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The data on migratlon corridors from Kerala between Gulf and non -Guif countries
from 1998 to 2023 provides valuable insights into changing mlgratlon patterns.

Keralites who received visa and
job orders through ODEPC

MIBDo 8RN Bh (0B (MG

loka kerala sabha

S Irudaya Rajan
Chair, International Institute of Migration and Development, Kerala

years, including the devastating floods of 2018 and 2019 as well as

the severe impacts of three waves of pandemic, has seen a modest
1.5 per cent increase in emigrants (21.54 lakhs) in 2023, which still shows
a steady flow of individuals seeking opportunities abroad.

Kerala, which has encountered considerable challenges in recent

has been steadily declining. The growth rate dropped from 8.1% in 2013 to just
3.3% in 2018. The trend reversed significantly by 2023, with the number of return
emigrants rising sharply to 1791 lakh, illustrating an increase of 4.96 lakh (38.3%).

Trends in Emigration, Return Migration and Non-Resident Keralites, 1998-2023

The above datais from the ninth round of Kerala Migration Year | Sample Emigrants | Increase/ | Return Increase | Non-Resident | Increase
Survey (KMS) conducted in 2023 that reflects on the migration T e Decrease | Emigrants Keralites
trends, offering insights into the ebb and flow of emigration from
Kerala between 1998 and 2023, against a backdrop of formidable 1998 | 10000 1361919 - 739245 -- 2101164 --
challenges. The survey was conducted by the Gulati Institute of
Finance and Taxation, Thiruvananthapuram. It was funded by the 2003 | 10000 1838478 | 476559 893942 154697 2732420 631256
Department of NORKA with the technical support of [IMAD. In
this survey, the sample size was increased to 20,000 households, 2008 | 15000 2193412 354934 157127 263185 3350539 618119
compared to 15,000 households in the last survey held in 2018.

2013 | 15000 2400375 206963 1252471 95344 3652846 302307

In the last survey of 2018, there was a dramatic decline of
11.6%, reducing the number of emigrants to 21.21 lakh. This stark 2018 | 15000 2121887 -278488 1294796 42325 3416683 -236163
decrease can be attributed to a combination of factors including
economic downturns in destination countries, stricter immigration 2023 | 20000 2154275 32388 1790758 495962 3945033 528350

regulations, and the reduction of emigration push factors, manifested
in the possible improvement of conditions within Kerala itself.

RETURN EMIGRANTS

When talking of Return Emigrants (REM) from Kerala from 1998 to 2023, the

date provides critical insights. In 1998, there were approximately 7.39 lakh return
emigrants. This figure grew to 8.94 lakh by 2003, marking an increase of 1.55

lakh (20.9%). In 2018, there were approximately 12.95 lakh return emigrants,
representing about 60%of the total number of emigrants. Although there was an
increase in the number of return emigrants from 2013, the rate of this increase
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SHIFT IN MIGRATION PATTERNS

The data on migration corridors from Kerala between Gulf and non-Gulf
countries from 1998 to 2023 provides valuable insights into changing migration
patterns, especially in the context of recent crises. Historically, Gulf countries have
been the primary destination for emigrants from Kerala, with a peak of 93.8%in
1998. However, the proportion of emigrants to Gulf countries decreased to 89% by
2003. This declining trend continued, reaching 86.3 percent in 2013. The increased
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movement towards non-Gulf countries may also reflect changing global economic
dynamics and the emergence of new job markets and educational opportunities.

KERALA MIGRATION SURVEY (KMS)

The Kerala Migration Survey (KMS), conducted every five years,
provide up-to-date migration estimates and socio-economic background
characteristics. In its first estimate in 1998 (March to November), KMS

The success of the KMS incited other states to
replicate the KMS model. They included Goa
(2008), Punjab (2010), Gujarat (2011), Tamil Nadu
(2015), Jharkhand (2023) and Odisha (2023)

attempted to collect data on emigrant issues but subsequently examined
issues regarding return migrants, out-of-state migrants, returning
out-of-state migrants, left behind wives and children, elderly population,
student migration, and climate change-induced migration. The KMS was
also among the first to delineate the concepts of emigrants (EMI), Return
Emigrant (REM), Out Migrants (OMI), and Return Out-Migrants (ROM).

