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DHAKA: Cutting recruitment fees for Bangladeshi
migrants who move to Malaysia for work under a
new deal could curb human trafficking, according
to officials, yet activists said Bangladesh’s migra-
tion system must be revamped in order to protect
workers. Malaysia last week said it was consider-
ing a zero-cost recruitment agreement with
Bangladesh - having banned its migrant workers
in September 2018 over concerns that they were
being charged excessive fees by labor agencies
and brokers.

Bangladesh’s current informal recruitment sys-
tem involves unofficial middlemen - who despite
bringing recruiters and rural workers together -
often give false promises about jobs and then
charge exorbitant fees that trap many workers in
debt bondage. Ahmed Munirus Saleheen, a senior
official at Bangladesh’s Ministry of Expatriates’
Welfare and Overseas Employment, said that re-
moving or even largely reducing recruitment costs
would help prevent migrant workers from being
exploited in Malaysia.

“There should be no instance of trafficking
under the garb of labor migration,” he told the
Thomson Reuters Foundation. “We feel that any
effort to bring down the cost of migration ... will
contribute to the prevention of human trafficking,”
he added. “Both sides should work on this.”

More than 250,000 Bangladeshi migrants
moved to Malaysia for work between 2016 and
2018 under a previous migration agreement that
saw workers charged an official fee of $1,900 - al-
though middlemen were said to have widely de-

manded far larger sums. It is unclear whether the
new arrangement would see the cost for workers
- which covers expenses from airfare and visa fees
to health check-ups - removed entirely or sub-
stantially lowered.

Bangladesh and Malaysia are both on a watch-
list in the US State Department’s Trafficking in Per-
sons (TIP) report, that ranks nations on their
anti-trafficking efforts, and are seeking to avoid a
downgrade this year that could trigger sanctions.
From factories to construction sites and planta-
tions, Malaysia is home to an estimated 4.8 million
migrant workers and relies heavily on foreigners
for jobs usually shunned by locals. Malaysia struck
a deal with Nepal in 2018 to ensure Nepali mi-
grant workers would not pay any fees - after
Nepal temporarily suspended sending workers
due to concerns about their treatment.

Accountability and oversight
Reducing or removing fees for workers will not

protect them from abuse overseas, said Marina Sul-
tana of the Refugee and Migratory Movements Re-
search Unit - a migrants rights group. “Migrants
always pay more,” she said. “No matter what the
fee, the government needs to improve its monitoring
system.” “The middlemen should be made official
so that they can be made accountable for what they
do. Laborers should also be made more aware and
skilled so that they know about their rights.”

More than 7.5 million Bangladeshis work out-
side the country, which is one of the world’s most
expensive for migrants with some paying up to

$8,500 to go abroad, the United Nations says.
Shakirul Islam, head of the migrant rights char-

ity Ovibashi Karmi Unnayan Program, said
Bangladesh should digitize its system so that re-
cruiters can directly contact workers online.

“Workers should also be able to pay money
through banks and not middlemen for trans-
parency,” he said. Saleheen, the Bangladeshi offi-
cial, said the government was seeking to improve
the way it manages its migrant workers.

“Reducing the fee ... won’t solve all the prob-

lems,” he said. “We need a holistic approach and we
are working on that.” Securing a job at a Malaysian
plastic factory cost Mohammad Shujon $4,500
when he moved from Bangladesh’s capital in 2016.

Yet Shujon was duped by the labor broker and
ended up at a furniture company where he was not
legally permitted to work. After two years of
working illegally, he was caught and jailed for two
months before returning to Dhaka last year. He
now works in a shop and is still trying to pay off
his debts. —Reuters

Bangladesh eyes deal with Malaysia to 
protect migrant workers from abuse

Demand to keep unofficial middlemen out of recruitment system

SEPANG: Foreign workers from Bangladesh wait at an airport car park. —Reuters

Pakistan says 
Taleban to 
reduce violence
ISLAMABAD: Pakistan’s foreign minister yes-
terday said the Taleban has shown “a willing-
ness” to reduce violence in war-torn
Afghanistan after more than 18 years fighting the
US, sparking speculation that a potential break-
through in talks with the Americans may be near.

