
Bernadette Wando* was 
twenty-eight when she 
left Kenya to take up a 
job in the Kingdom of 

Saudi Arabia. The mother of one 
previously worked in Nairobi as a 
domestic servant, far away from 
her daughter and family who both 
lived in Kenya’s coastal region. Like 
many other young women, she had 
sent applications through the many 
recruitment agencies operating in 
the capital seeking employment 
opportunities in the Middle East. 
This is her story.
“When I got the call from my agent 
informing me that he had found me 
a job in KSA, I remember celebrating 
inside. Finally, my big break had 
come. No more struggling.”
“Everywhere I looked, people were 
getting jobs and moving to the 
Middle East and they seemed to be 
doing well. They were able to send 
back money for their families. So, I 
did what everyone else was doing. 
I found an agent, gave him my 
documents and waited.”
“I immediately quit my domestic job 
and returned home to prepare for 
her journey to the Kingdom of Saudi 
Arabia. Two weeks later I arrived in 

the vast country and began to get 
used to the new surroundings. We 
had gone in a group all from the 
same agent – for many of us it was 
our first time overseas so we were 
both anxious and excited at the 
prospect of a new life.” 
“I was linked to my employer, a 
young family of five and immediately 
got down to business. The work in 
itself, though extremely difficult 
was bearable. My problems began 
when I fell seriously ill.” 
“I had fibroids which I was managing 
with medicine but one of them 
twisted causing me extreme pain 
and excessive bleeding which 
brought on more complications. My 
employer sensing that I couldn’t 
perform my duties and that I would 
need medical attention, decided to 
“sell” me off to another person. I 
tried to call my agent to come to my 
rescue, but he was unreachable.”
“I pleaded with my employer to 
allow me to return home, but I was 
helpless without my documents 
which he had in his possession.”
“On the day when I was to be sold-
off, I was put in the vehicle. On the 
way to the exchange, we stumbled 
on a police roadblock. The officers 
asked my employer where we were 
headed, and where my documents 
were. I was writhing in pain, and 
they might have noticed because 
they asked me directly what was 
going on.”
“I informed them that I was unwell 
and wanted to return home. That 
was my salvation. I was immediately 
taken into police custody and my 
employer ordered to return my 
documents. Then I was deported 
to Kenya. I count myself lucky 
considering the horror stories that 
have come out of the Middle East.” 
“It’s good to know that now the 
Government has registered agents 
and that more effort is being put 
to protect those who are travelling 
to the Middle East. I would advise 
anyone seeking work to follow 
the proper channels for their own 
protection.”
*not her real name

IOM, the International Organization for Migration 
is conducting a training course on ‘ethical 
recruitment’ for recruitment agencies and 
government civil servants across East & Horn 

of Africa. 
The training aims to enhance the rights of millions 
of migrant workers and their families across the 
region, and draw attention to the growing number 
of women and girls working as labourers, in order to 
develop gender-sensitive labour related migration 
policies and rules. Last year over 265,000 people 
traveled to and from the region in search of work, 
through both legal and irregular channels. 
According to the Kenyan authorities, it is believed 
that up to 97,000 Kenyan labour migrant workers 
are currently working in the Kingdom of Saudi 
Arabia alone, and many more thousands across 
Gulf countries. 
There have been several recent public outcries 
across the region in response to reported abuses 
and human rights violations facing migrants when 
working abroad, particularly in the Gulf, where many 
end up as domestic workers. Some recruitment 
agencies have also been accused of exploiting 
migrant workers by charging exorbitant fees to find 
work abroad for migrants. Many migrants end up 
travelling without proper documentation including 
proper contracts, leaving many stranded, unable to 
challenge poor work arrangements, and vulnerable 
to exploitation by traffickers and smugglers. 
According to research by IOM, migrant workers 
often spend their life savings to reach destinations 
to find work, only to find themselves not protected 
by local labour laws, and some recruitment 
agencies taking little or no responsibility when 
things go wrong. 
“Upon their arrival at destination countries, migrant 
workers – faced with a variety of issues ranging 
from language and cultural barriers to detachment 
from family and friends – often lack reliable 
focal points familiar with their contracts and can 
even be subjected to abuse and confiscation of 
their passports from employers,” said Tatiana 
Hadjiemmanuel Senior Regional Specialist for 
Labour Mobility and Human Development, IOM East 
and Horn of Africa.
To help address these issues, representatives 
from the region’s governments, recruitment 
agencies, trade unions and civil society, are being 

trained on how to enhance and meet 
international ethical recruitment 
standards through the International 

