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Kerala Return Emigrant Survey 2021:  

What Next for Return Migrants of Kerala? 

 

 
ABSTRACT 

This report concerns emigrants who returned to Kerala between May and December 2020 in 

the midst of the Covid-19 pandemic. We document the experiences of 1985 return 

emigrants (REM) through a quantitative survey conducted via Computer Assisted 

Telephonic Interviews (CATI). While the REM have been a demographically, politically 

and economically significant component of Kerala’s population, the COVID-19 REM 

represent a unique case in history that has the potential to not only affect the economy, 

society, and psyche of Kerala for many years to come, but to also provide valuable insights 

into the future of global labour migration governance.  
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1. Introduction 

Return emigration is an optional yet natural consequence of emigration. Considering the 

Kerala migration pattern which results in large swathes of emigrants located in the Gulf 

Cooperation Council (GCC) countries, where permanent residence remains a pipe dream, 

return migration is almost evidently on the cards for the average emigrant. The inevitability of 

return anchors their sense of self and their reference groups to the Kerala soil. The ubiquity of 

emigration opportunities from Kerala to GCC, although dwindling due to a competition in 

emigration from other states and nations, had led Keralites to begin substituting the gulf 

countries with newer destinations and the gradual formation of new migration corridors. 

However, in the early part of 2020, the world came to a temporary standstill due to the most 

unprecedented migration shock of the recent times. In this report, we investigate a unique 

survey data on 1985 individuals following the COVID-19 shock, which induced a massive 

wave of return emigration to Kerala. 

The COVID-19 global pandemic precipitated an unprecedented wave of return migration 

across the globe (Boillat and Zähringer, 2020; International Organization for Migration, 2020; 

Migration Data, 2021; World Bank Group and KNOMAD, 2020; 2021). This was very much 

the case for emigrants originating from India, especially in Kerala where an estimated 14.33 

lakh emigrants returned between May 2020 and April 2021 according to the speech delivered 

by the Finance Minister during his budget speech in 2021. This constitutes a significant share 

of the total number of 21 lakhs estimated to be living abroad from Kerala. (Rajan and 

Zachariah, 2019; Arokkiaraj., 2020; Harikrishnan, 2021; Purayil and Purayil, 2020; Philip, 

2021; Prakash, 2020). However, Kerala’s economy is unlike other Indian states, which send 

even more migrants, as the state domestic product crucially depends on remittances, 

comprising 36% of the State GDP. (Kannan and Hari, 2020; Prakash, 2020) Historically as 

well, international migration has been important in shaping the socio-economic and cultural 

trajectory of the state (Zachariah, Mathew and Rajan, 2001a; 2001b; 2003; Kannan and Hari, 

2020). Kerala’s impressive socioeconomic status and initial impressive response to Corona 

virus owes itself to the human capital accumulation that is inextricably linked to the migration 

phenomenon over the last four decades and the discussions of the Kerala model as both 

exemplary and as a paradox because of its unsustainability and over-reliance on migration. 

(George et al., 1998; Kurien, 1995; NP, 2013)  
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This context leads to several important questions that we answer in this report.  

Who are the COVID-19 return emigrants?  

Where did they return from? What were their employment conditions prior to return? 

How did they deal with the arduous process of return during a global pandemic? 

What are their future plans? Do they wish to stay or leave and have they already begun taking 

measures for either of these processes? 

What skills do they possess? 

What does their household situation say about their future plans? 

How can we define effective policies to support these REM? 

To answer these questions, this report utilises a recent survey conducted by the senior author, 

financed by the Research Program on International Migration of the Centre for Development 

Studies, Kerala. Our findings from thesurvey indicate that there is an underlying 

heterogeneity in the determinants of the current wave of return migration that has implications 

for both the migrants and the Kerala society at large. We document three categories of return 

migrants, namely: 

1) Normal return emigrants (NREM)  

2) Distress return emigrants (DREM) and 

3) Return to re-emigrate emigrants (RREM). 

The COVID-19 REM Survey was conducted from January to May 2021 on a total sample size 

of 1985 REM from 1871 households. The survey was conducted by the Centre for 

Development Studies (CDS) and the International Institute of Migration and Development 

(IIMAD) using Computer Assisted Telephonic Interviewing (CATI) method. The sample was 

randomly drawn from a partial list of expatriates who returned to Kerala from any 

international destination during April 2020 to November 2020. The sample is not weighted by 

the population of the districts, and hence lacks representativeness on that dimension and is 

broadly a non-probability sample. The questionnaire is divided into sections regarding the 

emigration history of the REM, the demographic and family characteristics, return experience, 

future plans, remittances, and household assets (see the appendix for the questionnaire). We 

report results on these topics in the following sections. 
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Who are the COVID-19 Return Emigrants? 

2.1 Categorising the REM 

In this section, we expand on the determinants of return of the REM during the COVID-19 

wave of return emigration. Based on previous return migrant episodes during crises such as 

the global financial crisis in 2008-09 and an initial COVID-19 survey of REM also conducted 

by the Centre for Development Studies, we crystallised a list of reasons for return of 

emigrants during such episodes. (Zachariah, Nair and Rajan, 2001; 2006; Zachariah and 

Rajan, 2010; 2011; Rajan and Akhil, 2019; 2022; Rajan and Batra, 2022; Rajan and Pattah, 

2022) From this list, we observed three broad categories of REM: normal REM (NREM), 

distressed REM (DREM), and REM who returned to re-emigrate. (RREM) (Rajeev, 2021) We 

classify NREM (reasons 1-5 in Table 1) as those who could have returned as part of their 

planned migration cycle (with the possibility that the date of return was advanced by the 

pandemic), the DREM (reasons 6-15 in Table 1) as those directly affected by the pandemic in 

various ways, and hence were forced to return, and NREM as those who returned with some 

strategic intention to migrate again. The degree of involuntariness differs in either case, and is 

more pronounced for the DREM. Migration of a family member tends to be a decision made 

at the household level keeping in mind several factors and with an overall time horizon that 

relates to the utility preferences of the family and the individual jointly (Djajic and Milbourne, 

n.d.). These preferences are part of what determines the destination, the expected time spent 

in the destination, and the planned date of return (if any), apart from fixed characteristics prior 

to emigration such as education or training that also influence these decisions and the 

resulting wage differentials. In Table 1, we observe for these three categories of REM, the 

frequency of primary reason for return.  

The majority (1751 REM) of our sample are DREM which suggests that the impact of 

COVID-19 was felt across the sample in multiple ways. They represent the REM workforce 

that could potentially be unsatisfied with their migration experience and are also likely to 

require immediate help from reintegration programs. It is also clear that roughly 50 per cent 

of the sample lost their job as a result of COVID-19, while 25 per cent of the sample returned 

because of the adverse social protection conditions for migrant workers, as several migrants 

workers live in accommodations and settings that could worsen their health vulnerabilities 

during a pandemic (Martin, 2016). The 94 NREM in Table 1 may have either advanced their 
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normal plans to return or faced a delay for their intended return date, but were able to 

repatriate safely.  

In Table 1, we also see the third category of the REM who returned in order to re-migrate. 

Such incentives connect broadly to theories such as the life-cycle model of repeat migration 

which is based on overall stock of human capital in the household, and to the temporary 

nature of migration that constitutes major migration corridors, such as the Gulf Corridor in 

which 90 per cent emigrants from Kerala reside (Dierx, 1988; Zachariah and Rajan, 2011; 

Rajan and Zachariah, 2019). 

Table 1: Frequency of primary reason for return by REM type 

  Number 

 Primary reason for return NREM DREM RREM Others Total 

1.  To Retire 28 0 0 0 28 

2.  Missed Family 29 0 0 0 29 

3.  Care for Elderly 11 0 0 0 11 

4.  Accomplished Goals 13 0 0 0 13 

5.  Prefer to Work in Kerala 13 0 0 0 13 

6.  Lost Job/Laid Off 0 955 0 0 955 

7.  Illness/Accident 0 70 0 0 70 

8.  Expiry of Contract 0 89 0 0 89 

9.  Scared Due to COVID -19 0 461 0 0 461 

10.  Compulsory Expatriation 0 36 0 0 36 

11.  Low Wages 0 58 0 0 58 

12.  Poor Working Conditions 0 27 0 0 27 

13.  Nationalization policy 0 7 0 0 7 

14.  Visiting Visa Expired 0 20 0 0 20 

15.  Cancellation of Employment Visa 0 28 0 0 28 

16.  To remigrate to another Destination or 

Same Destination for Different Job 

0 0 18 0 18 

17.  Others (Specify) 0 0 0 122 122 

 Total 94 1751 18 122 1,985 

Even though the number of RREM is negligible in the context of the whole sample (18/1985), 

it is interesting to look at the metadata of the survey itself. Being a CATI survey with strict 

adherence to ethical guidelines for interviews on human subjects, we elicited consent before 

beginning the questionnaire over the phone. Of the 353 respondents who refused to consent to 

being interviewed, several of them stated that their reason for refusal was that the REM had 

already re-emigrated. This could have been both due to the nature of the pandemic at the time 

of survey permitting such travel and return, and the time during which the survey was 

conducted since the first wave of the pandemic. Finally, among the ‘other’ types of REM in 
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Table 1 which consists of 122 REM, the prominent reasons were ‘personal reasons at home’, 

‘marriage’ and ‘completion of projects.’  