Negotiations between the Taleban and the
US have repeatedly stalled, with Washington
calling on the insurgent group to reduce vio-
lence before they can resume. “Today, positive
progress has been made, the Taliban have shown
their willingness to reduce the violence, which
was a demand... it’s a step towards the peace
agreement,” said Pakistani foreign minister Shah
Mehmood Qureshi in a video statement. He gave
no further details. 

Zabihullah Mujahid, the official Taleban
spokesman, told AFP the Taleban was looking
into the comments.  The Taliban and the US were
on the brink of announcing a withdrawal deal in
September last year when President Donald

Trump abruptly declared the process “dead”,
citing Taliban violence.

Talks were later restarted between the two
sides in December in Qatar, but were paused
following an attack near the Bagram military
base in Afghanistan. Islamabad has helped facil-
itate the talks between the militants and Wash-
ington in Qatar over the past year, seeking an
agreement that would pave the way for a US
troop withdrawal from Afghanistan in return for
various security promises from the insurgents.
Pakistan was one of only three countries to rec-
ognize the Taleban regime, and its shadowy mil-
itary establishment-particularly the
Inter-Services Intelligence (ISI) — is widely be-
lieved to back the bloody insurgency in
Afghanistan. 

Islamabad denies the accusation. Any
agreement with the Taleban is expected to
have two main pillars-an American withdrawal
from Afghanistan and a commitment by the in-
surgents not to offer sanctuary to jihadists.
The Taleban’s relationship with Al-Qaeda was
the main reason cited for the US invasion
nearly 18 years ago. The Taleban have until
now refused to negotiate with the Afghan
government, which they consider an illegiti-
mate regime, raising fears that fighting will
continue regardless of any deal ironed out
with the Americans. —AFP

Relief as rain 
falls over 
Australian 
bushfires
NOWRA, Australia: Heavy rain fell across
parts of fire-ravaged eastern Australia yester-
day and more wet weather was forecast, giv-
ing some relief following months of
catastrophic blazes fuelled by climate change.
The fires, unprecedented for Australia in terms
of duration and intensity, have claimed 28 lives
and killed an estimated billion animals.

Sustained hot weather and rare periods of
light rain in the affected areas have deepened
the crisis. Downpours yesterday in the state of
New South Wales, where many of the worst
fires have burnt, offered hope that dozens of
blazes could be brought under control. “Relief
is here for a number of firefighters working
across NSW,” the state’s Rural Fire Service
said in a social media post accompanying
footage of rain falling in a burning forest. “Al-
though this rain won’t extinguish all fires, it will
certainly go a long way towards containment.”
Before the rains, there were 30 blazes burning
out of control in New South Wales.

Along the south coast of the state, locals
who witnessed towns and forests being de-
stroyed in recent weeks expressed cautious
hope. “We’re thrilled and so relieved to have
some dampness in the air because it makes
things safe for a little while,” Virginia Connor
told AFP near the town of Nowra.

“But we need more, we need lots more.”

Clear air 
Smoke from bushfires choked the southern

city of Melbourne from Monday to Wednes-
day, disrupting the build-up to next week’s
Australian Open tennis tournament. But thun-
derstorms late Wednesday cleared the smoke,
with the wet weather moving east throughout
yesterday towards fires in the southern state
of Victoria.  “Storms have improved air quality
in most parts of the state,” the Victorian Envi-
ronment Protection Agency said. More rain
was forecast for  Friday and the weekend
which, if it does fall, would be the most sus-
tained period of wet weather since the crisis
began in September last year.

Still, with January, February and March
typically seeing some of the hottest weather
in Australia, the bushfire crisis was far from
over. “We still have a long way to go,” said
Robyn Duell, a senior climatologist with the
Bureau of Meteorology.  “And with higher
temperatures, we’ll continue to see an elevated
risk of bushfires as we move through summer
and early autumn.” —AFP


