
AN IN-DEPTH STUDY ON THE SITUATION OF  
NEPALESE DOMESTIC WORKERS IN HONG KONG 

 
SUMMARY OF FINDINGS 

  
A. Introduction 
  
1. This research study seeks to deepen the understanding on the general working conditions 

of the Nepali domestic workers in Hong Kong, highlight their experiences and 
vulnerabilities and formulate strategies and recommendations that would alleviate their 
conditions.  

 
2.  Data for this research were gathered using multiple methods: secondary literature review, 

using library and online research; administration of a survey to Nepalese Domestic 
Workers (NDWs) in Hong Kong; focus group discussions with organized and 
unorganized NDWs and key informant interviews with relevant stakeholders and 
community members.  

  
3.  The findings in this research complements the literature available on Nepalese migration 

and enriches the scarce materials available highlighting the plight of women migrant 
workers from Nepal. Particularly, this will serve as a baseline study for the situation of 
Nepalese domestic workers in Hong Kong.    

  
4.  In addition to finding out more about the situation of Nepalese Domestic Workers in 
 Hong Kong and their vulnerabilities, the research process which actively involved the 
 members of the Far East Overseas Nepalese Association and Union of Nepalese Domestic 
 Workers served as a capacity building process wherein members of these migrant groups
 met, shared and learned from the leaders and the respondents. The process was also 
 utilized as an opportunity for education and awareness building among the Nepalese 
 domestic workers.  
 
B. Context of Nepalese International Labour Migration 
 
1.  Nepal is one of the poorest countries in the world with a per capita income of $311. 

Despite some progress, the country faces enormous challenge in sustaining poverty 
reduction agenda and development initiatives due to its difficult topography, weak 
infrastructure base, and weak institutions and governance. The on-going conflict and 
political instability further weaken the development efforts.  

 
2.  Women are especially affected by both poverty and inequality. While it is hard to 

generalize the status of women in such a pluralistic society, Nepali women feel that 
poverty has a face of a woman. This is experienced in daily life.  

 
The ecological and socio-cultural diversity in the country affect the constraints and 
opportunities for women particularly in terms of the ecology (Mountain, Hill and Terai 
Plain), class, caste/ethnicity, religion, locale of residence (urban/rural) and the 
development region. Notwithstanding this diversity, the treatment of women by existing 
patriarchal institutions (family, community, larger society and the State) play a pivotal 
role in the general status of the “exclusion of women” and the present status of their under 
developed human capability. 
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3.  The high unemployment and underemployment rates in the country compel people to 

remain either under the vicious circle of poverty or migrate to other places within and 
outside the country for better livelihood opportunities.  

 
4. Nepal’s history is replete with stories of migrants.   

 
In ancient time, the nomadic Mongoloid people from Tibet sought sanctuary in Nepal’s 
hill region.  

 
In the beginning of 19th century, men from the hill areas known as Gurkha migrated 
westwards to Lahore city in the northern region of Punjab. An increasing number of 
Gurkhas later joined the British Army in India after the war in the Gurkha area with the 
British East India Company.  Throughout the 19th and into the 20th century, Nepali men 
served in India, often accompanied by their families. Later, Nepalese took up civilian 
employment in Assam and Darjeeling as labourers in the British tea plantations because 
they could work at high altitudes.  

 
By 1920s and 1930s, there was a significant rise in the number of Nepali men and women 
in India. The continued recruitment of Ghurkhas and other Nepalese for cheap labour 
resulted in the increase of Nepalese settling in India, Bhutan, Hong Kong and the United 
Kingdom.  

 
From the late 80s onwards, Nepalese began to migrate in significant numbers to Southeast 
Asia and the Far East, from mid-1990s onwards, westwards to the Gulf countries. Foreign 
labour migration has become a major feature of Nepal’s economy and society.  

 
Approximately 700,000 Nepalese work overseas, beyond India, mainly in the Middle 
East, East Asia and Southeast Asia. About 5% of these are women. At least another 
700,00 work in the private sector in India and 250,000 in India’s public sector. 
Government figures however are underestimated.  