2.2 Country of Destination 

The majority of emigrants to the Gulf are emigrants who work and live in the Gulf 

Cooperation Council (GCC) countries (Rajan and Zacharriah, 2019). In the case of return 

emigration, the dynamics of return vary widely based on the factors necessitating voluntary 

or involuntary return. COVID-19 is a seismic wave which affected all areas in a similar 

manner with respect to the initial half of mobility. However, the aftermath and recovery has 

been heterogeneous among countries. This, along with the nature of employment in the 

GCC, as well as the non-probability sampling nature of the respondents might have been 

responsible for the distribution of REM in our sample, based on their countries of 

destination, or in this case, return during COVID-19. Almost 99 per cent of them are from 

GCC countries with 3 returning from the United Kingdom and Australia (see Figure 1) 

Figure 1: Map indicating the countries of destination/return of REM 

 

2.3 Districts of Origin in Kerala 

The sample covers REM originating from all districts in Kerala (Figure 2). The high share 

of Kozhikode and Malappuram is indicative of their increasing presence among REM to the 

GCC. The distribution of migrants roughly corresponds to previous survey estimates of 

REM location by district (Zachariah and Rajan, 2010; Rajan and Zachariah, 2019). While 
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this may be a statistical coincidence, the sample exhibits some statistical merits pertaining to 

the weak law of large numbers, thereby lending some credence to the inferences made based 

on it.  

Figure 2: Map indicating the district of origin of REM
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2.4 Other Characteristics of the REM 

More than half of the return emigrants are below 39 years of age (Figure 3). We take a look 

at the age profiles of the three categories of REM. NREM are the oldest (average age 45.8), 

DREM younger (39.5), and RREM the youngest (34.8). Despite the constrained sample size 

in 2 out of 3 cases, this is consistent with our expectations based on the typologies of 

circular migration in this context. We would expect migrants to make decisions regarding 

permanent return from a temporary migration setting as they get older and have fulfilled 

their income targets from the migration episode, while migrants who returned in distress or 

self-select themselves into a category of unsatisfied migrants, as represented by the feeling 

that their return was forced, would be relatively younger (Harigovind, 2021; Purayil and 

Purayil, 2020). We expect RREM to be younger than NREM and we see that it is indeed the 

case, although a larger sample would have enriched this discussion. 

Figure 3: Age distribution of return emigrants in Kerala 

 
Figure 4: Percentage of REM by religion 
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Further, slicing the sample by religion, we see that 49 per cent of the sample households are 

Muslim, 35 per cent Hindu, and 15 per cent Christian (Figure 4). About 93% of the 

respondents are male and the rest female. 78 per cent of the samples are from rural localities 

while 22 per cent are urban.   

3. Nature of Stay in the Country of Destination 

3.1 Economic Activity 

Let us first examine the economic activity of the REM (Table 2). We observe that the 

majority of them are employed in the private sector. Our sample mostly covers persons who 

held some kind of job in this location. However, when we cross-tabulate with the category of 

visa held by these workers, we notice that a large share of these workers do not have valid job 

visas. Of the 572 REM indicated in the ‘others’ category, 99 per cent stated that their job visas 

were either cancelled or expired. 

Table 2: Economic Activity based on Visa Category of REM 

 Visa Category 

Economic Activity Amnesty Valid 

 job visa 

Valid  

visiting visa 

Others Total 

Employed in Govt. 0 32 2 11 45 

Employed in Semi Govt 1 41 2 5 49 

Employed in Private Sector 38 1021 35 508 1602 

Self-employment 1 74 3 12 90 

Unpaid Family Work 0 5 2 0 7 

Agricultural Labourer 0 4 0 1 5 

Non-agricultural 4 118 5 33 160 

Job Seekers 1 5 7 2 15 

Job Not Required 0 0 1 0 1 

Homemaker 0 1 0 0 1 

Others 1 9 0 0 10 

Total 46 1310 57 572 1985 

3.2 Occupation and Number of Jobs Held  

In terms of migration history, 80 per cent of the sample had worked previously in only 1 

country (held 1 job), 16 per cent worked in 2 countries (held 2 jobs). The maximum number 

of countries they worked in and jobs held was both 5. Almost all of the sample held jobs in 

any of the seven GCC countries and were overrepresented as opposed to the larger sample 

estimates from previous surveys, and this could be a direct result of the adverse situation 

faced by migrants in the GCC countries which prompted their return during the COVID 

crisis’ first waves (Mitra et al., 2020; Sircar, 2020).  The last location that the REM returned 
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from is important for a variety of reasons. First, the nature of migration episodes in this 

location in terms of temporary vs permanent can also influence the type of REM we observe. 

In several cases of DREM, the status of the visa is linked to the location itself, as the Gulf 

Migration corridor tends to be characterised mostly by temporary labour migration because of 

the labour laws for immigrant labour. In these locations, permanent migration is possible only 

by continuing the cycle inter-generationally, but with little guarantee administratively and 

also perhaps more favourably for higher income-skilled migrants. Table 3 highlights the 

occupations of the REM-by-REM type.  

Table 3: Occupations of REM-by-REM type 

Occupation 
Number 

NREM DREM RREM Other Total 

Business Owners 5 45 0 9 59 

Construction Sector 15 295 3 15 328 

Restaurant and Hospitality 5 251 2 18 276 

Medical Services 13 75 3 7 98 

Domestic Workers/Drivers 11 226 1 17 255 

Government Employees 6 14 0 0 20 

Industrial Employees 23 336 4 14 377 

Banking and Finance 1 58 1 3 63 

Education Employees 1 36 1 3 41 

Other Services (Including 

Human Resources Staffs) 

5 153 3 14 175 

Others 9 262 0 22 293 

Total 94 1751 18 122 1985 

Several of the DREM belong to sectors such as construction, hospitality, domestic work, and 

industrial work which correspond with additional vulnerability during crises. It becomes clear 

that the hypothesised differences between the categories are determined by several factors 

ranging from fixed pre-migration characteristics like age and education, to factors central to 

the migration episode itself. The median salary reported among the return migrants is INR 

36,000 at the last job prior to return because of COVID-19.  

3.3 Industry 

We also take a look at the industry the REM work in. In this case, we tabulate on the country 

of destination or last return in Figure 5. This is illustrative of the sectoral composition of these 

locations as well as the skill compositions required by these industries. 
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Figure 5: Industry and Country of Destination of REM 

 

3.4 Type of Accommodation 

Further investigating the conditions of work/stay in the country of destination which could 

provide additional insight into the categorisation of the REM, we tabulate the type of 

accommodation of the REM-by-REM type in table 4. The DREM live in harsh conditions 

such as ‘Dormitory Beds in Labour Camps’, while the NREM seem to occupy more 

comfortable housing options. 

Table 4: Types of Accommodation by REM type 

Type of accommodation DREM NREM Other RREM Total 

Individual Studio Apartment 10.2 27.7 23.8 27.8 12.0 

Shared Apartment with One 

Person 

12.4 15.9 13.1 16.7 12.6 

Shared Apartment with More Than 

One Person 

54.6 43.6 46.7 33.3 53.4 

Single Room in Labour Camp 4.9 5.3 0.8 11.1 4.7 

Dormitory Bed in Labour Camp 12.1 3.2 4.1 11.1 11.2 

Others (Specify) 5.8 4.3 11.5 0.0 6.1 

Total 100 100 100 100 100 

3.4 Duration of Stay in the Country of Destination 

In table 5, we compare the duration of stay based on the country of destination. At least a 

quarter of the REM in all countries is veteran emigrants who have spent morethan 20 years in 

their respective destination countries. A similar share is also new emigrants having spent less 
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than 4 years in these destinations.  

Table 5: Percentage distribution of Return Emigrants’ duration of stay in the destination 

countries 

Countries <1 

years 

1-4  

years 

5-9  

years 

10-14  

years 

15-19 

years 

>20 

years 

Total 

Bahrain 7.7 24.4 15.0 12.4 8.4 32.1 100.0 

Kuwait 7.8 25.1 22.8 9.4 8.2 26.7 100.0 

Oman 7.1 29.9 11.6 19.9 6.6 24.9 100.0 

Doha 9.8 23.6 22.4 8.6 4.0 31.6 100.0 

Saudi Arabia 2.5 18.8 19.9 13.6 8.7 36.5 100.0 

United Arab Emirates 7.8 22.5 19.0 16.6 8.0 26.1 100.0 

Total 6.4 23.2 18.5 13.9 7.8 30.2 100.0 

In table 6 we tabulate this based on the primary reason of return. We see that among the 

DREM who lost their jobs, a large share (more than half) falls in the 0-4 year category. These 

DREM would have just begun finding their feet in these destinations since emigrating. 

Usually REM, conditional on initial characteristics face a gestation period before they can 

remit to their families, and the composition of the remittance also varies, with time spent 

abroad being positively correlated to the amount of remittance that can be channelled towards 

savings or investments as opposed to the immediate requirements for consumption smoothing 

or debt and interest payments. This relationship however, reduces their resilience to stay 

behind during a crisis. In all cases, we see that NREM are less than 10% of the proportion of 

emigrants based on duration.  