Recruitment Integrity System (IRIS), a social 
compliance tool designed by IOM to promote ethical 
international recruitment. IRIS works by defining 
and setting a benchmark for ethical recruitment 
(the IRIS Standard), and by establishing a voluntary 
certification system for ethical labour recruiters. By 
improving the capacity of recruitment agencies and 
certifying them, IOM hopes to reduce some of the 
deceptive and coercive practices that sometimes 
occur when migrants are seeking work abroad, and 
assist governments to put in place better measures 
to protect their citizens seeking work overseas. 
The training also delves into how to improve 
regional integration on ethical recruitment and 
how to facilitate mobility that creates sustainable 
economic growth and empowers youth and 
women. Also on the agenda for the training is 
enhancing Bilateral Labour Migration Agreements 
(BLMAs) signed between countries of origin and 
countries of destination which can be of use to 
promote migrant workers’ human, social and labour 
rights. The training has been applauded by several 
recruitment agencies that participated.
“We are hoping this training will improve the 
way we run our operations in Kenya,” Margaret 
Mugwanja, Silver Ray HR, Kenya.
 “This training provides us recruitment agencies a 
rare opportunity to discuss labour migration issues 
with government representatives. Decisions that 
are being made right now that will brighten the 
future for labour workers in our region” Samuel 
Abona, Kingsland Recruitment Agency, Uganda.
Following on from the training, government 
ministries, recruitment agencies, and civil society 
organizations will make recommendations on how 
to create safe labour migration options for people, 
including mechanisms to strengthen the effective 
regulation of employment agencies.
In Somalia, IOM has trained participants in 
Mogadishu and Hargeisa representing several 
relevant government and non-government agencies 
on Bilateral Labour Migration Agreements (BLMAs), 
International Migration Law and Migrants’ Rights/
Human Rights Law. BLMAs refer to the cooperation 
frameworks between migrants’ countries of origin 
and destination to ensure that labour migration 
is regulated according to agreed international 
principles and procedures.
The training kicks off the first phase of the 
Better Regional Migration Management (BRMM) 
programme entitled “Labour Mobility and Regional 
Integration for Safe, Orderly and Humane Labour 
Migration in East and Horn of Africa: East and Horn 
of Africa Migration Management.” With the support 
of the Foreign Commonwealth & Development 
Office, the BRMM programme contributes to the 
effective implementation of the Regional Ministerial 
Forum on Migration (RMFM). Together, these 
initiatives aim to influence government policies and 
actions while also engaging governments around 
the world through the Global Policy Network. 

of their status are thus required 
in order to transform social and 
cultural biases. There is a need 
to better understand, identify 
and extract specific informational 
needs of these groups throughout 
their migration experience, laying 
the foundation for developing 
targeted modules in ethical 
recruitment in the future. 
IOM EHOA also supports the 
IGAD region in the engagement 
with host communities and 
local authorities to educate 
and empower all members of 
society, not just migrants, about 
the integration process. This 
engagement includes capacity 
building programmes for local 
communities consisting of training 
and information sessions on 
topics such as the cultural profiles 
of migrants as well as sharing 
information gathered through 
needs assessment surveys. 
Countering xenophobia and all 
forms of discrimination against 

migrants regardless of their 
status is a salient commitment 
of the New York Declaration for 
Refugees and Migrants and is 
essential to facilitate effective 
migrant integration. 
I n t e g r a t i o n  r e q u i r e s 
comprehensive and coherent 
policy approaches across sectors 
based on partnerships between 
States and various stakeholders, 
including intergovernmental 
organizations, civil society 
organizations, private sector 
actors and migrants themselves. 
Integration services and social 
cohesion support help facilitate 
access to health care, education 
and employment, and seek to 
ensure migrants’ social and 
economic inclusion.
Engagement of media and other 
actors to highlight the positive 
contributions of migrants into 
development is also vital and part 
of IOM EHOAs interventions in the 
region.
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Labour Migration has immense social economic 
benefits to both the source and destination 
countries. However even with these benefits, 
there are challenges that continue to erode 