 
5.  International labour migration has increased in significance in the Nepalese economy as 

the number of Nepalese leaving to work abroad have soared. The government has become 
more involved in managing the outflow of migrant workers. In 2003, the Ministry of 
Labour and Transport Management issued a statement saying, “Foreign employment has 
become the backbone of our economy”. It is increasingly perceived as the most important 
economic growth sector for the coming 10 to 15 years.  

 
6.  Reports however had shown that the condition of Nepalese in host countries is seriously 

undermined by the absence of concrete mechanisms for safe working environments and to 
protect their rights and welfare. They face various problems including lack of skills and 
comprehensive pre-departure preparation. Many of them are also illegal migrants. As a 
result, they are exploited, cheated and vulnerable to violence and abuse of rights.  

 
C. Nepalese Domestic Workers in Hong Kong  
 
1. Profile 
 
The survey respondents comprised of 158 Nepalese Domestic Workers, 99% women with 
majority’s age ranging from 24 to 35 years.  
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NDWs were mostly medium to low-educated with 58% having attained high school level 
education, 17% attained university level and 4% graduated from university. More than half 
were single (53%), and 44% were married, others were divorced and widow. 
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Geographically, 37.6% of the respondents came from the eastern part of Nepal while 26.1, 
28.0 and only 8.3 percent workers are from central, western and mid-western parts 
respectively. No one originated from the far-western part. Majority of the respondents came 
from the eastern and western parts of the country. Although the central part, which covers 
Kathmandu, is a densely populated and industrial area it only ranked third among the points 
of origin. This may be explained by the Ghurkha connection, most of who come from the 
eastern and western regions of Nepal. This connection increased the people’s awareness of 
opportunities in Hong Kong. In contrast, no NDWs came from the far-western region, the 
most conflict-affected region. It is the least developed and people there might not have 
adequate capacity and information to access overseas work. 
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Most of the respondents (98%) had been working in Hong for 2 years or more, with period of 
employment of all ranging from 1.5 years to 15 years.  
 
2. Pre-departure Concerns 
 
v Poverty as a major migration push factor  
The FGDs revealed poverty, inadequate financial resources, unemployment, and self-
reliance/independence were key factors for the Nepalese migrants’ decision to work overseas.   
 
v Agencies, as recruitment channel 
NDWs employment was mostly processed by recruitment agencies (51%) but a substantial 
number also go through friends (35%).  
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v Women’s rights violation of patriarchal practice 
NDWs had to seek permission of mostly male guardians as mandated by the law. This 
impinges on the right of women to work, to development and to access employment and other 
developmental activities. Seventy one percent of the respondents had submitted these consent 
documents.  
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v Excessive and arbitrary charging of Recruitment Fees 
Excessive charging by recruitment agencies was also evident in the study. NDWs plunge into 
indebtedness, resort to selling properties and borrowing heavily to pay HK$ 5,000 to 18,000 
to the agencies. Some went through salary deduction scheme and spent 8-10 months to pay 
off their debts.  
 
v Weak control and poor monitoring by government 
The government has very weak control and regulation mechanisms to manage the recruitment 
process. Information about the agents’ status was not provided. There was not efficient and 
effective monitoring of activities such that agents with cancelled licenses could still operate.  
 
v Ill-informed Migrant Workers 
NDWs were ill-informed about their working conditions in Hong Kong. Only 24% of the 
respondents expressed getting clear information about their wages, leaves, rest days and 
accommodation. If the working conditions were not properly given, the socio-cultural 
situation of Hong Kong must also be left out.  
 
v Ill-prepared and ill-equipped NDWs in terms of skills 
NDWs were ill-prepared to handle their work as domestic workers in Hong Kong. A wide 
gap between the Hong Kong realities and the skills training provided had been expressed by 
the respondents and informants. Diploma-mill approach is being taken, providing training for 
the sake of credentials and the fees involved.   
 