Table 6: Percentage share of return emigrants’ reason for return 

and the duration of stay in the destination countries 

Reason of return <1 

years 

1-4 

years 

5-9  

years 

10-14 

years 

15-19 

years 

>20 

years 
Total 

To Retire 0.0 0.2 0.5 1.5 0.0 3.5 1.4 

Missed Family 0.0 1.1 2.2 0.7 0.7 2.2 1.5 

Care for Elderly 0.0 0.7 0.5 0.0 0.7 0.8 0.6 

Accomplished Goals  0.0 0.0 0.0 0.7 0.7 1.7 0.7 

Work in Kerala 0.8 0.2 0.8 0.4 1.3 0.8 0.7 

Lost Job 57.9 53.1 51.4 45.8 53.6 40.4 48.2 

Illness 0.8 3.3 2.7 4.0 4.6 4.2 3.5 

Expiry of Contract 3.2 5.5 4.4 7.3 0.0 4.0 4.5 

Due to Covid-19 18.2 20.5 21 30.2 22.9 23.9 23.0 

Compulsory Expatriation 0.8 1.5 2.2 1.8 1.9 2.0 1.8 

Low Wages 1.6 2.2 3.6 1.5 2.6 4.2 2.9 

Poor Working Condition 3.2 1.1 1.1 1.1 2.6 1.2 1.4 

Nationalization Policy 0.0 0.4 0.0 0.0 0.6 0.7 0.4 

Visiting Visa Expired 5.6 1.3 0.3 0.7 0.6 0.5 1.0 
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Reason of return <1 

years 

1-4 

years 

5-9  

years 

10-14 

years 

15-19 

years 

>20 

years 
Total 

Cancellation of 

Employment visa 
1.6 0.4 1.9 0.7 1.3 2.2 1.4 

To migrate to another 

destination 
0.0 1.5 0.0 0.7 1.3 1.2 0.9 

Others (Specify) 6.3 7.0 7.4 2.9 4.6 6.5 6.1 

Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 

4. Cost of Emigration 

4.1 Costs Incurred during Emigration to Country of Destination/Last Return 

Migrating to foreign destination involves some costs which are commonly referred to in the 

literature as the cost of emigration. The cost of emigration has an impact on the duration of 

stay, the remittances sent, and the decision to return. Figure 6 shows the percentage 

distribution of the amounts of costs incurred among the REM. We see that the mode occurs 

at the lower tail of the distribution, suggesting that the overall costs have lowered in the past 

few years. Both Central and State Governments have made several efforts to regularise and 

streamline the emigration process and this has enabled several REM to reduce their search 

costs by bypassing the recruitment agents. We see a breakup of these costs among all REM 

based on the types of costs incurred in figure 7. Approximately 12 per cent of the REM have 

availed the services of any recruitment agent, going up to 15 per cent when we include 

intermediaries. Among this, the larger share is for registered agents which are subsidized 

over time. The bulk of costs are towards air tickets, visas and medical tests required for the 

emigration process. However, given the COVID-19 situation, future migration streams may 

have to spend more on medical tests and other pre-emigration formalities for their 

emigration purpose. 

Figure 6: Percentage distribution of Costs of Emigration 
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Figure 7: Percentage distribution of Types of Costs of Emigration 

 

These costs of emigration are met by the REM either from their savings or borrowing of 

some sort. In figure 8, we investigate the percentage share of these sources of funding. The 

bulk comes in the form of personal savings and borrowings from friends and relatives. This 

is common among REM who depend extensively on their networks both at home and abroad 

for emigration purposes, not just in terms of funding required, but also for information and 

logistical help and advice. Since most households in Kerala have some kind of Gulf 

connection, it is possible to leverage these during the times of requirement. The perception 

of stable and good returns to emigration encourages such lending. We also see a good share 

of mortgages of landed property, which further supports the returns to emigration 

investment among households 

Figure 8: Type of Sources of Funding for Emigration 
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5. Repatriation Details 

In this section we investigate the experience of return during COVID-19 among the REM. 

This is in continuation to an already completed survey on COVID-19 led Return Migration 

conducted earlier by Centre for Development Studies (Rajan and Batra, 2022). Here we 

explore the key aspects of the process of return. 

5.1 Visa Status 

We saw that several REM had been staying in these locations with expired or cancelled 

visas and holding various jobs, mostly in the private sector (see Tables 2 and 3). To go 

deeper into the current status of the visa at the time of survey, which also gives a measure of 

future plans of these REM, we investigated their current visa status. We found that 51 per 

cent had expired visas, 32 per cent had valid visas, and the rest had their visas suspended.  

5.2 Quarantine and Return Expenses 

In figure 9, we see that more than half the expenses of quarantine were borne by the REM. 

However, almost 38 per cent of the expenses or facilities for quarantine were provided by 

the state government. This could have partly been due to the preference among some 

individuals for their own accommodations or availability of suitable quarantine facilities for 

the REM. Several efforts were made by the government to provide not just quarantine 

facilities but also various provisions in terms of food to the REM during their stay. 

Figure 9: Percentage distribution of Quarantine Costs by Whom it was borne 

 
5.3 Mode of Return, Cost Incurred, and Repatriation Information  

We also surveyed the type of flights that were availed by the REM for the purpose of return. 

In table 7, we tabulate it along with the cost incurred for each option. These costs would 
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have a bearing on the experience faced by the emigrant during return. We see that a large 

share of the flights that costs below Rs.10,000 were the government provided Vande Bharat 

Flights. The costs varied based on location given that the government had regulated a fixed 

tariff for these flights. Higher costs above Rs.30,000 are largely for chartered flights availed 

by individuals who had that level of purchasing power. 

Table 7: Percentage of return emigrants with status of flight ticket fare and types of flights 

Flightticket 

fare 

Vande Bharat 

Flights 

Chartered 

Flight 

Others Don’t  

Know 
Total 

<10000 70.8 20.8 4.2 4.2 100.0 

10000-20000 74.4 17.4 5.9 2.3 100.0 

20000-30000 60.2 35.5 2.7 1.6 100.0 

30000-40000 41.5 57.3 1.2 0.0 100.0 

40000-50000 19.5 76.8 2.4 1.2 100.0 

>50000 46.0 36.7 7.2 10.1 100.0 

Total 53.7 36.1 5.0 5.2 100.0 

We also enquired whether these REM faced delays in getting a response to any enquiries 

they made to the Ministry of External Affairs Portal and to the state government portal 

(NORKA) respectively. Roughly 40 per cent and 60 per cent REM had made any enquiries 

to these two portals respectively. Of those who contacted, 35 per cent and 44 per cent 

received no communication before their return while 30 per cent and 29 per cent received 

any communication in less than two weeks from the Ministry of External Affairs Portal and 

(NORKA) respectively. 

6. Wage Theft 

The survey also included a module to capture instances of wage theft among REM. In 

addition, qualitative interviews were also conducted based on REM identified in the 

quantitative wage theft module (more details, Rajan and Akhil, 2021; 2022). Wage theft 

occurs when an employer pays less than that what is legally owed to the employee, and is 

prevalent in almost every industry in the world. It also includes the payment of salaries below 

the minimum wage, non-payment of overtime allowances, non-payment of contractually 

owed benefits, non-negotiated reduction of salaries as well as the retention of dues upon one’s 

contract termination (MFA 2021, Foley and Piper 2021). Apart from denial of wage, other 

forms of wage theft also include wage deduction under false pretences, delay in wage 
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payments, extra working hours, and false charges against the worker. The common forms of 

wage theft apart from direct denial of wage during the pandemic are the following
1
: 

• Wage deduction in the name of insurance, medical check-up and other services offered by 

administration 

• No timely payment of wages 

• False promises on payment and dues in which worker cannot make claims after a particular 

period 

• Malpractices in the calculation of leave entitlements 

• Periodic payment of indemnity leads to loss of money for the workers 

• No mandatory payment of due and benefits during termination and deportation  

• Lack of awareness of workers on the labour laws help the employer to escape from paying 

compensation for unjustified termination 

• Establish false charges/cases against workers 

• Extra hours work 

These various forms of wage theft indicates that the issue does not only affect the regular 

contractual labourers in the destination countries but also the workers who are employed in 

informal and irregular situations. Many irregular workers who do not work based on a legal 

employment contract are also experienced denial of wages and dues during the pandemic. The 

COVID-19 pandemic exacerbated the pre-existing vulnerabilities in the precarious social 

conditions of emigrant workers in several migration corridors.  

