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Life without passports

TDT | Manama
Mohammed Zafran

Despite repeated warn-
ings, several employers 
in the Kingdom are tak-

ing advantage of the ignorance 
and innocence of labourers to 
confiscate their passports, ac-
cused a prominent trade union 
official. 

Employers have made it man-
datory for foreign labourers to 
hand over their passports upon 
reaching Kingdom for safe cus-
tody, Thampi Nagarjuna, Advi-
sor to the General Federation of 
Bahrain Trade Union, said. 

Foreign workers’ ignorant of 
their employment rights of the 
host country, or who might not 
have the will power to demand 
his rights, can be taken for ex-
ploitation. 

Most of the workers, Advisor 
Nagarjuna said, are coming from 
rural backgrounds. “They look 
at their village heads or employ-
ers as noble people whom they 
could trust blindly”. 

“So when they are asked to 
sign a blank paper or hand over 
their passport, they promptly 
oblige.”

This, he said, often leads the 
poor workers to traumatic ex-
periences making them further-
more vulnerable to exploitation. 

“They are subjected to work-
place exploitation and are often 
many times cheated by the em-
ployer,” he pointed out.  

“Holding constant inspection 
visits to companies is the only 
remedy,” he added.  

Thampi Nagarjuna is cur-
rently handling the case of In-
dian national Gurendar who was 
cheated by a company here.

“When Gurendar came to 
Bahrain he was promised a sal-
ary of BD 120.

“However, after reaching Bah-
rain, the company made him 
sign a document saying, ‘He is 
entitled to receive BD90.’”

 “Him being illiterate and ig-
norant, was not able to recognise 
the intensity of the situation he 
was in until it was too late. 

“He was not paid a salary at all 
for many months. 

“His passport was also taken 
by the company so he could not 
travel back to India.”

Above all, Thampi Nagarjuna 

said, the company demanded 
him to pay BD600 to get his pass-
port back. 

For a poor person like Guren-
dar, Thampi Nagarjuna said, “It 
was impossible, especially with 
a BD90 salary. 

Failing to get his passport 
back from ‘safe custody,  also left 
Gurendar to face the terrifying 
prospect of being stranded away 
from home, when his mother 
died.  

It was a heartbreaking expe-
rience and he was helpless.  His 
passport was with the employer 
and he is not getting it back.   

Gurendar also tried complain-
ing to authorities. 

Gurendar, Thampi Nagarjuna 
said, filed a complaint against 
his employer for confiscating his 
passport. However, the employ-
er denied having any knowledge 
of it. 

The case is currently ongoing. 
“In the meantime, he is still 

stranded here without a proper 
income,” said the Advisor to the 
General Federation of Bahrain 
Trade Union. 

Need regular inspections
Conducting regular inspection 

campaigns, Thampi Nagarjuna 
said, is the only option to prevent 
employers from doing violations. 
“All companies employing ex-
patriates, especially labourers, 
need to be inspected to check on 
violations such as holding of the 
employees’ passport.”  

Hold awareness campaigns 
Abdulkarim Radhi, the As-

sistant Secretary-General For 
Arab and International rela-
tion at the General Federation 
of Bahrain Trade Union, said, 
“There is a need for awareness 
campaigns to inform the workers 
of their rights.” 

“Many workers are igno-
rant about their rights and allow 
the employers to take advan-
tage of them. In many cases, a 
complaint with the concerned 
authorities can fix the whole 
situation but the employees are 
unaware of their rights.

“Therefore an awareness cam-
paign is needed to teach them 
about the rights they are entitled 
to and where they can go for 
support if they need it,” he said. 
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Gurendar 
was forced 

to accept the 
terrifying 

prospect of 
being stranded 

thousands of 
kilometres 
away from 

his homeland 
in Bahrain, 

when his 
mother died. 

He wanted to 
go but failed as 

his employer 
refused to 

give back his 
passport. He is 

still stranded 
here in 

Bahrain, with 
his passport 

in employer’s 
‘safe custody’

What if the employer refuses to give passport back?
 
• Without a court order, an employer has no right to hold an employee’s passport whatsoever. That practice 

represents a violation of freedom of movement in contravention of Article (19) (b) of the constitution, which 
ensures the freedom of movement of every person on the territory of Bahrain

 
• This practice (although quite common) amounts to criminal misappropriation and breach of trust i.e the employer 

got the passport lawfully (to process the residency permit and other formalities etc.) but retained it unlawfully 
(without the employee’s consent).

 
• The passport is personal property and is to be possessed solely by its rightful bearer/citizen. Also, note that most 

passports mention, ‘this passport is the property of the issuing government” therefore, no other party should be 
holding it.

 
• If the employee demands his passport back and the employer refuses to hand it over (in writing if possible), the 

employee should first contact the ministry of justice (diplomatic area).

•  Some employers/managers claim that this is the company’s policy or that they did not receive any official letters 
about that!

 
• Claiming ignorance of the law does not relieve the management from its legal responsibility. Laws must be 

followed once they are approved by the officials and published in the official gazette.
 
• Companies’ internal policies must not contradict with the law, and any policy or practice deemed as illegal must 

be immediately abandoned.

(Labour Market Regulatory Authority)

Karim Radhi and Thampi Nagarjun with Gurendar
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