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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

20 860 0.9 -0.4 
Total fertility rate, 2005–2010 Percentage urban, 2010 Net migration rate, 2005–2010 

(per 1 000)

2.3 15.1 -2.5
Per capita GDP, 2009 
(at current prices in US Dollars)

Remittances received to GDP,  
2009

2 375 8.4 
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•	 Sri Lanka is the only country in South and South-West Asia that has net out-migration, low fertility and 

a shrinking population in the 15–39 age group. If out-migration, especially of young people, continues to 

be high, Sri Lanka is likely to suffer labour shortages in the long run. 

•	 The number of female labour migrants from Sri Lanka slightly exceeds the number of male migrants, 

a unique characteristic in the subregion. The vast majority of women migrants from the country work as 

domestic helpers in Western Asia. 

•	 A significant number of Sri Lankans migrated overseas as refugees during an extended period of internal 

instability and conflict in the northern and eastern regions of the country. 

•	 Despite the effects of the global financial crisis on overseas employment opportunities, the foreign 

employment industry has become the highest net earner of foreign exchange in the Sri Lankan economy. 

Remittances to Sri Lanka in 2009 stood at 222 billion Sri Lankan rupees Rs ($2 billion). Of that amount, 

59.9 per cent were sent by Sri Lankan migrant workers in Western Asia.

The long civil war and the country’s limited economic opportunities due to 
its small industrial base, formed push factors for out-migration among both 
skilled and low-skilled migrants. Sri Lanka had a tertiary out-migration rate of 
28 per cent in 2000, the highest rate in the subregion. Migrants with a tertiary 
education tend to move to Australia, New Zealand or North America, while 
lower-skilled migrants usually seek work in countries of the Gulf Cooperation 
Council (GCC).2 Notably, high debt and chronic trade deficit in years past led to 
a depletion of the country’s foreign exchange reserves, which further pushed the 
Government to actively promote migration for foreign employment. 

The end of the 30-year internal conflict in May 2009 marked a major turning 
point in Sri Lanka with an immediate revival of confidence in the country. Since 
the end of the conflict, Sri Lanka has implemented large-scale reconstruction and 
development projects with the aim of increasing electricity access and rebuilding 
the country’s transportation and communication network. 

According to a government survey released in 2010, about 67.2 per cent of the 
population was of working age, with an overall labour force participation rate of 
47.4 per cent. Male labour force participation was more than twice (67.1 per cent) 
than that of females (30.4 per cent) (Sri Lanka Ministry of Finance and Planning 
2010). 

The survey also reported that in 2006/2007, more than 96  per  cent of the 
population was considered literate (Sri Lanka Ministry of Finance and Planning 

2 The member States of the GCC are Bahrain, Kuwait, Oman, Qatar, Saudi Arabia and United Arab 
Emirates.
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2010). The  high rate indicates a  sharp increase in literacy among women as 
well as the narrowing of the gender gap. It also reflects the diminishing gender 
differences with regard to access to formal schooling. The gap between rural and 
urban literacy levels still exists; however, it has also decreased significantly.

As is the case in many countries of origin in South and South-West Asia, out-
migration in Sri Lanka is driven by low per capita income, unemployment and/or 
underemployment, high inflation, indebtedness and lack of access to resources. 
The number of Sri Lankans employed overseas increased significantly following 
the decision taken at the Fifth Conference of Heads of State or Government of 
Non-Aligned Countries held in Sri  Lanka in 1976 to make more employment 
opportunities available in Western Asia to Asian countries with labour surpluses.3 
This decision was further strengthened by the subsequent liberalization of 
economic policies in the country in 1977. Additionally, the implementation of 
welfare packages for Sri  Lankan employees abroad and their family members 
and compulsory registration has decreased irregular labour migration over time 
(Sri Lanka Bureau of Foreign Employment 2009). 

Sri Lanka has seen a tenfold increase in migrant numbers in the last two decades, 
and current estimates suggest that about 1.7 million migrants work abroad, with 
an annual outflow of about 200,000 persons. 