6.1 Wage theft among REM 

In the survey, we observed instances of wage theft among the Kerala REM. Among the 47 per 

cent who lost their jobs, 39 per cent have reported non-payment of wages or dues as well as a 

reduction in wages. As per the above-mentioned types of wage theft considered for the study, 

table 8 indicates the wage theft experienced by migrants in various situations during the 

pandemic. Among the workers who were asked to resign by the employers, 40.9% of the 

workers experienced wage theft.Among those who managed to work during the initial months 

                                                 
1Reported by migrant workers during Justice for wage theft campaign by Migrant Forum in Asia. Accessed from 

http://mfasia.org/migrantforumasia/wp-content/uploads/2021/04/MFA_Crying-Out-for-
Justice_04.12.pdf 

http://mfasia.org/migrantforumasia/wp-content/uploads/2021/04/MFA_Crying-Out-for-Justice_04.12.pdf
http://mfasia.org/migrantforumasia/wp-content/uploads/2021/04/MFA_Crying-Out-for-Justice_04.12.pdf
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of the pandemic, 8.8 per cent worked without wages and later lost their jobs, while 18.2 per 

cent faced reduction in wages. Likewise, 10.9% of the workers whose work visas were not 

extended experienced wage theft. As shown in table 9, there is a positive correlation between 

the duration of stay and the non-payment of wages as measured by percentage of workers who 

did not receive any wages. 61.1 per cent of workers who did not receive their wages and 

benefits had experience of more than 5 years. On the other hand, several workers who had 

been there for shorter time periods received their wages before return. This could be a supply 

side effect from the employer, forsaking good relations with the older employees who 

probably are not considered valuable due to their age. The opposite evidence of preserving 

good relations with younger employees also supports this suggestion, as they return when the 

economic activities pick up again. However, there could also be a demand-side effect as the 

older more experienced workers were either: 1) more prone to the virus and/or 2) had more 

family members to support at home as they were the heads of their respective families and 

had more vulnerabilities that exposed them to such practices and reduced their negotiating 

power. 

Table 8: Wage theft in various situations of work during the pandemic 

Common situations of wage theft Percentage of the victims of wage theft 
Asked to resign 40.9 

Advised to travel back without salary 10.7 
No extension of work visa 10.9 

Work without wages 8.8 
Salary reduction 18.2 

Threatened to terminate 3.1 
Others 7.4 
Total 100 

 

Table 9: Duration of stay and non-payment of wages, 2021 

 Duration of Stay in Years Yes 

<1 year 8.6 

1-2 year 10.5 

2-5 years 19.8 

5-10 years 20.4 

10-20 years 26.7 

Above 20 years 14.1 

Total 100.0 
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Evidence from the qualitative interviews also supports these suggestions. Ramesh (not real 

name) was a foreman in an oil company, where he worked for the past 17 years. He returned 

home after having been terminated from his job. He says: 

“I did not take any leave with salary for the past six years since I thought I will get it once I 

leave this country forever. I considered it as savings for the future. During the Covid-19 

pandemic, company had to cut down its operations and I was asked to go on leave first and 

later on, terminated. Now the employer owes my leave salary of six years, gratuity and airfare 

for the return flight ticket. They have terminated almost all workers with more than 10 years 

of work experience. Now we realise that it was an attempt by the company to steal our 

money” 

Table 9: Breakdown of non-payment of dues and benefits reported by Return migrants, 2021 

Dues and Benefits Percent 

Air ticket 5.6 

Gratuity 6.4 

Medical benefits 1.6 

COVID-19 Related Medical Benefits 0.7 

Family Visa 0.4 

Family Air Tickets 0.4 

HRA 0.8 

Incentives 3.5 

Severance pay 5.6 

Others – Not reported 6.0 

No Dues Remaining 84.1 

A breakdown of dues and other benefits shows that 5 percent of the workers who lost jobs 

were denied of all benefits such as gratuity, severance pay, air ticket and other benefits 

(Table 9) 

6.2 Wage theft based on Occupation 

As mentioned above, workers in the industry sector experienced a relatively dignified return. 

However, around 11 per cent of the workers were advised to leave without salary. They have 

not received any assurance from the employers about the payment of their wages at any stage 

of repatriation. The workers from construction (13.8 per cent), hospitality sector (11.5 per 

cent) and domestic workers (9.4 per cent) suffered most because of the unwillingness from the 

part of the employers to pay wages and dues. However, only 3 per cent of the workers who 

lost the job were threatened with termination from the job. Apart from this, 7 per cent 
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respondents in the construction sector as well as workers in all other sectors did not encounter 

any threat from the employer during the pandemic. The workers in the other service sectors 

such as medical services, banking and financial services and education did not face the issue 

of wage theft or forceful repatriation without paying their dues. The workers in the sectors 

that were affected severely during the pandemic were more prone to ‘wage theft’. A floor 

manager named Dinesh who worked in a famous restaurant chain in the UAE claims: 

“I had not received any salary from the month of February as a result of the collapse of the 

tourism industry. My employer provided free accommodation and food during this period but 

no other support was extended. The owner could have paid if he had wanted to, since they 

were financially sound, but I did not make any demand because I knew that no business was 

happening then. I was asked to go on an unpaid leave by handing over a termination letter so 

that the firm won’t be in trouble for not paying the salary. Most of the restaurant and hotel 

owners in the UAE did the same since there was not much protection for the hotel and 

restaurant staff”.  

Not only did the issue worsen because the workers with low-skill portfolios are more 

vulnerable and lack social protection as well as bargaining power, but also because of the 

structural issues relating to the dynamics of such emigration. Several emigrants from Kerala 

emigrate on visiting visas and seek employment in industries that are less formal, and this 

excludes them from any social protection coupled with the lack of grievance redressal 

mechanisms that exist for their benefit.  

6.3 Grievance redressal 

Among the REM who lost their jobs since March 2020, only 3 per cent were given any advice 

on how to address wage thefts of any form. However, even though social workers and legal 

channels existed for such redressal, the respondents were reluctant to comments on the nature 

of the workplace and concerns. The imbalance of power dynamics is reflected in their 

hesitation to go against the brass, perhaps in an attempt to preserve future job prospects in 

these locations, where workers’ rights have considerably non-existent. 

The lack of knowledge and poor accessibility to the existing grievance redressal mechanisms 

are also prevent workers from addressing their concerns. Around three forth of the 

respondents have not even heard about MADAD, the grievance redressal platform by 

government of India. The only solution to ensure the rights of the migrants who lost wages 

and other benefits at the destination country is the strengthening of grievance redressal 
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mechanism. A simplified orientation on the access to legal justice at the destination country 

shall also help the workers to retrieve the lost wages and benefits.  

7. Future Plans of REM: What Next for Kerala’s Return Emigrants? 

In the REM survey, we asked questions regarding the future plans of the REM. About 59 per 

cent of the REM wanted to re-emigrate to either get a new job or to the same job as before. 30 

per cent of the REM wished to reintegrate into the Kerala society by seeking a new job while 

13 per cent wished to start a business. In table 10, we also relate the future plan by the REM 

categories we designed based on the primary reason for return. We see that a little more than 

half of the DREM are unsatisfied with their migration experience and are eager to re-emigrate 

for employment. However, 44 per cent of the DREM wish to work in Kerala either in a new 

job or to start their own business. We also see that 68 per cent of the NREM do not wish to re-

emigrate and are building their future plans on their intended lives in Kerala. For them, the 

return due to the COVID-19 pandemic may not matter in the longer scheme. 

Table 10: Future Plans of REM-by-REM type 

Future Plan Number 

What is your future plan? DREM NREM Other RREM Total 

Start a New Business in Kerala 236 20 11 1 268 

Re-emigrate to Get a New Job 589 6 23 13 631 

Re-emigrate to the Same Job as 

Before 

280 22 57 2 361 

Retired from Work 51 20 1 1 73 

Seek new Job in Kerala 538 24 27 0 589 

Other 57 2 3 1 63 

Total 1751 94 122 18 1985 

7.1 REM Who Wish to Re-migrate 

Given that several of the REM in the sample wish to re-migrate, it is important to understand 

the determinants of this decision. An important factor is the presence of networks. 54 per cent 

of the sample had some kind (friends, family) of networks abroad before the time of the 

COVID-19 lockdown. More than 60 per cent of the REM who wish to re-emigrate have some 

kinds of network abroad. This could be part of a diaspora effect that incentivises emigration 

because of the presence of familiar connections (Munshi, 2016).  

Given the long history of international migration from Kerala, there are several government 

programmes that support prospective migrants including the REM who intend to re-migrate. 

However, 66.3 per cent of the sample is unaware of any such scheme. But then again, such 
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programmes could also go under the radar due to lack of awareness or  aggressive 

campaigning of such programmes, or due to the informal nature of migration networks in 

addition to the proliferation of agencies. In fact, 65 per cent of the REM who expressed a 

desire to re-migrate are unaware of any of the 5 schemes mentioned in the survey. 28 per cent 

of the total REM sample had heard of at least one scheme, while 3 per cent had heard of at 

least 2. Among these schemes, the most popular one is the NRK ID cards and insurance cards 

scheme. (NORKA, n.d.-b) Despite the awareness, a negligible share of REM had availed 

and/or benefited from these schemes. 

An important factor that can help determine labour prospects is also the skills possessed and 

acquired by the REM. (ILO, 2007; Mueller, n.d.) The survey elicited information about 

professional, managerial, and manual skills acquired by the REM while they were in their 

foreign locations. Among professional skills that relate immediately to the specific occupation 

they were involved in, 87 per cent did not acquire any skill. Among managerial skills which 

relate to several roles across different office positions, 83 per cent did not acquire any new 

skill. Among manual skills, which connote transferable skills that can be employed across a 

range of professions in multiple fields, 30 per cent acquired at least one. The most popular 

skill acquired was driving, by 16.5 per cent of the sample, and the second most common was 

that of an electrician. Among any other skills acquired, the most popular was that of cooking, 

by 7 per cent of the REM. Around 50 per cent of the REM who had acquired any of the above 

skills, expressed intentions to re-migrate, while those who expressed a desire to retire had not 

acquired many skills.  