The first wave of the KMS was held with the financial assistance of
Indian Council of Social Science Research through its Indo-Dutch Programme
on Alternatives in Development. KMS 1998 estimated that there were
1.36 million Malayalee emigrants, and 740,000 return migrants.

The second round of 2003 was part of a larger project titled ‘Economic
Consequences of Emigration in South Asia: Case Studies of Kerala and Sri Lanka’
and received financial assistance from the South Asian Network of Economic
Institutes (SANEI), with supplementary grants from the Human development
research project of the Government of Kerala. This led to the creation of a panel of
5000 households, where data from the 1998 survey was collected again. This led
to the creation of a panel data containing migration details of the last 25 years.

In the fourth survey in 2008, the sample size was expanded to 15,000
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households distributed across 300 localities. The sixth wave of the KMS
conducted from December 2013 to May 2014, studied a sample of 14,575
households including a panel of 5000 households from previous surveys,
thereby building a longitudinal database on migration and remittances.
Some new questions were incorporated including reproductive health

of women and the prevalence of alcoholism among households.

The 8th wave in 2018 collected data from 15,000 households. The
composition of localities increased to 500 from 300, with a more evenly
intra-district distribution among the rural and urban strata.

Replication of KMS in other Indian states

The success of the KMS incited other states to replicate the
KMS model. They included Goa (2008), Punjab (2010), Gujarat (2011),
Tamil Nadu (2015), Jharkhand (2023) and Odisha (2023).

The Goa Migration Survey, conducted as per the request of the
state government’s Department of Non-resident Indian Affairs,
studied a sample of 3000 households. The major findings include
the recognition of the presence of the Goan Diaspora in at least
43 countries, with the majority residing in GCC countries.

The Punjab International Migration Survey (PIMS) was the first attempt
to collect reliable, large-scale data on the determinants and socio-economic
effects of international migration. The Centre for Research in Rural and Industrial
Development, Chandigarh, conducted the survey with the support of the Centre
for Development Studies (CDS), Thiruvananthapuram, and funded by the Institut
National d’Etudes Demographiques (INED), Paris. Studying a sample of 10,000
households across 17 districts, PIMS found that 11% of Punjabi households
have at least one member who is an international emigrant. Further, about
one-tenth of the sampled households reported to have received remittances.

Gujarat’s migration survey was funded by the Non-Resident Gujarati
Foundation, Government of Gujarat, and Ministry of Overseas Indian
Affairs. In the study of 10,000 households selected from 200 primary
sampling units, it was found that 27 households out of 1,000 had at least
one emigrant, with an emigration rate of eight per 1000 individuals.

Similarly, The Tamil Nadu Migration Survey (TMS) studied a sample of
20,000 households spread over 32 districts. It estimated around 2.2 million
Tamil emigrants with Singapore as the top destination. It also found that
remittances contribute to 14% of the state GDP. ‘The Tamil Nadu Migration
Survey was coordinated by CDS, the Loyola Institute of Social Science Research
and Training and the Centre for Diaspora Studies, MS University. TNMS also
received financial assistance from the Tamil Nadu planning commission.

The Jharkhand migration survey (JMS), based on a total
sample size of 10674 households, estimated 45 lakh migrants,
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comprised largely of inter-state migrants. The survey also
highlighted a high number of ROMs during COVID-19.

Lastly, the Odisha Migration Study (OMS) 2023 was led by
the Department of Liberal Arts, [IT Hyderabad, in collaboration
with the International Institute of Migration and Development

(IMAD), and funded by the International Rice Research Institute.

The survey that covered 15,000 households across 30 districts
of Odisha estimated 2.9 million current migrants from Odisha
(including intra-district, interstate, and international migrants).

