent migration to Pakistan. Since the late 1970s, 

Pakistan has been a host country for millions of refugees and 

some 1.7 million still reside in the country. 
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Figure 2. 
Number of refugees from Afghanistan 
residing in Pakistan, 1979–2010
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The wages of Pakistani labour migrants in Western Asia are, on average, five to 
eight times higher than what they would receive in their home country. They 
also remit, on average, 78 per cent of their salaries, contributing significantly to 
the livelihood of family members who stayed behind (Overfeld and Zumot 2010). 

Remittances from Pakistanis working abroad make an important contribution 
to the country’s economy. According to the State Bank of Pakistan, Pakistan 
received $8.7 billion in remittances in 2009, the equivalent of 5.4 per cent of the 
country’s gross domestic product (GDP) (World Bank 2010). Remittances from 
GCC countries have constituted nearly half of all of the remittances Pakistan 
receives from its nationals worldwide.

Source: Pakistan Bureau of Emigration and Overseas Employment (2011).

The skill composition of Pakistani workers in Western Asia has not changed 
during the past few decades, with the majority of the people migrating to the 
region being categorized as low skilled, followed by semi-skilled, skilled and 
the highly qualified workers (Arif and Fujaat forthcoming). In 2008, a  total of 
85 per cent of Pakistani migrant workers were employed in construction, of which 
47.8 per cent of them were low-skilled workers (Pakistan Bureau of Emigration 
and Overseas Employment 2010). 

Recently, migration patterns have started to shift slightly, tilting towards skilled 
categories, including technicians, agriculturalists, electricians, steel fixers, 
mechanics and salespersons (Abrar 2005). This trend, however, is creating 

Table 2. 
Remittances received by Pakistan, by country of origin of remittances, 2009–2011 
(in millions of dollars)

COUNTRY 2009 2010 2011

United Arab Emirates 1 255.65 1 021.91 699.43

Saudi Arabia 1 143.82 845.91 714.90

United States of 
America 

997.68 938.40 903.49

United Kingdom 577.17 482.79 239.82

Kuwait 238.49 227.29 221.64
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shortages of various categories of skilled and semi-skilled workers in the domestic 
labour market, resulting in a ‘brain drain’ (ILO 2004).

The number of female labour migrants from Pakistan is not known as no sex-
disaggregated data are made available by official agencies. But, according to 
anecdotal evidence, the number of women migrating on their own to work 
abroad is very low. Women under 35 years need to seek permission from the 
Ministry of Manpower to migrate work abroad.3

In the late 1980s and early 1990s, the number of people leaving Pakistan seeking 
asylum in the European Union or North America increased (Gazdar 2007). In 
2009, there were about 35,000 Pakistanis living with refugee status abroad; the 
majority of them were in Canada, Germany, the United Kingdom of Great Britain 
and Northern Ireland, and the United States of America. 

The substantial population movements of refugees and displaced people from 
neighbouring countries have dominated recent migration to Pakistan. Since the 
late 1970s, Pakistan has been a host country for millions of refugees and some 
1.7 million still reside in the country. The majority of refugees fled from conflict 
and political instability in Afghanistan, with over 50 per cent of the total number 
of Afghan refugees first arriving in 1979 and 1980 (see figure 2). 

While the socio-political and security situation in Pakistan can be unstable, the 
comparative stability, social services and education provided in camps run by 
United  Nations organizations and non-governmental organizations remains 
a  pull factor for refugees and other asylum seekers, mainly from Afghanistan. 
Recognition rates for asylum seekers from Afghanistan in Pakistan have been 
high, reaching 80 per cent in 2009 (UNHCR no date).

The continued presence of more than a million refugees from Afghanistan in the 
country has put stress on the labour market in Pakistan. The flow of international 
aid directed at refugee support has gradually diminished, and this has prompted 
Afghans to head to the urban areas to seek employment. Afghans residing in 
Pakistan, either as refugees or in a refugee-like situation, commonly work as low-
skilled labourers in such areas as construction, waste collection and recycling, 
and in other sectors that utilize physically demanding labour. These workers 
are often willing to work for lower wages than Pakistanis, which leads to claims 
by some Pakistani job seekers that wage levels are being depressed (Margesson 
2007). 

The repatriation of refugees from Afghanistan presents a  challenge because 
a  substantial number of them were born in Pakistan while others have been 
living there for more than two and a half decades (Margesson 2007). 

Pakistan is a transit route for migrants heading to the Islamic Republic of Iran, 
GCC countries and Europe. In particular, Karachi is one of the prime transit 
cities in South Asia as it has a  vital market for irregular migration (European 
Union AENEAS Programme 2009). 

3 See www.unescap.org/esid/meetings/migration10/Proceedings.pdf.

In-migration
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Also of note, China’s growing interest in Pakistan has seen an increase in 
migration from China to Pakistan. The  number of Chinese labourers surged 
from only 3,000 in 2008 to 10,000 in 2009. These labourers work on 120 projects 
in different sectors of the economy (Fazl-e-Haider 2009).

Human trafficking is an issue in Pakistan as it is a destination and transit country 
for the trafficking of women and children from countries such as Afghanistan, 
Azerbaijan, Bangladesh, India and Nepal, primarily for the purpose of forced 
labor and sex work (United States Department of State 2009). It has also adopted 
the National Action Plan for Combating Human Trafficking (2006) and a number 
of international protocols, such as the Protocol to Prevent, Suppress and Punish 
Trafficking in Persons Especially Women and Children and the Protocol Against 
the smuggling of Migrants by Land, Air and Sea, but has yet to sign any of these. 

The country’s largest internal human trafficking problem is bonded labour. This 
practice tends to be concentrated in the provinces of Sindh and Punjab where 
bonded workers continue to be employed for work in brick kilns, carpet making, 
agriculture, fishing, mining, leather tanning, and the production of glass bangles 
(UNDP 2010). Many impoverished families send their children to work in cities 
or abroad for immediate economic relief, and child trafficking persists in rural 
areas (ILO 2010). Also, many Pakistani girls are reportedly trafficked to Western 
Asia for sexual exploitation (United States Department of State 2010).4 

Table 3 lists agreements Pakistan has signed to manage labour flows with key 
destination countries. Although Pakistan has not signed any of the conventions 
related to labour migration, it has entered into a number of bilateral agreements 
to regulate the migration of workers from Pakistan. 

Pakistan has not signed the 1951 convention and 1967 protocol related to the 
status of Refugees (table 4). However, the Government of Pakistan provides 
shelter to Afghan refugees under an agreement signed with the United Nations 
in 1981. 

4 Precise data to support this are currently unavailable.

Human trafficking

Bilateral agreements 
for the protection of 
migrant workers and 
status of ratification 
of key international 
instruments
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Source: ILO Pakistan (no date).

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

Table 3. 
Labour migration MOUs between the Government of Pakistan and foreign 
Governments 

MOU/BILATERAL AND MULTILATERAL 
AGREEMENT COUNTERPARTY DATE SIGNED

Agreement Jordan 29 April 1978

Agreement Additional 
protocol Qatar 28 March 1978

MOU Kuwait 06 November 1995

MOU Malaysia 20 October 2003

MOU United Arab Emirates 22 December 2006

MOU Republic of Korea 26 June 2008

Table 4. 
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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