7.2 REM Who Wish to Re-integrate 

We now turn to the REM in the sample who expressed a desire to re-integrate into the Kerala 

society and seek employment. On the question of whether they had begun any start-up 

enterprises, 13 per cent of the REMs responded that they have. These business endeavours 

ranged from service ventures in food and supermarkets, hospitality, grooming, information 

and technology, workshops and repair shops and transportation, to agricultural ventures 

including poultry farms, furniture shops, and manufacturing agencies. Regarding more 

tangible schemes like the SWADES scheme by the government of India, 92 per cent were 

unaware of such schemes, while 90% of those who were aware were not intending to register 

or had not done so. (Bureau, 2020) Among regional programmes, 27 per cent of the REM had 

heard of the 2018 NORKA rehabilitation policy that allowed REM to take loans for their 
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ventures in Kerala, but only 4 per cent of them had availed this scheme. Another scheme is 

NORKA’s Department Projects for Return Emigrants (NDPREM) for the benefit of those 

who intend to start a new business and 84 per cent of the REM were unaware of this scheme, 

while only 6 REMs had availed it (NORKA, n.d.-a).  

We also elicited their awareness of government programs for the rehabilitation of REM who 

have retired from work. 84 per cent were unaware of the schemes listed. 11 per cent of the 

REMs were aware of the The Kerala Non-Resident Keralites’ Welfare Board’s Welfare 

Schemes such as the Pension Schemes, Family Pension Schemes, Medical Aid, Death 

Assistance, etc. About 4 per cent of the REMs were aware of the Mahatma Gandhi 

PravasiSurakshaYojana (Kerala, n.d.; MEA, n.d.).In general, the higher awareness towards 

state level programmes is comparatively better. However, for the first programme, of the 69 

individuals who had availed its services, only 8 benefited while 7 out of the 22 who availed 

the second programme benefited from it.  

The question of skills also relates to those who wish to seek work in Kerala. On the question 

of whether a reorientation and job placement programme would be useful to get work in 

Kerala, 52 per cent of the overall REM replied affirmatively and57 per cent of those 

respondents whose future plan is to seek work in Kerala expressed support for such a 

program. 

7.3 Assets owned by REM 

Table 11 presents the distribution of the number of immovable assets owned REM along with 

theirfuture plans. These assets include house, land and buildings, land outside Kerala, 

apartments, and vehicles such as taxis and buses. 74 per cent and 60 per cent of REM who 

wish to migrate to get a new job or to the same job respectively had not been able to purchase 

any of these assets. Of those who intended to retire, 26 per cent had not purchased any such 

assets while 49 per cent had purchased at least one. This hints at theories of consumerism that 

are particularly prevalent among aspiring societies in developing countries, wherein 

households harbour a desire to own certain assets, especially to emulate consumption 

practices of those in their societal reference groups (Osella and Osella, 2000; Paulose and 

Varghese, 2016). Such desire to emulate has been documented to be a determinant for 

migration in Kerala society (Pattath, 2020). Of the assets documented in the survey, the most 

common immovable asset purchased was a house, by 31 per cent of the REM. The preference 

to build/purchase a house through emigration and remittances has been well documented in 
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Kerala, and among other migrant sending societies. Overall, 63 per cent of the REM did not 

acquire any of these assets, and this in general indicates that re-migration will be an important 

aspiration going forward, in the post-pandemic world. 

Table 11: Distribution of the number of immovable assets owned by the future plan of REM 

Number of 

immovable 

assets owned 

Start a 

new 

business 

in Kerala 

Re-

emigrate  

to Get a 

New Job 

Re-emigrate 

to the Same 

 Job as 

Before 

Retired 

from  

Work 

Seek 

new  

Job in  

Kerala 

Other Total 

Zero 

immovable  

assets 

purchased 

142 470 216 19 382 23 1252 

1 92 136 115 35 157 32 567 

2 32 24 26 15 49 6 152 

3 2 1 3 3 1 2 12 

4 0 0 1 1 0 0 2 

Total 268 631 361 73 589 63 1985 

Similarly, the survey also elicited questions regarding the consumer assets owned by the 

REM. These assets include personal vehicles, household appliances such as washing 

machines, air conditioners, induction stoves, and personal-use electronics such as mobile 

phones and televisions. In this case, 32 per cent of the return emigrants were unable to acquire 

any assets while abroad. 39.6 per cent and 27.9 per cent of the REM whose future plans 

involve re-migration had not acquired any of these assets. Interestingly and similar to the 

results on immovable assets, only 13.6 per cent of those REM who wished to retire had not 

acquired any of these assets, which again hints at the hypothesis of using migration as a 

vehicle to acquire these assets. Among these assets, mobile phones were the most commonly 

purchased assets, followed by televisions at 60 per cent and 40 per cent respectively. The 

image of the returning migrant with well-packaged televisions being received at the airport is 

a common theme for qualitative accounts of Kerala migrants. When it comes to assets such as 

two and four-wheeler vehicles, washing machines, and refrigerators which are heftier and 

difficult to physically transport from a foreign location, the share falls to less than 33 per cent. 

This could both indicate a specific mental allocation of foreign income based on the type of 

asset, as well as a lack of clear accounting of remittances and their usage by the household 

members in Kerala for such purchases, although more information is required to draw more 

inferences about the latter. 
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8. Remittances 

Remittances are a crucial aspect of the migration decision and process. Given the resilience 

of remittances during times of crises as previously shown during the Gulf War and the 

Global Financial Crisis of 2008, we asked a range of questions regarding the remittances 

sent by the REM before and after the COVID-19 lockdown, as well as the overall 

composition of remittances based on the purpose they were sent for. Although we were able 

to elicit data from several REM, we faced difficulties regarding the willingness to share 

such information as was common for this particular module in our previous surveys.  

In the total sample of 1895, 1505 REM admitted to having ever sent remittances. The 

remaining could have either declined to give the information or have just migrated to the 

country of destination. Indeed, 90 per cent of these REM who surveyed as not having sent 

any remittances had spent less than 299 days in the destination country.  

First, we consider the percentage share of different purposes of remittances in the total 

amounts sent by the entire sample of REM in Figure 10. The largest percentage share is 

towards debt or interest payments. These are usually towards pre-existing debts of the 

REM’s household that necessitated emigration in the first place, or the debt incurred for the 

emigration experience itself. A similar share was devoted towards the day to day household 

expenses. Interestingly, fixed deposits and periodic investments were also pursued by the 

REM in the sample, perhaps in light of the transient and temporary nature of emigration to 

the GCC.  

Figure 10: Percentage share of the purpose of remittances sent
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To investigate this further, we present tables 12 to 15. We split up the remittances into two 

sections: pre-COVID-19 lockdown and during + post-COVID-19 lockdown. We tabulate 

these based on both categorisations of REM and their future plans. 

Table 12:  Percentage of total remittance sent and the 

future plans of Return emigrants:  Pre COVID-19 Lockdown 

 

Start a New 

Business in 

Kerala 

Re-emigrate 

to Get a 

New Job 

Re-emigrate 

to the Same 

Jobs Before 

Retired 

from 

Work 

Seek new 

Job in 

Kerala 

Others Total 

<10000 15.8 26.3 21.1 0.0 31.5 5.3 100.0 

10000-19000 7.0 43.1 10.9 1.0 35.4 2.6 100.0 

20000-28000 10.1 29.2 15.8 3.0 33.5 8.4 100.0 

30000-40000 13.6 26.4 13.6 2.4 39.2 4.8 100.0 

>40000 15.6 29.9 22.5 3.4 27.4 1.2 100.0 

Total 12.6 32.1 17.9 2.7 31.4 3.3 100.0 

Table 13:  Percentage of total remittance sent and reason for return: Pre COVID-19 

Lockdown 

 

 

Table 14:  Percentage of total remittance sent and future plan of 

 Return emigrants: Post COVID-19 Lockdown 

Post 

COVID-19 

Lockdown 

Start a 

New 

Business 

in Kerala 

Re-

emigrate 

to Get a 

New Job 

Re-emigrate 

to the Same 

Jobs Before 

Retired 

from 

Work 

Seek 

new Job 

in Kerala 

Others Total  

<10000 20.0 20.0 20.0 0.0 40.0 0.0 100.0 

10000-19000 11.8 45.1 7.8 2.0 33.3 0.0 100.0 

20000-28000 19.7 40.9 10.6 1.5 25.8 1.5 100.0 

30000-40000 17.2 37.9 13.8 0.0 31.1 0.0 100.0 

>40000 17.0 27.7 19.8 2.3 31.1 2.1 100.0 

Total 16.8 33.8 15.6 1.8 30.5 1.5 100.0 

 Distress Normal Other 
Return to  

Re-migrate 
Total 

<10000 89.4 5.3 5.3 0.0 100.0 

10000-19000 94.0 1.7 4.3 0.0 100.0 

20000-28000 93.0 2.7 4.3 0.0 100.0 

30000-40000 92.0 3.2 4.0 0.8 100.0 

>40000 86.3 6.2 6.9 0.6 100.0 

Total 89.8 4.3 5.6 0.3 100.0 
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Table 15: Percentage of total remittance send and  

reason for return: Post COVID-19 Lockdown 

Post COVID-

19 Lockdown 
Distress Normal Other 

Return to  

Re-migrate 
Total 

<10000 100.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 100.0 

10000-19000 94.1 3.9 2.0 0.0 100.0 

20000-28000 90.9 3.0 4.6 1.5 100.0 

30000-40000 96.6 0.0 3.4 0.0 100.0 

>40000 80.8 9.0 9.6 0.6 100.0 

Total 86.6 6.1 6.7 0.6 100.0 

We also compare the remittances pre and post COVID-19 lockdown to observe the trends of 

remittances during crisis and the resilience. We expect the monthly remittances to increase 

or hold steady as an indicator of resilience.  From figure 11, we have suggestive evidence of 

an overall increase between monthly remittances pre and post lockdown, suggesting that 

remittances overall increased post-lockdown for households that used to send more than 