Migration Estimation Based on Other Migration Surveys, 2008-2023

Year State Census Sample International

Households Household Migrants

Internal Migrants

2008 | Goa 292365 3000 56171 19183

201 | Punjab 5513071 10000 159879 Not Estimated
2012 | Gujarat 12248428 15000 327033 Not Estimate
2015 | Tamil Nadu | 18524982 20000 2226059 1023045

2023 | Jharkhand | 6254781 10674 13407 3190803

2023 | Odisha 9637820 15000 49451 1748445

Note: NE-Not Estimated
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From Crisis to Homecoming:
Exploring Return Migration Dynamics

K.M. SEETHI

ICSSR Senior Fellow in Diaspora Studies, Mahatma Gandhi University

socio-economic conditions, is facilitated by development dynamics

and increased connectivity. Migrants contribute labour, skills, and
entrepreneurial spirit to destination countries, but uncertainties often lead
to return migration, especially in South and Southeast Asia. Modern Asian
migration history includes colonial indentured labour, disrupted by the Great
Depression and world wars. Post-World War Il, internal migration surged in
newly independent states. The 1970s saw rapid economic growth in West
Asia and East Asia, driving migration from South and Southeast Asia. East
Asia’s industrialization attracted workers from poorer economies, shaping
the ‘East Asian miracle.” However, the East Asian financial crisis of 1997 led to
severe repercussions for migrant workers, particularly in Indonesia, where
they were often the first to lose jobs amid capital flight and economic
instahility. Other Asian countries like Korea and Malaysia also experienced
significant job losses and repatriations among foreign migrants.

M igration, influenced by factors like livelihood, employment, and

In contrast, South Asia, despite being a major source of migrants for
Southeast Asia, did not witness large-scale return migration post-crisis. India
remained the leading migrant-sending country in the region, with a substantial
number of migrants continuing to reside in Malaysia, Singapore, and Thailand.
While the East Asian financial crisis had a limited direct impact on the South
Asian diaspora, the subsequent global financial crisis of 2008, originating in
the U.S. and Europe, had widespread effects on migrant workers worldwide.

The 2008 crisis caused economic slowdowns, job losses, and increased

n

poverty, leading to millions of migrant workers losing their livelihoods
globally. However, China remained relatively unaffected, offering new
opportunities for returning overseas Chinese and implementing programmes
to attract diaspora talent. Concerns also arose in South Asia regarding their
expatriate populations in the oil-dependent GCC region, particularly due

to setbhacks during the GulIf War of 1990, which forced millions of migrant
labourers, including many from South Asia, to return home under distressing
conditions, resulting in widespread unemployment and economic hardship.

After the Gulf War, opportunities for foreign labour emerged in post-war
reconstruction, but new policies like ‘Gulfization’ posed challenges to migration
as GCC states prioritized employment for their nationals. The global financial
crisis further accelerated this trend, leading to rising unemployment and
restrictions on migrant entry in countries like Saudi Arabia, Kuwait, and the
UAE. Sectors like financial services, construction, and manufacturing were
severely impacted, resulting in job losses for many migrants, especially in
Dubai. Following the crisis, significant return migration occurred, particularly
among South Asian migrants, with around 263,660 returning to South
Asia, including 140,526 to India and 61,036 to Kerala alone. However, many
expatriates chose to remain abroad despite job losses due to migration costs
and reliance on social networks. Despite job losses, remittances to South
Asia remained steady due to currency appreciation and high oil prices.

Upon return, migrants faced challenges reintegrating into home
labour markets characterized by surplus labour and low wages, leading
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to higher rates of casualization, self-employment, and unemployment.
The Arab Spring and falling oil prices further exacerbated economic
slowdowns, impacting the lives of migrants in GCC countries.

The Arab Spring, beginning in Tunisia in December 2010 and spreading
across West Asia and North Africa, significantly influenced migration and
human mobility, calling for freedom, democracy, and social justice. Although
the uprisings didn't directly affect the GCC countries, they prompted policies
prioritizing national employment, exacerbating trends like ‘Gulfization’ amid
the glohal financial crisis. Sectors like construction and hospitality suffered,
leading to job losses for many migrants. Post-crisis, GCC states restricted
migrant entries to protect national jobs, resulting in significant return
migration, especially among South Asians seeking alternative employment
despite job losses. Kerala, with a large migrant population in the GCC, offered
support measures like business loans, but returnees have concerns about
the prospects of government measures for their welfare. Similar challenges
emerged in other GCC countries, with austerity measures and localization
policies affecting expatriates. Despite efforts to curb expatriates, there
was no significant reduction in migrant numbers from South Asia, indicating
ongoing migration patterns. Policy and governance challenges persisted,
including issues like recruitment malpractices, unclear job contracts, poor
working conditions, and inadequate social security for migrants and returnees,
highlighting the need for improved protections and support systems.