The factors behind migration from Sri  Lanka can be broadly categorized as 
follows (IOM and IPS 2008):

•	 for settlement—mostly the skilled personnel;

•	 for economic reasons (for work)—skilled, semi-skilled and low-skilled personnel;

•	 for political reasons—mainly as refugees or asylum seekers;

•	 for educational purposes—mainly for undergraduate and postgraduate studies;

In 2009, about 667 Sri Lankans migrated overseas daily in search of jobs. GCC 
countries and other countries in Western Asian were the major destinations, 
accounting for 94  per  cent of the migrant workers, with 84  per  cent of them 
moving to Saudi Arabia, Qatar, Kuwait, United Arab Emirates and Jordan. 
Notably, the 2008 global financial crisis led to only a  small decrease in total 
departures for foreign employment (table 1).

Traditionally, women in Sri Lanka have migrated in greater numbers than men. 
However, the relative share of women migrant workers from the country has 
decreased over time due to increased male migration, while the number of 
women migrating has remained relatively stable. In the late 1990s, more than 
70 per cent of the migrants were women. This figure decreased to 51.2 per cent 
in 2009 (figure 1). 

3 Participants at the Conference were members of non-alignment movement, a group of States that 
consider themselves not aligned formally with or against any major power bloc.

Out-migration 
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A predominate number of women migrants, 89  per  cent, were employed as 
domestic helpers in 2009. This percentage has continued to remain high despite 
efforts to reduce the share of domestic helpers among migrating women. Of note, 
the number of female migrants, as a whole, dropped in 2006, but has picked up 
again since 2007, mainly due to an increase in the number of women employed as 
domestic helpers. Outflows to some destination countries are largely dominated 
by female domestic workers. In 2009, of the total number of Sri Lankan migrants 
in Saudi Arabia and Kuwait, 74 per cent and 55 per cent of them were women 
working as female domestic helpers, respectively. The high number of women 
domestic workers migrating to Kuwait and Saudi Arabia, where protection of 
domestic workers is limited, is an area of concern (figure 2). 

Overall, labour migration trends show that the majority of the migrants tend to 
be semi-skilled and low-skilled workers. The skill level of male migrants since 
2002 has been fairly balanced, with the largest portion being skilled workers. 
Up until that time, the predominate number of male labour migrants were low-
skilled workers. Based on this, it appears that the Government’s efforts to promote 
the migration of skilled workers have made inroads with regards to men, but 
not with women. This can be attributed to the fact that women migrants from 
Sri Lanka move to Western Asian countries primarily as domestic workers, which 

Table 1. 
Total departures for foreign employment by country of destination, 2005–2009

  2005 2006 2007 2008 2009

Saudi Arabia 76 210 61 424 60 489 67 443 77 849

Qatar 35 953 31 458 38 943 39 476 43 744

Kuwait 36 157 34 697 41 028 46 941 42 400

United Arab Emirates 36 371 33 797 39 018 51 174 39 653

Jordan 8 276 8 136 8 440 10 362 9 032

Bahrain 3 751 4 400 4 975 4 650 5 929

Lebanon 16 402 6 889 6 939 4 969 5 907

Oman 3 562 4 273 3 912 4 747 5 326

Republic of Korea 4 850 3 653 2 680 6 995 3 991

Maldives 2 738 3 467 3 915 4 228 3 904

Cyprus 2 234 2 346 3 004 2 829 2 929

Malaysia 1 168 3 584 1 043 1 293 1 050

Singapore 1 017 954 947 1 079 1 026

Other countries 2 601 2 870 3 126 4 313 4 379

Total 231 290 201 948 218 459 250 499 247 119

Source: Sri Lanka Bureau of Foreign Employment (2009).
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comprised about 89 per cent of all women migration in 2009 (Sri Lanka Bureau 
of Foreign Employment 2009).

Foreign employment has generated substantial remittance inflows and relieved 
local unemployment pressures as well as provided employment opportunities, 
especially for women. In 2009, Sri  Lanka received Rs383  billion ($3.5  billion) 
in remittances, accounting for about 47 per cent of the total foreign exchange 
earnings of the country. Despite the effects of the 2008 global financial crisis on 
overseas employment opportunities, remittances from migrants working abroad 
is the largest source of foreign exchange for the Sri Lankan economy. Of the total 
amount of remittances in 2009, Rs. 230 billion ($2.1 billion), or 59.9 per cent, were 
sent by Sri Lankan migrant workers in Western Asia (Sri Lanka Bureau of Foreign 
Employment 2009). 