4000 INR per month. 

Figure 11: Two Way Plot of pre and post Covid-19 Lockdown Monthly Remittances 

 

We also enquired whether any REM received money from their households in Kerala. Only 

37 REM responded that they had. The purposes of such reverse remittances were to survive 

the lockdown period without wages (30/37) and to fund emergency medical expenses 

(7/37). 
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9. Conclusion and Policy Recommendations 

From the analysis of the survey, we have the following takeaways: 

● Most of the REM are distress REM, who have returned because of reasons 

necessitated by the COVID-19 crises and issues specific to the interaction of 

COVID-19 with the tenuous employment characteristics of the countries of 

destination. 

● Almost 60% of the REM wish to re-migrate in search of a job. Given the timing of 

the survey, several may have already done so. 

● Several households that refused to participate in the survey had done so because the 

REM had already re-migrated. 

● 30 per cent of the sample wished to reintegrate into Kerala society and to find here 

the means of employment or retirement. 

● 13 per cent REM wished to start businesses. 

● There are several normal REM for whom COVID-19 does not affect their migration 

decisions. However, they may have returned content with considerable savings and 

would be looking at possible investment channels. 

 

We suggest a set of policy recommendations based on these findings and in line with the best 

practices suggested by the international migration governance bodies. 

 

● Creating a comprehensive register of all emigrants either using census methods or new 

migration surveys. 

● Improving the data collection methods to measure return flows and migration stocks 

by adding extra questions to the COVID-19 e-return procedures. 

● Supporting social services and providing cash transfers to DREM households based 

on follow-ups of received enquiries and complaints. 

● Providing cash assistance to DREM who faced losses and heavy expenditures during 

their return. 

● Improving the collection of high frequency, timely data across remittance corridors 

and channels since the COVID-19 lockdown first began. 

● Certain AML/CFT requirements could be temporarily simplified to incentivize online 

and mobile money transfers for the existing REM. 

● Advocating for the adoption of an integrated approach to return, including post-return 

reintegration assistance. 

● Improving the ease of doing business across sectors based on spatial analyses of REM 

location clusters across districts. 

● Promoting training and education in healthcare and related fields both to take 

advantage of the next emigration waves and the current global scenario. 
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RETURN EMIGRANT SURVEY 2021 

Centre for Development Studies, Thiruvananthapuram 

(BLOCK 1) TRACKING SHEET 

Instructions: All the answer codes only to be rounded or highlighted in red. 

                      Open ended questions to be written in red. 

                     ‘Others’ code if selected should be specified. 

                      File name to be saved as full name of the interviewer districtabbreviation last four 

digits of the respondent phone number. 

Informed Consent: 

 Respondent information 

1 Name  

2 House Number  

3 District  Code  

4 Taluk  Code  

5 City/Town/ Panchayat  

6 Locality (Rural-1, Urban-2)  

7 Ward Name  

8 Address  

11 Phone number   

Date (s) of Interview  / /   / /  

Time Taken …....hr min …....hr min 

Name of Investigator   
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BLOCK 2: MIGRATION HISTORY OF RETURN EMIGRANTS 

(Please ask the respondent to list countries based on ascending order of migration) 

Sl. 

No. 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 

Outside 

India 

Location 

mm/yyyy 

of first 

departure 

to 

Location  

Total 

period  

of stay 

Economic 

activity 

Occupation 

Category 

Occu 

pation 

Industry Nature  

of work 

place 

(code) 

Salary Currency 

Salary 

Reported 

in  

mm/yy of 

Permanent 

Departure 

from 

Location 

Primary 

reason for 

leaving 

the 

location? 

(Code) 

Secondary 

reason for 

leaving the 

location? 

(Code) 

Accomo 

dation 

               

               

               

               

               

Q 12 and Q 13 Codes  

Normal Distress Return to re-emigrate 
1-toretire 

2 –Missedfamily 

3 –to care for elderly 

4 – accomplished goals for migration 

5 – prefer to workin Kerala 

6 – lostjob/laidoff7– illness/accident 

8- Expiry of contract  9- covid-19    

10- Compulsory expatriation 11- Low wages 

12- Poor working conditions 

13- Nationalization Issue 

14. visiting visa expired  

15. Cancellation of employment visa 

16- to migrate to another destination or same destination for different job 

17. Others (Specify) 

Q 4 Codes 

1 - Employed in State /Central Govt.  

2 - Employed in Semi Govt. Aided school/ 

college, co-operative /local   admin bodies  

3 - Employed in Private sector  

4 - Self employment 

5 - Unpaid family work 

6 - Agricultural labour 

7 - Labourers in non-agric. Sector 

8-  NREGA 

9 – Job seekers 

10 – Job not required 

11 -Students 

 

Q 4 Codes(continuation) 

12 - Household work 

13 –Pensioners         

14 - Too old to work 

15 - Too young to work  

16 – Disabled          

17 – Others 

* Codes for  Q. 6 and  Q. 7 can be 

found on the code sheet 

Q 5. Codes 

1-Business Owners 

2- Construction Sector 

3-Restaurant and 

Hospitality Industry 

4- Medical Services 

5- Domestic Workers 

Including Drivers 

6- Government Employees 

7- Industrial Employees 

8- Banking and Financial 

Employees 

9 - Education Employees 

 

10 -Other Services 

Including HR Staffs 

11- Others (Specify) 

Q.8 Codes 

1. Office 

2. Shop 

3. Construction Site 

House 

4. Factory 

5. Farm 

6. Open Space 

7. Workshop 

8. Hospital 

9. School/College 

10. Others (Specify) 

Q. 9 Codes 

1 - UAE Dirham 

2- Qatar Riyal 

3- Saudi Riyal 

4- Oman Riyal 

5 - Bahrain Dinar 

6- Kuwait Dinar 

7- US Dollar 

8 - British Pound 

9 - Euro 

10 - Singapore Dollar 

11- Malaysia Ringgit 

12 - Others(Specify) 

Q 14. Codes 

1. Individual Studio 

Apartment 

2. Shared Apartment 

with One Person 

3. Shared Apartment 

with More Than One 

Person 

4. Single Room in  

5. Labour Camp 

6. Dormitory Bed in 7. 

Labour Camp 

8.Others (Specify) 
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BLOCK 3: COST OF OVERSEAS MIGRATION 

Next, we would like to document the various expenses incurred in sending a member to work 

outside India. Please begin with the most recent migration episode followed by previous 

migration of members. 
 

  Refer to the most recent 

migration episodes 

  EPI 1 EPI2 EPI3 EPI4 

1.0 Which year did person migrate? (yyyy)     

1.1 Payment to Registered Recruitment agency/agent     

1.2 Payment to non- Registered Recruitment 

agency/agent 

    

1.3 Other intermediaries (agents, friends, etc)     

1.4 Passport     

1.5 Visa Expenses     

1.6 Air Ticket     

1.7 Emigration Clearance     

1.8 Medical Test     

1.9 Any other(Specify)      

 Total Amount spent/paid for emigration? (InRs.):     

2 Sources of Financing Emigration (Yes – 1, No – 2) If yes, in Rs? 

2.1 Personal Savings      

2.2 Parent’s Savings      

2.3 Borrowing from friends and relatives      

2.4 Loan from money lenders      

2.5 Loan from bank      

2.6 mortgage of landed property /jewellery      

2.7 Sale of Land      

2.8 Sale of house      

2.9 Other sources (specify)      

 

BLOCK 4: REPATRIATION DETAILS 

1 Under Which Visa category did you return? 1.Amnesty 

2.Valid Job Visa 

3. Valid Visiting Visa 

4.Others(Specify) 

2 What is the Current Status of your Visa? 1.Visa still valid 

2.Visa expired 

3.Visa suspended 

3 Before coming to Kerala, did you register either on the 

Ministry of External Affairs Website or NORKA Portal? 

