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2012: IMPORTING KAFALA

Despite vehement opposition and warnings that such a move would 
institutionalise the abuse of a recognised group of vulnerable workers, 
the UK government made significant changes to the terms of the 
domestic worker visa in 2012, a year after abstaining from voting to 
ratify Convention 189.  

The changes meant that workers were tied to their employers and 
denied the right to change employer, even if they were experiencing 
abuse.  These changes were widely condemned by trade unions, NGOs 
and parliamentarians. 



‘we regard the removal of the right of an 

overseas domestic worker to change 

employer as a backward step in the 

protection of migrant domestic workers, 

particularly as the pre-2012 regime had 

been cited internationally as good practice’

Joint Committee on Human Rights, 2014

‘policy changes have unintentionally 

strengthened the hand of the slave master 

against the victim of slavery. The moral 

case for revisiting the issue is urgent and 

overwhelming‘

Joint Committee on Draft Modern Slavery Bill, 2014



Domestic workers and their allies called the UK’s commitment to eradicating modern slavery into 
question when they announced draft legislation to tackle the crime but failed to address the sharp 
increase in reported abuse of migrant domestic workers since the 2012 visa changes. 

After 4 years of campaigning, in 2016 the government accepted workers needed an escape route 
from abuse and reinstated the right to change employer BUT only during the term of the visa which 
remains capped at 6 months with no option to renew. 

2014: OPPORTUNITY KNOCKS



2016: MEANINGLESS CONCESSIONS

Workers report struggling to find safe and decent work with only 
months or weeks remaining on their visa. Many flee abuse without 
possession of their passport containing their visa so are not able to 
demonstrate they have the right to work leaving them subject to the 
UK’s hostile environment. 

Without recourse to public funds, workers are resigned to accepting 
any work or face becoming destitute. This leaves them at risk of going 
from one exploitative employer to another which undermines the 
underlying rationale for being able to change employers: giving workers 
a safe route out of an abusive situation and find safe re-employment.



2021: THE FIGHT CONTINUES 

Domestic workers await the 
government’s response to a petition 
calling for the reinstatement of the 
pre-2012 visa. 

It’s time for the UK government to 
give back these workers their stolen 
rights. 

https://petition.parliament.uk/petitions/326765
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