the gains that would have been realized in this 
sector. These include: infringement of migrant’s 
rights; trafficking in persons; smuggling of persons 
and child labour; forced returns and inadequate 
return and reintegration frameworks; high cost of 

remittances; gender segregation; restrictions on 
freedom of expression and movement particularly 
in some counties. 
As countries went into lockdown in late 2019 
and early 2020, leaving many migrant workers 
jobless, without income and means to return 
home, thousands of East and Horn of Africans were 
left stranded in the subregion and beyond. The 
pandemic had a major impact on labor mobility and 
migration; both regular and irregular. 
In the same year, thousands of Horn of African 
migrant workers also returned through Yemen 
from GCC countries as many had lost their sources 
of income due to the disruptions caused by the 
pandemic, while also experiencing increased human 
rights abuses.
We have witnessed a new scramble for Africa, 
this time not for our natural resources, but for 
our Labour, which has now called for the need to 
approach the world market as a bloc in addressing 
labour destination. In response to this, in January 
20, 2020, the States of East and Horn of Africa 
acting in line with international and legal frameworks 
on human, economic, social and labour rights of 
migrant workers formed the Regional Ministerial 
Forum on Migration (RMFM) on “Harmonising Labour 
Migration Policies in East and Horn of Africa (EHOA), 
A United Approach to Safe, Orderly and Humane 
Migration” which Kenya was honored to chair. 
The member states in the RMFM are Republic of 
Burundi, Republic of Djibouti, State of Eritrea, 
Federal Democratic Republic of Ethiopia, Republic 
of Kenya, Republic of Rwanda, Federal Republic of 
Somalia, Republic of South Sudan, Republic of the 

Sudan, United Republic of Tanzania and Republic of 
Uganda.
The RMFM signed a Communique and Call to Action 
Priorities by all the 11 countries, which endorsed; the 
importance of common and coordinated approach 
in regulation and enforcement of labour migration; 
Regional cooperation; strategic approach to labour 
migration governance and policy; response to 
protection needs of migrant workers’ and members 
of their families addressing their social, economic, 
labor and human rights with particular attention to 
women and youth; and regulation and enforcement 
of bilateral labour migration agreements which 
would govern and facilitate safe, orderly, regular, 
and ethical labour migration to address protection 
needs of migrant workers’ rights within and outside 
of the EHOA region
The RMFM objectives align with the Sustainable 
Development Goals (SDGs), notably target 
8.8 of SDG 8 on promoting economic growth, 
employment, and decent work, target 10.7 of 
SDG 10 on the protection of labour rights and 
promotion of safe working environments for all 
workers as well as Objectives 6 and 23 of the 
Global Compact for Migration (GCM) that refer 
to fair and ethical recruitment and strengthening 
international cooperation respectively. They are 
also supplemented by the African Union (AU) 
Agenda 2063 and the AU Free Movement Protocol 
to reach policy coherence and better development 
outcomes through migration. 
RMFM has considered good practices and 
approaches, tools and methodologies developed by 
United Nations partners notably the International 

Organization for Migration (IOM/UN Migration), the 
International Labour Organization (ILO) and other 
UN Agencies under the UN Network on Migration 
(UNNM).
EHOA Member States established the RMFM, with 
the support of IOM, ILO, IGAD and EAC to accelerate 
the free movement agendas, and to provide a 
platform for dialogue with destination states 
outside the region particularly, but not exclusively, 
with the Gulf States as well. 
Towards Implementation of Objectives of the 
Regional Ministerial Forum, Kenya as the Chair has 
so far facilitated three (3) Regional Ministerial Forum 
on Migration meetings both physical and virtual, 
three (3) Technical Advisory committees chaired by 
Permanent/Principal Secretaries both physical and 
virtual, development and adoption of the operating 
modalities, a roadmap on implementation of the 
Regional Ministerial Forum objectives and Terms of 
Reference for the Technical Advisory Committee and 
two consultative meetings with the Ambassadors of 
the Gulf Cooperation Council Countries to discuss a 
number of issues ranging from recruitment process 
and protection of migrant workers from the region.
We hold in high regard our partners in this venture 
– the International Organization for Migration in 
the EHOA, International Labour Organization, the 
Intergovernmental Authority on Development, and 
the East African Community, with whose support 
our endeavour to solidify our partnership as member 
states in the RMFM will be worthwhile. 
https://www.iom.int/regional-ministerial-
forum-migration-east-and-horn-africa-rmfm