1. Both NORKA and 

MEA 

2. MEA only 

3. NORKA only 

4. Neither 



41 

 

3.1 If yes to 3.3, how long did you have to wait for a reply 

from them? MEA: ________; NORKA_________ 

1. Less than one week 

2. One to two weeks 

3. Three to four weeks 

4.One to two months 

5.More than two months 

6.No communication 

4 How did you return to Kerala? 1. Vande Bharat Flights 

2. Chartered Flights 

3. Others (Specify) 

4.Don’t Know 

5 Who Paid for your plane ticket home?  

6 What was the cost Incurred for the plane ticket?  

7 Was the fare higher than the normal fare charged for the route? 1. 

Yes 2.No 

 

8 What is the normal fare that you pay for the route?  

9 Who paid for your quarantine in Kerala?  

9.1 If paid, out of own pocket, by family or by borrowing from others, 

how much was paid for the quarantine? 

 

10 Did you have to incur any of these additional costs as part of you 

return to  Kerala?  

 

10.1 Quarantine Abroad  

10.2 Covid-19 Test (Kerala+Abroad)  

10.3 Service Charge/Payments to Agents for Procuring Tickets  

10.4 Safety Gears  

10.5 Covid Insurance  

10.6 Others (Specify)  

10.7 No additional costs  

Question 5 (Codes) 

1.With Own Savings 

2.Family Back Home Purchased 

3.Borrowed Money from Friends/Employer etc. 

4.Employer Purchased 

5.Kerala government/ Embassy Purchased 

6.Kerala Government/ Embassy Chartered a Flight 

7.Purchased by Diaspora Organizations 

8.Purchased by Welfare Organizations in Kerala 

9.Others (Specify) 

Question 9 

1.Employer 

2.Host Country 

3.Self/Family 

4. Kerala Government 

5.Health Insurance 

6. Borrowed Money from Friends/ 

Relatives etc. 

7.Others (Specify) 

BLOCK 5: LOST WAGES (For the last episode) 

1 Did your company/employer ask you to do any of the following? 

(1-Asked toresign, 2-Advised to travel back home with salary, 

3-Advised to travel back home without salary, 4-Threatened toterminate, 

5- Offered termination option with advance payment, 

6- No extension of work visa, 7- other (specify)) 

 

2 Did you have a valid employment visa during return to Kerala? (1-Yes, 2-No)  
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3 Did you manage to work during thelockdown?(1-Yes, 2-No)  

4 Have you received your due salary every month from February 2020 until you 

returned?(1-Yes, 2-No) 

 

5 If no, for how many months you have received the due salary?  

5.1 Did you experience any reduction in the per month wages during this period? 

(1- Yes, 2-No) 

 

5.2 How much was the reduction in the salary (as a percentage of the actual salary)?  

6 Did you work without salary since February?(1- Yes, 2-No)  

6.1 If yes,how long did you work without wages?  

7 Did you experience any reduction in the number of working days and working 

hours per day? (1- Yes, 2-No) 

 

7.1 If yes, provide the number of days and hourslost. days hours 

  

8 Did you manage to receive all the dues and other benefits beforerepatriation?  

(1-Yes, 2-No) 

 

8.1 If no, what are the items remained due?  

9 Have you been given any advice when you have dues pending? (1-Yes, 2-No)  

10 Have you filed any complaint in the grievance mechanisms about the non-

payment of wages? 

 

10.1 If yes, please provide the details------------------- 

 

10.2 If yes, what type of advice was given to you? (1 - Verbal Advice, 2- Written 

advice) 

 

10.3 Who gave you the advice?(1- Company, 2- Individual Employer, 3- Mission)  

10.4 Please provide the details on the advice given------------------------------ 

11 Do you think such arrangements will be beneficial during the current crisis? 

(1-Yes, 2- No) 

 

11.1 If no,how are you planning to recover your dues? Explain 

 

12. Narrate your experience in detail-------------------------------------------- (Qualitative) 

 

BLOCK 6: REHABILITATION PLANS 

1 Did you start any start-ups in Kerala or are you planning to start it? 

1-Yes, 2-No 

 

1.1 If yes, what kind?  

2 Are you aware of the SWADES scheme by the Govt. of India? 

1 – Yes, 2 – No 

 

3 If yes to 2, when did you register for the scheme? mm/yy  

4 Has the scheme been beneficial to you? 1 – Yes, 2 – No  

4 Have you heard about the rehabilitation policy 2018 of NORKA that 

gives you the opportunity to take loans? 1 – Yes, 2 – No 

 

5 If yes, did you avail? 1 – Yes, 2 – No  
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BLOCK 7: FUTURE PROSPECTS 

1 PID from Block 2  

2 Skill Acquired: Whether skills acquired/improved from work abroad?  

(Code: Yes –1, No –2) If yes write Code in anyone of the skill categories 

as listed below 

 

1 PID from Block 2  

2.1 Professional Skill: Doctor - 1, Engineer- 2, IT Professional - 3,           

Lecturers/Teachers- 4, Nurses - 5, Other professionals - 6, Specify 

………… 

 

2.2 Managerial: Managers- 1, Supervisors- 2, Accountant - 3, Cashier - 4, 

Clerk - 5, Data entry operator – 6 Others Specify ………………..- 7,  

 

2.3 Manual skill:Operators (Crane etc.) -1, Electrician -2, Plumber - 3, 

Carpenter - 4, Welder- 5, Mechanic Mason - 6, Floor layer- 7,  Fabricator-

8 Driving, - 9, Others (specify)………………….-10, 

 

2.4 Other skill: Food Processing work- 1, Contractor- 2, Tailor - 3, Security 

Staff - 4, Construction worker/laborer - 5, Fishermen- 6, Housekeeping- 7, 

Cook – 8,Others (specify).. ………………….-9 

 

 

BLOCK 8: FUTURE PLANS 

Respondents will be categorised at this stage of the survey into a. normal b. distress c. return 

to remigrate. 

1 PID from Block 2  

2. What is your future plan? (Report response in terms of code: Yes –1, No – 2)  

2.1 Start a new business                 

2.2 Re-emigrate                              

2.3 Retired from work                 (go to Q 5)                     

2.4 Job seeker                                (go to  Q 6)        

3 
Do you have any close relations or friends who are currently emigrants 

located in foreign countries or have returned to Kerala since January 2020? 
 

3.1 If you do, please enter the country where each of the members are in.  

3.2 Do you expect to receive support from them for your remigration?  

4 Are you aware of NORKA’s Department Projects for Return Emigrants 

(NDPREM) for the benefit of those who intended to Start a new business?  

(Code: Yes –1, No –2, Know the details of the Scheme – 3 ) 

 

4.1 If code 1, how hasit benefitted your business and explain?  

5 Are you aware of the following NORKA program for the Emigrants 

including Return Emigrant who intended to Emigrate/Re-emigrate?  

(Code: Yes –1, No –2, Know the details of the Scheme – 3 ) 

 

 a. NORKA Programs Certificate Attestation   
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 b. Pre – Departure Orientation Programme  

 c. Skill Up-gradation Programmes  

 d. Job Portal for facilitating overseas recruitment   

 e. NRK ID Card / PravasiID Card NRK Insurance Card   

6 Are you aware of the following government program for the rehabilitation of 

return emigrants who Retired from work?  (Code: Yes –1, No –2,  Possess 

Membership-3) 

 

6.1 The Kerala Non-Resident Keralites’ Welfare Board’s Welfare schemes 

such as pension schemes, family pension schemes, medical aid, death 

assistance, etc. 

 

6.2 MOIA’s Mahatma GandhiPravasiSurakshaYojana (MGPSY) 

(Pension and Life Insurance fund scheme). 

 

6.3 If code 1 or 3 for Q.5.1 and 5.2, how has it benefitted for the maintenance of 

your life?      Q.7 

 

7 If you are a Job Seeker, do you feel that a re-orientation program and job 

placement will help you get work in Kerala after return (Code: Yes –1, No –

2) 

 

7.1 What are the other support and activities you expect from Government for 

job placement 

 

8 Are you aware of the following NORKA program for the benefit of the 

returnees and who are working out side of the Kerala?  

(Code: Yes –1, No –2, Know the details of the Scheme – 3) 

 

8.1 Santhwana: financial aid for medical treatment, marriage of daughters and 

in the event of death of the returnees.   

 

8.2 KarunyamThe repatriation of dead bodies of NRKs   

8.3 PravasiPuraskaram  

8.4 Call Centre ( within Kerala -1800-425-3939, Abroad - 0091 471 2333339)  

8.5 NORKA News Letter  

8.6 Are you a beneficiary of any one of the above listed item? 

(Code: Yes –1, No –2) 

 

8.7. If code 1 specify the item ……………..…………………  

8.8 Which one’s have benefitted when you were out of Kerala 

 

 

BLOCK 9: REMITTANCE DURING THE LAST 12 MONTHS OF EMPLOYMENT 

1 Date when you returned to Kerala from last location (mm/yy)   

2 Did you send remittances to your family during the last 12 months from 

the last location before returning to Kerala? 

 

3 Mode of Remittance (code)  

4 When did the covid related lockdown begin your location?  

5 Did you send any remittances after the lockdown?  

6 When did you last remit to Kerala?  
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7 Did the imposition of lockdown affect your remittances?  