The global COVID-19 pandemic swiftly became one of the most catastrophic
human security crises worldwide, affecting every region. Its profound impact on
health and socio-economic conditions reverberated globally. Human mobility,
particularly among migrants, faced significant challenges, including health
insecurities, economic turmoil, job losses, and mobility restrictions. Lockdowns
and border closures disrupted labour mobility, leading to a sharp decline in
remittances and exacerbating employment and living condition challenges.
Labour migration from many Asian countries plummeted by 44 percent in 2020,
according to the International Labour Organization (ILO), with notable declines
in regions like West Asia-GCC, South Asia, and Southeast Asia. Countries such as
the Philippines, India, Sri Lanka, Bangladesh, and Indonesia witnessed substantial
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Data accuracy is further compromised by missing numbers, particularly
when migrants return via land borders or seas, escaping official notice.
Additionally, analysing the causes of return migration can be misleading,
as factors like contract completion may overshadow the influence of
events like the global financial crisis and the COVID-19 pandemic.

Reintegration challenges included lack of savings and
debt burdens, with origin countries struggling to fund
reintegration amid economic downturns. The Philippines
had better mechanisms for returning workers, but
South Asia showed less progress, highlighting the
need for state intervention and reliable data

During the pandemic, India and the Philippines led repatriation efforts
from GCC countries. The Philippines used over a hundred chartered flights,
while India’s Vande Bharat Mission returned millions. However, repatriation
counts may be underestimated due to excluded land and sea routes.

Kerala saw up to 1.4 million returnees by March 2022, facing job losses,
wage theft, and reintegration issues, as documented by migration studies
organizations. Wage theft, worsened by the pandemic, deprived thousands
of South and Southeast Asian workers of $25.5 million in 2020-21.

drops in migrant outflow, impacting destinations like Saudi Arabia, UAE, Bahrain,
and Qatar. Nationalization policies in GCC countries worsened the situation,
contributing to a decline in overseas labour flow, further exacerbated by the
pandemic. Southeast Asian destinations also experienced migration reversals,
indicating the widespread disruptions and challenges faced by migrant workers.

Reintegration challenges included lack of savings and debt burdens, with
origin countries struggling to fund reintegration amid economic downturns.
The Philippines had better mechanisms for returning workers, but South
Asia showed less progress, highlighting the need for state intervention and
reliable data. Despite efforts by Kerala’s NORKA Roots, a comprehensive
Lo . . reintegration plan remains elusive, requiring coordinated regional efforts.
Repatriation and Reintegration Challenges

Global events like wars, financial crises, and pandemics have
impacted migration. The lesson for Kerala is clear enough: establishing
strong mechanisms for problem-solving, risk reduction, and support for
returning migrants. By aligning with international guidelines, Kerala can
better navigate the challenges posed by shifting migration patterns and
ensure the effective management of return migration processes.

Estimating return migration poses significant challenges, especially in South
Asian countries, where mechanisms for monitoring human mobility are
often inadequate. While migration to destination countries typically involves
registration and documentation, return migration lacks such standardized
procedures. Migrant-sending countries often lack comprehensive records on
return migration, whether voluntary, forced, or due to contract expiration.

1”2
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A Symbol of Unity

Babu Stephen
President, FOKANA

have a dedicated platform for the Kerala diaspora in the form of Loka kerala
sabha(LKS) is incredible, with purpose and passion. This will "Embrace, Engage,
and Empower" NRKs across the globe.

I n the age of "One Life, One World," the initiative of the Kerala Government to

Today, Kerala is a Global Community in which there is a need to integrate both
"Inside Kerala and Qutside Kerala," which will deliver enhanced contributions
to the economic, social, and cultural landscape of Kerala. Inclusiveness,
Brotherhood, and Cooperation are the key pillars in bringing increased
engagement with the Kerala diaspora, which will eventually become a "United
Global Kerala." LKS is going to create new pathways towards this mission.

Let the LKS 2024 deliver more success, satisfaction, and surprises.

Onam Celebrations of American Malayalees 74
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