 
3. Onsite Needs and Issues 
 
v Low level of awareness about working conditions and rights 
Despite considerable period of stay in Hong Kong, NDWs showed very low level of 
awareness about their working conditions with more than 50% saying they only know 3 or 
less details on working conditions such as such as 1) minimum wage; 2) long service; 3) 
conditions of stay; 4) levy, 5) leaves/rest days, statutory holidays; 6) agency commission; and 
7) severance pay.   
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Post-arrival orientation and support for the NDWs were generally missing.  
v NDWs face job insecurity 
While more than half of the respondents (52%) had only worked for one employer indicating 
stability, a substantial had already experienced a few employers. Given that the average 
working experience of respondents was 4.5 years (2 contracts), it appeared that many of them 
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almost change employer every contract. Even though a high percentage (88%) finished their 
contracts, there is still insecurity in a sense that it was difficult to keep their jobs for so long.  
 
v NCS aggravates job insecurity 
The New Conditions of Stay (NCS) worsens the NDWs job insecurity as MDWs are only 
given 2 weeks to process the change in employer.   
 
v Further exploitation by recruitment agencies in change of employer and contract renewal 
In the rush to beat the 2-week rule in looking for a suitable employer, NDWs would resort to 
paying excessive amounts ranging from $1,500 to $5,300. Some had expressed being charged 
up to HK $10,000 despite the Hong Kong government’s policy of 10% commission for the 
agents. Due to lack of adequate knowledge about  Hong Kong systems, NDWs still approach 
agencies for renewal of contracts and they would therefore again be susceptible to 
extortionate systems of agencies.  
 
v NDWs are overworked  
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NDWs work for an average of 14 hours a day, with majority (48%) working for 13-16 hours, 
32% for 8-12 hours and 20% for 17-19 hours.   
 
Even though most (82%) could enjoy a day-off per week, 20% was only given 2-3 days per 
month and 8% could not take off. Almost one third (27%) was given 6-9 hours off and only 
7% could enjoy the full 24-hour of rest time. If rest days were not provided, 48% was always 
compensated, 20% received compensation sometimes, 2% rarely and 30% was never paid.  



 7 

Always
Sometimes

Rarely
Never

Not applicable
0

10

20

30

40

50

Pe
rc

en
t

Compensated for work on day off?

 
The survey showed that 47% of the respondents received all statutory holidays but a high 
percentage (43%) was never given holidays, 4% had 3 or less days, 1% had 6 or less, 3% got 
9 or less and, 2% had 11 or less holidays.  
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v Some NDWs suffer from verbal abuse and maltreatment 
Despite a large number of the respondents (63%) saying that they had not experienced any 
form of abuse from their employers, some had to go through verbal abuse (25%), physical 
abuse (2%), both physical and verbal (2%) and others (1%).  
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The FGDs revealed slave-like treatment of employers, in some cases of physical abuse, 
including hitting of the hands, slapping on the face and in extreme cases ironing of hands, and 
scalding from boiled water. Many experience mental anguish due to very demanding 
employers. Maltreatment could also be in form of being target of the employers’ mood 
swings, blamed due to their employers’ personal and family problems, provided left-over 
food or the general attitude that people from poor countries have no value. The experiences as 
related indicated high resiliency and tolerance of NDWs to bad treatment which could have 
contributed to low complaints on abuses.  
 
v Friends as informal advisory and counseling channels 
NDWs would more likely turn to friends for guidance in terms of their working life. The 
survey revealed around 1/3 would be confident in consulting friends (34%), 15% would seek 
the support of both friends and migrant organizations, and a mere 1% would go to the 
Consulate. The lack of confidence and available advisory and counseling support from both 
Hong Kong and Nepalese governments was evident. This tendency may keep NDWs ill-
informed as their friends would also be unfamiliar with their working conditions. 
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v NDWs experience rampant underpayment 
At the time of the survey, the minimum allowable wage (MAW) for FDWs was $3,400. 
Rampant underpayment had been shown with 61% of the respondents receiving lower than 
minimum wage – 7% of them at $1,200-$1,800; 27% at $2,000 to $2,500; 3% at $2,600 - 
$2,900; 12% at $3,000 – $3,000 and 12% at $3,320 -$3,370.  If MAW was $3320, which was 
the rate 2 years ago, the underpayment rate would be still be high at 49%.  
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Underpayment is a serious issue with interviews suggesting 70% of NDWs experienced 
underpayment in their first contract. Despite underpayment, NDWs would rather endure their 
current predicament than return to a life of poverty in their home country.  
 