7.1 If yes to 7, how did it affect your remittances?  

8 How many times did you send remittances during the last 12 months?  

9 Breakdown of Usage of Periodical Remittances  

9.1 For day-to-day household expenses  

9.2 Education of children / relatives  

9.3 To pay back debt  

9.4 Purchase / build houses / apartments  

9.5 Major repair / renewal of existing house  

9.6 Purchase / improve land  

9.7 Start new business / expand orenlarge existing business  

9.8 Purchase of gold  

9.9 Cash in hand  

9.10 Donation to temple / church /mosque, other religious / Charitable 

organizations 

 

9.11 Chitty  

9.12 FD or any other periodic investment payments  

9.13 Others (specify)  

10 Breakdown of Usage of Special Remittances  

10.1 Special remittance to buyhouse/ land/ car (in Rs.)  

10.2 Medical aid  

10.3 To pay dowry/wedding expense  

10.4 For education  

10.5 Pay back debt  

10.6 Investment in stock market  

10.7 Any Other (specify)  

11. What was the total remittance sent after the lockdown?  

12 Over how many transactions did you send this amount?  

13. Why did the amount increase?  

14 Why did the amount decrease?  

15 Total Remittances (in Rs.)  

16 Did the money sent from the household to you to cope with the COVID - 

lockdown overseas? 1-Yes , 2- No 

 

16.1 How much money did you receive from your household in Kerala?  

16.2 Why did you receive this money?  

Codes for Question 1: 1 – Bank, 2 – Money Exchange, 3 – through relatives/friends,  

4 – Own visit by emigrant, 5 – Others specify 

Codes for Question 2: 1 – Monthly, 2 – Quarterly, 3 – Half yearly, 4 – Annually,  

5 – No fixed pattern 
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BLOCK 10: HOUSEHOLD ASSETS AND LIABILITY 

A. Household Assets 

1.Which of these household assets were acquired by your income abroad? (Multiple Choices) 

a. Consumer Assets b. Immovable Assets c. Investments 

1 -Four wheelers 

2- Two or three wheelers 

3-Mobile Phone (1 – iPhone,  

2 – android, 3 – smart phone) 

4-Television (1 – LCD, 2 –LED,  

3- CRT (old)) 

5-Refrigerator   

6-Washing Machine 

7-Computer / Laptops 

8-Air Conditioner (A/C) 

9-Inverter       10 – Home theatre 

11- Induction stove 

12- LPG connection 

13- Others 

1 – House 

1.1-If so, how many 

2- Other buildings 

2.1-If so, how many 

3 – Land in Kerala 

4 – Land outside 

Kerala 

5 – Flat/ Apartment 

6 – Taxis, Buses 

 

 

1 –Business investment 

2 – Stocks/mutual funds 

3 – Gold 

4- Real Estate 

5 – Fixed deposit 

6 – Insurance 

7 – Chitty (KSFE, 

Microfinance etc.) 

Additional questions about recorded Investments/Stocks/Real Estate/Chitty 

   

1 Where is this business located? 1- Kerala 2- India 3- Abroad 

2 Which sector does this business belong to? 1. Business Owners 

2. Construction Sector 

3. Restaurant and Hospitality 

Industry 

4. Medical Services 

5. Domestic Work 

6. Government Related 

7. Industrial 

8. Banking and Financial 

9. Education 

10. Other Services Including  

11. Others (Specify) 

3 What is the nature of your role in this business? 1 Entrepreneur 

2 Employer 

3 Both 

4 If Self-Employed, nature of self-employment (Entrepreneur-1, Employer-2, 

Both-3) 

 

4.1 Year of starting the enterprise (yyyy)  

4.2 Number of persons working in the enterprise  

4.3 Nature of activity of the enterprise (external code sheet)  

5 Identify the motive for starting the enterprise (Code: Yes –1, No –2)  

5.1 Desire to be financially independent   

5.2 Finding jobs for members of the family  
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5.3 Peer influence  

5.4 Experience /expertise gained abroad  

5.5 Incentives from government  

5.6 Others (specify)  

6. Performance of the Enterprise  

6 Did you get public support in starting your enterprise? (Code: Yes –1, No –

2) 

 

6.1. If Yes to Q5,  report the type of support received (1- obtaining permissions, 

2- public blessing, 3- public endorsement and advertisement) 

 

6.1.1 If No to Q5, did you face 1- Lack of support, 2- Negative actions such as 

protests or complaints 

 

6.2 How would you rate the performance of your enterprise over the last year? 

1-Very poor 2-Poor 3- Neutral 4-Good 5- Very good 

 

6.3 Is this rating in 5.2 influenced by any effect of COVID-19 on your enterprise 

1-Yes 2- No 

 

6.4 What has been the effect of COVID-19 on your enterprise? Select multiple 

1- Financial loss 2-Had to lay off employees 3- Close to winding up 4- Need 

a bank loan or additional financial support 5- Profit  

6-Additional recruitment and expansion 

 

B. Loan Details 

Do you have any loan? 1 – Yes, 2 – No 

Loan 

no. 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

Purpose 

of Loans 

(codes) 

Source 

of loan 

1- Kerala 

2- India 

3- 

Abroad 

How 

much was 

borrowed

? 

Rs. 

As of today, 

what is the 

loan balance 

to be repaid 

by your 

household? 

Rs. 

How do 

you plan 

to repay? 

(codes) 

If Q1=8, 

where did 

you start 

business 

1- Kerala 

2- India 

3- 

Abroad 

If Q1=8, 

Type of 

business 

(externa

l code 

sheet) 

        

        

Q 1 - (codes 1 – Housing, 2 – Education, 3- Agriculture, 4 – Purchase of Land, 5 – Migration 

cost, 6 – Vehicle, 7 – Medical expense, 8 – Business, 9 – Wedding, 10 – Others specify) 

Q 5 - (codes 1 – Sell land, 2 - sells gold, 3 – borrow money 4 – Others specify) 
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BLOCK 11: HOUSEHOLD DETAILS (Including EMI and OMI) 
 

 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 

Sl. 

No. 

Name of 

household 

members 

(Head of the 

HH first) 

Relation 

to HH 

(code) 

Gender 

(M-1,  

F-2, 

Others 

-3) 

DOB Member 

Status 

(Code) 

Is thisMember 

either an 

REM, 

or adirect 

dependantof 

the REM? 

If so,  

please  

specify  

the status 

(code) 

Edu- 

cation 

(code) 

Economic 

Activity 

(code) 

If student, 

type of 

Institution 

(Code) 

Occup- 

ation 

(code*) 

Monthly 

Salary 

Marital 

Status 

(code) 

Place of 

Residence 

(Code*) 
 

mm 
 

yy 

1                

2                

3                

4                

Codes: Column -2 
1 - Head of the HH 

2 -Husband/Wife 

3 - Unmarried 

children 

4 - Married children 

5- Son-in-law/ 

Daughter-in-law 

6-Grandchild 

7- Father/Mother/ 

Mother-in-law 

8– Brother/ Sister  

9 -Servant 

10 - Others 

Column – 8 
0-Pre-primary 

1- Class1 

2- Class2 

3- Class3 

4- Class4 

5- Class5 

-6 Class6 

7- Class7 

8- Class8 

9- Class9 

10- Class10 

11- Class11 

12- Class12 

Column - 8 
13 - ITI, Certificate course 14 - Diploma 

15 - Degree (BA, BSc, Bcom, BLIScetc) 16 - PG 

Diploma (PGDCA etc.) 

17- Professional Degree (BTech, LLB, MBBS,BDS, 

BSC (N), B-Pharm, BHMS,BAMS 

18- PG (MA, MSc, MCometc) 

19- Professional PG (MTech, MBA,MCA, 

MLISc, MSW,MCJ,BEd, MEd, LLM, MD,MS, 

Medical PG Diploma, MDS, MLT, MSC (N) 

20 - M.Phil, Ph.D etc. 

21 - Others (specify) 22 - Illiterate 

23- Literate without school education 

Column - 5 
1 - Non-migrant 

2 - Emigrant 

3 -Eligible Return 

Emigrant 

4. Primary Return 

Emigrant 

5. Return Emigrant 

Dependent 

6.Return Emigrant 

(Pre-Covid Returnee) 

7 - Out-migrant 

8 - Return  

Out-migrant 

Column - 9 
1 - Employed in State /Central Govt.  

2 - Employed in Semi Govt. Aided school/ college,  

co-operative /local   admin bodies  

3 - Employed in Private sector  

4 - Self-employment    5 - Unpaid family work 

6 - Agricultural labour 7 - Labourers in non-agric. Sector   

8-  NREGA        9 – Job seekers  

10 – Job not required 11 -Students,      

12 - Household work 13 –Pensioners    

14 - Too old to work   15 - Too young to work  

16 – Disabled               17 – Others 

Column 7 

1 REM1 

2 Spouse of REM1 

3 Unmarried Child of REM1 
4 Married child of REM1 

5 REM2 

6 Spouse of REM2 

7 Unmarried Child of REM2 

8 Married child of REM2 
9 REM3 

Column 7 

10 Spouse of REM3 

11 Unmarried Child of REM3 

12 Married child of REM3 
13 REM4 

14 Spouse of REM4 

15 Unmarried Child of REM4 

16 Married child of REM4 

17 Other 
 

Column 11 

1 - Never married        

2 - Married  

3 - Widow/Widower  
4 - Divorced  

5 - Separated              
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