Message from the CS Hon Simon 
Chelugui on International Migrants Day

With ever increasing numbers of 
migrants moving throughout the 
world, in the year 2000 the United 
Nations (UN) General Assembly 

declared December 18 as a day to celebrate 
the role of the migrant and the contribution 
that migration brings to development. 
Migration and mobility within Africa and 
specifically in the East and Horn of Africa Region 
is undisputedly on the rise with significant 
economic benefits for countries of origin, 
transit and destination. As highlighted in the 
2020 World Migration Report, contrary to the 
general debate, the bulk of African migration, 
80%, takes place within the continent of Africa 
and is mainly for economic purposes. 
Migration in Africa involves large numbers of 
people on the move moving intra and inter-
regionally. In 2020 around 21 million Africans 
were living in another African country. It is 
estimated that on average 50% of these 
migrants are youth, of an average age of 25 
years. Notably, women migrants – making up 
almost half of the migrants in the region – are 
more vulnerable to associated risks. This is 
especially so in cases of irregular migration, 
where we observe high numbers of migrant 
workers being used by transnational criminal 
networks, smuggled, and trafficked. 
In 2021, the International Organization for 
Migration (IOM) in the East and Horn of Africa 
(EHOA) is working tirelessly with our partner 
the Foreign Commonwealth and Development 
Office to ensure migration in the region 
remains safe, orderly, and humane. As part 

of this, the Regional 
Ministerial Forum on 
Migration (RMFM) was 
formed and the Cabinet 
Secretary for Labour in 
the Republic of Kenya, 
Honorab le  S imon 
Chelugui elected as the 
first Chairperson. For 
this, IOM is partnering 
with InterGovernmental 
A u t h o r i t y  o n 
Development (IGAD) 
and East African Community (EAC) as the 
regional secretariat of the RMFM, in supporting 
Member states on the implementation of the 
RMFM Communique, Call to Action Priorities 
2020-2023 and the Draft Road Map.
Recently, as part of the UN’s global effort 
to tackle the health, social and economic 
consequences of the COVID-19 crisis, IOM 
EHOA has been working with Governments, UN 
partners and the Civil Society Organizations, 
NGO community to ensure that migrants, 
regardless of their legal status, returnees and 
forcibly displaced persons are included in local, 
national, and regional preparedness, response, 
and recovery efforts.
We are also working to build the capacities of 
government and nongovernment entities to 
provide access to services (health, education, 
pension, and work benefits) to migrants and 
members of their families, irrespective of 
their immigration status through a “whole-of-
government and whole-of- society” approach. 

Through our engagement with the private 
sector and the diaspora, IOM EHOA aims to 
facilitate labour market access for migrants, 
to formulate vocational and language training 
for its workforce; to assess the needs and 
provide knowledge on national and local labour 
markets and identify key areas for migrant 
employment particularly for youth and women; 
and to enforce legal obligations regarding 
the protection of migrants’ human, social, 
economic and labour rights. 
Despite growing evidence about the gender 
related nature of migration, migration related 
policies, recruitment policies and practices, 
free movement protocols and regulations 
are not fully influenced by gender. Often, 
they underestimate the gendered nature of 
migration, with unforeseen consequences for 
women. Despite the feminization of migration 
in the region, the existing polices tend to take 
men as a norm, overlooking women’s needs, 
aspirations, and capacity to act independently. 
Policies and political, cultural and social 
interventions that broaden the understanding 