v Salaries spent on remittances and savings 
Most NDWs spend their income on remittances which would account to about 38% of their 
salaries. Another big chunk of their money goes to savings, around 34% of their income. 
NDWs appeared to have a good discipline in saving for the future. As well, the average 
spending in most of the items was reasonable and moderate, reflective of a conscious 
population about the unstable status of their work. 
 
Most of them used informal remittance channel (hundi) in sending money back home. The 
channel proved to be reliable as no one had experienced loss of remittance.  
 
v Social exclusion upon arrival 
Most of the respondents felt a sense of social isolation (75%), striking difference in cultural 
traditions (65%) and evident language barrier (63%) when they started their life in Hong 
Kong. However, most had managed to adjust later on in their working through the help of 
friends (60%) or through friends and migrant organizations (28).  
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v Friends are important 
Having found the support of friends, majority of the respondents tended to go out with their 
friends (77%) during their free time. Many would spend their free time chatting and resting 
with their own group (48%) and others would spend their off time shopping (36%).  
 
v Minimal involvement in social organizations 
NDWs are less inclined to join organizations.  Only 26% belonged to groups, among them, 
71% belonged to social organizations, 20% were from ethnic/cultural groups, 7% was 
affiliated with religious organizations and 2% belonged to other groups. 
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Consequently, their lack of involvement in organized groups could reinforce their inadequate 
knowledge and information about their working conditions and migrants rights. On the other 
hand, this should challenge organizations to utilize more relevant and creative methodologies 
to empower NDWs and build their capacity for collective action.  
 
v Visa ban is the NDWs most pressing concern 
Majority of NDWs (81%) identified the visa ban as their most pressing concern followed by 
underpayment (18%) and then fear of dismissal (1%).  
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Undoubtedly, the current policy implemented 2 years ago has affected the lives of NDWs in 
Hong Kong. Almost all (98%) expressed awareness about the policy and 63% said they were 
both upset and felt it unfair of the government to issue the ban.  
 
Despite the position given by the Hong Kong government about the visa policy pertaining to 
Nepalese contract workers, the real reasons remain unclear to concerned groups and 
individuals.  
 
The visa ban had caused anxiety and stress among the NDW community.  Many expressed 
being personally affected (86% ). Most felt worried and insecure (43%), some were both 
threatened by their employers and felt unsafe (25%). Eleven percent (11%) was threatened by 
employer and 4% was terminated. Out of desperation, many NDWs would resort to various 
ways including illegal means to gain financial security. For instance, 20% of the respondents 
believed ‘overstaying’ would be one of the major impacts of the visa policy 
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Almost half (49%) knew someone affected by the policy. Among them, 45% acknowledged 
that people they knew spent huge amounts to process their documents, 40% said that some of 
their acquaintances quit their jobs while processing the papers but they could not eventually 
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leave the country, 13% had known some who suffered from depression because of the ban. In 
addition, 39% of the respondents knew people who planned to overstay in case they could not 
get their work visa.  