The Government of Sri  Lanka continues to take measures to prevent the 
exploitation of migrant workers. The  newly created Sri  Lankan Ministry of 
Foreign Employment Promotion and Welfare has released the National Policy on 
Labour Migration in order to ensure the protection of migrants’ rights (Fernando 
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Figure 1. 
Number of male and female migrant workers from Sri Lanka, 1994–2009

Source: Sri Lanka Bureau of Foreign Employment (2009).
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Figure 2. 
Number of women migrating for labour from Sri Lanka by skill level, 1994–2009

and Vijita 2009). The  Sri  Lankan Bureau of Foreign Employment, established 
in 1985, originally functioned under the Ministry of Labour and is now under 
the Ministry of Foreign Employment Promotion and Welfare. Its mandate is to 
ensure the promotion, development and regularization of the industry and to 
provide protection to Sri Lankan migrants overseas and their families. In 2009, it 
conducted raids on 182 illegal recruiting agencies and paid about Rs. 254 billion 
($2.3 billion) in insurance payments to migrant workers. In the same year, the 
Sri  Lanka Bureau of Foreign Employment provided 103 pre-departure loans 
to outgoing migrants, and seven self-employment loans (Sri  Lanka Bureau of 
Foreign Employment 2009).

The growth in foreign labour migration has not come without its challenges. Like 
many of its neighbouring countries, Sri Lanka continues to encourage workers to 
migrate. Only limited progress has been made in promoting overseas migration 
to skilled workers. Another challenge is centred on protecting the migrants. 
The number of complaints received by Sri Lanka from overseas labour migrants 
in 2009 amounted to about 4.9 per cent of total foreign employment recruitment, 
an increase of 2,402 complaints from the previous year. Moreover, the number 
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of deaths of overseas migrants in 2009 was 333, representing an increase of 
4.9 per cent from 2008 (Sri Lanka Bureau of Foreign Employment 2009).

In addition to migration for overseas employment, there is also significant 
cross-border movement in the form of international student mobility. Better 
employment and opportunities to obtain residency has resulted in a  growing 
trend among Sri Lankan students to choose developed countries for educational 
purposes. This often leads to permanent settlement in these countries. Sri Lanka 
has the highest rate of out-migration among its population with a  tertiary 
education in the subregion. Data from World Bank (2010) indicated that 
28.2 per cent of the tertiary-educated population in 2000 emigrated. 

Data from various agencies issuing the student visas indicate that in addition to 
international student migration to OECD countries, there has been a relatively 
significant increase in the number of Sri Lankan students seeking educational 
opportunities in other South Asian countries, primarily Bangladesh, India 
and Pakistan. The  rapid internationalization of higher education poses new 
challenges for policymakers. Strengthening higher education institutions and 
training would help minimize the adverse effects of student migration, and 
address concerns of a ‘brain drain’ (IOM and IPS 2008).

Due to the long-lasting conflict, many Sri  Lankans, especially ethnic Tamils, 
left the country seeking asylum. According to data from United Nations High 
Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR), more than 140,000 Sri  Lankans are 
living as refugees abroad. The main host country is India, where about half of 
the refugees from Sri  Lanka reside. Other important destinations are France, 
Canada, Germany and the United Kingdom of Great Britain and Northern 
Ireland (UNHCR no date).

Source: IOM and IPS (2008).

Table 2. 
Refugees and asylum seekers from Sri Lanka, 2002–2008

ASYLUM COUNTRY 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008

India  63 767 60 922  57 274  50 730  69 609 72 934 73 286 

France 15 938 15 062 15 304 15 602 15 669 16 605 18 102 

Germany 17 403 15 121  12 850 15 304 5 832 6 388 6 594 

Canada 12 873 12 563 12 062 11 076 9 877 21 279 20 442 

United Kingdom 9 545  7 993 8 064 8 098 8 223 8 554 8 725 

Other countries 13 713 10 349 8 496 7 329 7 756 9 188 10 596 

Total refugees 133 239 122 010 114 050 108 139 116 966 134 948 137 745 

Asylum applications total 10 917 6 161 6 029 6 298 7 343 5 980 7 057 
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However, with the end of the 30-year internal conflict in May 2009, the number 
of refugees and asylum seekers are expected to drop considerably. The civil war 
displaced more than 300,000 people but by May 2010, about 215,000 had been 
released and resettled across Sri Lanka (ADB 2010). 