Message from the IOM 
EHOA Regional Director on 
International Migrants Day

International Migrants Day (18 December) this year falls almost exactly 70 
years after the Brussels conference that lead to the establishment of 
the organization that, in 1989, was renamed the International Organization 
for Migration. A broad range of factors continue to determine the 

movement of people. They are either voluntary or forced movements as 
a result of the increased magnitude and frequency of disasters, economic 
challenges and extreme poverty or conflict. Approximately 281 million 
people were international migrants in 2020, representing 3.6 per cent of 
the global population. 
All these will significantly affect the characteristics and scale of migration in 
the future, and determine the strategies and policies countries must develop 
in order to harness the potential of migration while ensuring the fundamental 
human rights of migrants are protected. 
Migrants contribute with their knowledge, networks, and skills to build 
stronger, more resilient communities.  The global social and economic 
landscape can be shaped through impactful decisions to address the 
challenges and opportunities presented by global mobility and people on 
the move. 
The Global Compact for Safe, Orderly and Regular Migration (GCM) offers 
the opportunity and guidance to actualize human mobility and seize the 
opportunities it presents.   
The International Organization for Migration (IOM) has assisted millions 
of migrants since it emerged 70 years ago to assist the vast number of 
Europeans displaced by the Second World War and continues to lead the way 
in promoting a humane and orderly management of migration for the benefit 
of all, including the communities of origin, transit and destination.  

International 
Migrants 
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IOM launches ethical recruitment 
training for recruitment agencies 
and government civil servants in 
East & Horn of Africa

Advocating 
for the rights 
of migrant 
workers and 
their families 
in East and 
Horn of 
Africa

It Is estImated that on 
average 50% of these 
mIgrants are youth, of an 
average age of 25 years. 
notably, women mIgrants – 
makIng up almost half of 
the mIgrants In the regIon 
– are more vulnerable to 
assocIated rIsks.

In 2020, 21 mIllIon 
afrIcans were lIvIng 
In another afrIcan 
country – IOM WOrld 
MIgratIOn repOrt 2022

BERNADETTE WANDO*

When I got the 
call from my agent 
informing me that he 
had found me a job 
in KSA, I remember 
celebrating inside. 
Finally, my big break 
had come. No more 
struggling.

I immediately quit 
my domestic job and 
returned home to 
prepare for her journey 
to the Kingdom 
of Saudi Arabia.

I was linked to my 
employer, a young 
family of five and 
immediately got down 
to business. The 
work in itself, though 
extremely difficult was 
bearable. My problems 
began when I fell 
seriously ill.

My employer sensing 
that I couldn’t perform 
my duties and that I 
would need medical 
attention, decided 
to “sell” me off to 
another  person. 
I tried to call my 
agent to come to my 
rescue, but he was 
unreachable.

On the day when 
I was to be sold-
off, I was put in the 
vehicle. On the way 
to the exchange, 
we stumbled on a 
police roadblock. The 
officers asked my 
employer where we 
were headed, and 
where my documents 
were. I was writhing in 
pain, and they might 
have noticed because 
they asked me directly 
what was going on.

I was immediately 
taken into police 
custody and my 
employer ordered to 
return my documents. 
Then I was deported to 
Kenya. I count myself 
lucky considering the 
horror stories that 
have come out of the 
Middle East.

WIth the suppOrt Of the fOreIgn COMMOnWealth & develOpMent 
OffICe and Other partners, IOM In Kenya Is traInIng MOre 
than a hundred prIvate reCruItMent agenCIes (pras) On the 
InternatIOnal reCruItMent IntegrIty systeM (IrIs) tO ensure 
MIgrant WOrKers lIKe Bernadette are prOteCted agaInst 
traffICKIng, aBuse and explOItatIOn. the gOvernMent has a lIst 
Of regIstered and apprOved pras and agents

AFTER FLEEING SOMALIA 
DECADES AGO, DR UBAH 
HAS RETURNED HOME TO 
HELP HER COMMUNITY

MEET ALIYOW, A MEMBER 
OF THE DIASPORA WHO HAS 
RETURNED TO SOMALIA TO 
GIVE BACK TO HIS COMMUNITY

MEET CECILIA, A YOUNG 
WOMAN WHO BECAME AN 
ENGINEER AFTER LEAVING 
A DISPLACEMENT CAMP IN 
SOUTH SUDAN.