 
The survey and interviews expressed concerns and urged that the ban be lifted because the 
visa ban: 
 
- discriminates against the Nepalese.  
- reflects bias against women since most of the affected are domestic workers.  
- encourages exploitation and abuse against Nepalese DWs.  
- deprives the Nepalese of their livelihood and worsen the poverty situation in Nepal.  
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v Nepalese solidarity with MDWs and other social sectors needed 
In response to the ban, the following suggestions were made: 
- NDWs should raise their voices and appeal to HK government to abolish the policy  
- Concerned parties should seek strategic allies in government to facilitate the lifting of the 

Regularly express sentiments and calls to the government, public and the media 
- Continuously forge alliances with migrants’ groups and conduct dialogues with wider 

community 
- Appeal to HK government to set specific guidelines or standards that would make lift the 

and the Nepalese government could use as basis for action 
- The Hong Kong and Nepalese government could work out tight policy restrictions and 

enforcement mechanisms that would continuously facilitate the hiring of NDWs 
- Call on government to review policies in accordance with human rights framework, anti-

discriminatory treatment and equal opportunity principles 
 
v Migration for labor had contributed to women’s personal development 
NDWs believed that working abroad helped them to gain self-confidence (77%) and 
facilitated their having a strong voice in family decision-making processes (52%). Sixty 
percent said that the perception about women in the country had improved. As well, their jobs 
opened up educational opportunities for their family members (58%).  
 
Around 49% agreed that their employment abroad also created jobs for people at home while 
46% believed that they had learned more skills useful to their personal life as well as to the 
society.  
 
While overseas work had allowed for changes in perception, the traditional mindsets about 
women’s role and status had not changed drastically. This could be shown in the plans to rest 
from work for the family, or get married in Nepal as intermarriages are shunned upon. 
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Likewise, the nature of their work would have reinforced such values because despite gaining 
employment, the nature was still limited to domestic chores. 
 
The weak inclination to join organizations might also be a product of patriarchal values 
where women were supposed to remain within their households or domestic domain.  
 
v Hong Kong has gained a lot from the NDWs in particular and MDWs in general 
 
Some of the contributions of the NDWs as provided in the interviews include: 
 
• Help increase Hong Kong productivity as they free employers from domestic burden 
• Provide cheap labor for Hong Kong families who enable local people especially married 

women to participate in the workforce and increase household income  
• Carry out domestic work undesired by local residents such as child-minding and elderly 

care-giving 
• Provide economic contributions eg. indirect tax, purchase of goods and services in the 

Hong Kong market, government revenue from employers’ levy, accessing 
banking/financial services 

• Enrich cultural diversity by sharing their own cultural traditions  
• Help raise the quality of life and standard of living of Hong Kong residents 
• Indirect contribution to Hong Kong economy by working in lower paid jobs 
 
3. Return and Reintegration Considerations 
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Family considerations emphasized in future plans 
With 60% choosing to continue their family life and buy properties, 48% planning to return 
home for good and 37% saving for children’s education, family figured as a very important 
factor in the life of the migrants. The plans also reflected a cyclical migration pattern as 30% 
would like to seek opportunities in other countries if they could not continue in Hong Kong.  
But overall, the future plans of NDWs reflect the typical dreams of migrant workers and non-
migrant workers alike. There is a belief however that they would be closer to their dreams if 
they continued working abroad.   
 
NDWs have positive attitude towards savings and investment 
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Majority, 84% of the respondents, was interested to join savings and investment schemes. 
NDWs believed that their participation in any savings and/or investment scheme would 
benefit not only them personally but also the society in generally. Specifically, it was thought 
that this would improve family/community income (61%), create jobs (60%), empower 
women and build up their status (57%), and keep friendship intact or gain friends (58%).  
 
The positive attitude towards savings program may have come more from general ideas or 
popular conceptions rather than from practical experiences. There had been no opportunities 
for the government and related parties given to migrant returnees where they could 
collectively invest their saving or do small-scale enterprises with appropriate support from 
the government. The potential contributions of migrant savings in social development had 
just started to be considered in Nepal. If this is harnessed and given due attention, most 
migrant workers would positively respond. However, issues of governance and accountability 
should still be worked out as some groups critically look at the role of the government.     
 