Regular in-migration to Sri  Lanka occurs on a  very small scale. The  majority 
of arrivals to Sri  Lanka are tourists who stay there for a  short time (usually 
not exceeding 12 months). In 2009, almost 500,000 foreign tourists entered 
Sri Lanka, with the majority being from the United Kingdom of Great Britain and 
Northern Ireland, and India (Sri Lanka Tourism Development Authority 2009). 
Due to the decrease in the number of tourist arrivals after the global financial 
crisis and rising concerns about safety, the Sri Lankan Tourism Board launched 
a campaign at the end of the war to attract tourists. 

In addition to tourists, there is also an annual inflow of foreign students to 
Sri Lanka. In 2007 the country had 253 foreign students and the following year 
this number dropped to 142. The majority (47 per cent) of the foreign students 
are from Maldives. The others are primarily from China, India and the Republic 
of Korea. Mutual student exchange programmes and scholarship schemes 
in combination with the proximity factor are the main reasons for students 
choosing Sri Lanka for their education needs (Sri Lanka Tourism Development 
Authority 2009). 

While every year thousands of Sri Lankans migrate willingly, many also fall prey 
to exploitation, including trafficking in persons. Sri Lanka is primarily a source 
and to a  lesser extent a  destination country for human trafficking (UNODC 
2006). Men, women and children are trafficked from Sri Lanka to West, South-
East and South Asian countries and to Europe for various exploitative purposes, 
such as commercial sexual exploitation and forced labour. A  small number of 
women from South-East and South Asia and the former Union of Soviet Socialist 
Republics (USSR)  are trafficked into Sri Lanka for commercial sexual exploitation 
(United States Department of State 2009). 

Trafficking in persons is a  serious issue in Sri  Lanka. According to reports, 
there are a variety of factors which contribute to the vulnerability of children, 
increasing their incidences of being trafficked, including displacement caused 
by the armed conflict, the devastating effects of the 2004 tsunami, domestic 
violence and loss of traditional family structures due to increasing female labour 
migration (ECPAT International 2006). 

At the national level, the Government of Sri Lanka has two main criminal laws 
relating to trafficking—the Convention on Preventing and Combating Trafficking 
in Women and Children for Prostitution (Act Nº. 30 of 2005)4 and the Penal Code 
(Amendment Act No 16 of 2006).5

4 See www.hsph.harvard.edu/population/trafficking/srilanka.traf.05.pdf.
5 See www.hsph.harvard.edu/population/trafficking/srilanka.traf.06.pdf.
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Despite strengthened criminal laws to combat human trafficking, a  report 
published in 2009 indicated that the number of recorded criminal investigations, 
and prosecutions had been small, with no convictions (UNODC 2009). With 
regard to action against fraudulent labour recruiters under the Bureau of Foreign 
Employment Act, the report stated that that in 2008 the Sri  Lanka Bureau of 
Foreign Employment initiated 400 raids on fraudulent labour recruitment 
agencies, and took legal action against 80 agencies, resulting in 32 licence 
cancellations and the imposition of fines (UNODC 2009). 

With regard to regional commitments, Pakistan has ratified the SAARC 
Convention on Preventing and Combating Trafficking in Women and Children 
for Prostitution and is a signatory to the SAARC Convention on Child Welfare. 
It is party to other less formal regional arrangements such as the 1998 Bangkok 
Accord and Plan of Action to Combat Trafficking in Women and the 2001 Strategy 
against Commercial Sexual Exploitation of Children and Child Sexual Abuse. 

Sri Lanka is party to three of the four core anti-trafficking treaties as well as core 
human rights treaties and International Labour Organization (ILO) conventions 
relating to forced and child labour. Additionally, Sri Lanka is a signatory to the 
United Nations Trafficking Protocol and Smuggling Protocol, although it has yet 
to ratify them (table 3). Sri Lanka acceded to the International Convention on the 
Protection of the Rights of All Migrant Workers and Members of Their Families 
in 1996.

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

Status of ratification 
of key international 
instruments

Table 3. 
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 acceded 1996

Protocol to Prevent, Suppress and Punish Trafficking in Persons, Especially Women and Children 25 December 2003 signed 2000

Protocol Against the Smuggling of Migrants by Land, Air and Sea 28 January 2004 signed 2000

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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