4. Government and Institutional Systems  
 
v Nepalese government 
The Nepalese government had recognized the significance of labor migration. Efforts had 
been made to institute mechanisms for a well-managed migration. However, the interventions 
provided in facilitating the process could not presently match the complex processes involved 
in current trends in migration of labor. This is manifested by the present inability to work out 
the lifting of the ban, the insufficient laws and policies available to manage and regulate the 
migration process, ineffective implementation of plans and policies expressed, and the 
inadequate mechanisms to protect and support the Nepalese workers onsite. The labor export 
policy needs to be included into the overall national development plan to make labor 
migration an option and not forced upon its nationals. The human rights framework need to 
be integrated into the policies.  
 
In addition, Nepal has yet to ratify major international conventions that would give greater 
respect for the dignity of Nepalese.  
 
v Hong Kong government 
The Hong Kong government had accepted the migrant domestic workers as workers. 
Therefore, they are protected under the relevant Hong Kong laws. Also, a standardized 
contract for MDWs provides some security for them. However, discriminatory policies 
prevail in the territory such that MDWs are treated unfairly and less favorably. The New 
Conditions of Stay and the visa ban targeting only the Nepalese nationals are some of the 
examples. The conduct of recruitment agencies and erring employers are poorly monitored 
leading to abusive treatments. Given the low level of awareness among Nepalese domestic 
workers, the implementation of social integration processes for minority groups need to be 
improved. Language and cultural differences should be considered in providing relevant 
information to NDWs.  
 
While Hong Kong has signed major international conventions for workers and migrant 
workers specifically, it still needs to ratify the Migrant Workers’ Convention as a major 
destination country.  
 
v Migrant groups and NGOs 
There are a few groups that work on migrant workers’ issues in Nepal. Despite limitations in 
resources, there are still a number of individuals and groups that initiate actions for the 
Nepalese domestic workers. Nonetheless, there is insufficient or lack of collaboration, 
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exchanges and actions between migrant organizations in both countries of destination and 
origin regarding the situation and problems faced by the Nepalese migrant workers.  Onsite 
groups do not seem to capture well the interest of Nepalese domestic workers towards social 
issues. Efforts towards women empowerment, leadership building and overcoming 
patriarchal and cultural mindsets need to be enhanced.   
 
Recruitment agencies 
In most cases, employment agencies’ profit-orientation is grossly manifested. They do not 
have the inclination and capability to protect the rights of migrant workers despite the fact 
that they play a vital role as conduits of labor migration. Good governance, effective business 
practices and deficiencies in social and moral obligations of employment agencies need to be 
developed and emphasized.  
 
5. Primary Recommendations 
 
v Nepal Government 
- The government should provide labor migration as an option to its people and not a 

forced decision due to circumstances in the country. The government should be able to 
formulate appropriate development strategies that would provide employment to its 
people and provide means to alleviate poverty. 

- Appropriate mechanisms and support should be instituted to ensure that migrant workers 
leave their home country better equipped, and well-informed about their working 
conditions and their human rights.   

 
v Hong Kong government 
- The Hong Kong government should maintain its respect for the rule of law by strictly 

regulating and monitoring the employment of foreign domestic workers particularly the 
compliance of employers to minimum allowable wage and dealing with the rampant 
underpayment of NDWs.  

- Lift the visa ban and repeal all discriminatory policies including the New Conditions of 
Stay.  

- The Hong Kong government should provide appropriate systems and mechanisms to raise 
awareness of new entrants and increase their understanding about the society, its culture 
and people.  
 

v Migrant organizations, NGOs and Migrant workers: 
- Organizing and capacity building programs should be regularly conducted among NDWs 

to help them cope with their situation and to empower them so that they would be able to 
protect and defend their rights.  

- Migrants organizations and NGOs should join hands to conduct campaigns, appeals, 
petitions to both Hong Kong government and Nepalese government to lift the ban and 
facilitate the entry of NDWs into Hong Kong.  

- Migrant organizations should initiate links with migrant-related groups in Nepal. They 
should encourage migrant returnees to establish counterpart organization in Nepal.  

 
 


