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The United Arab Emirates (UAE), while exhibiting one of the highest shares 

of migrant workers in its national work force globally, has very restrictive 

immigration policies. As a standard procedure, work visas for migrants are 

curtailed after the age of 65. The UAE is therefore a key site for understand-

ing transnational inequalities premised on citizenship and social security in 

the Global South.

 • The influx of labour migration to the UAE having begun in earnest only in the 

1970s, the ageing of its migrant population is critically advancing. Today, these 

migrants’ children, who were born in the UAE, are engaged in the workforce 

there. Tax-free salaries, or “end-of-service benefits” offered to migrants in the 

UAE, however, are not adequate to provide a decent life after retirement for 

most.

 • This is particularly challenging for those who lack the necessary resources 

to keep their older family members in the host countries, and for those who 

originate from socio-economically and politically unstable countries, where the 

question of “return” after retirement is much less feasible.

 • Prolonging residency after retirement is possible; in fact, most migrants desire 

it, as they want to be surrounded by their children, grandchildren, and commu-

nity into old age. Although in recent years the UAE has introduced longer-term 

visas, including for retired people, these schemes typically target high-net-

worth individuals. Yet even with adequate resources, older migrants still face 

uncertainty, as keeping up their residency and financial subsistence requires 

continual renewals and investments, respectively.

Policy Implications
Gulf policymakers should make retirement-savings schemes mandatory for its 

temporary migrants. This will not only financially enable some of them to envi-

sion a future in the Gulf beyond retirement but also benefit the Gulf states, which 

aim to attract consumers and investors. Furthermore, more origin countries 

should offer social protections, such as pension rights, for their ageing overseas 

workers in the Gulf. 
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Retirement as a Source of Ambivalence for “Permanently  

Temporary” Migrants

A significant number of migrants to the United Arab Emirates (UAE) spend most 

of their adult lives working there on renewable temporary work contracts. Migrants 

who are eligible for family unification establish multigenerational existences there, 

where they are surrounded by their children and grandchildren. Yet reaching the 

age of 65  engenders ambivalent feelings about the future. That ambivalence is in-

tegrally related to a lack of citizenship and social security for migrants in the UAE. 

These structural constraints bring forth questions about residential arrangements 

and economic subsistence for retired migrants. From an emotional point of view, 

retirement also reveals concerns about family unity in the UAE. While retired mi-

grants can prolong residencies in the UAE, for families who do not have substantial 

resources or the necessary networks to remain, returning to their countries of origin 

appears the only viable option.

We know very little about the experiences of older migrants in the UAE and 

other Gulf states. This lacuna is significant considering the fact that the Gulf states 

employ the highest proportion of migrant workers in the world, and migrants over 

the age of 65 constitute a significant percentage of these rapidly ageing populations 

(Fargues 2011: 297). Their experiences require close attention because the Gulf 

states, with their restrictive immigration policies, are key sites for understanding 

global inequalities premised on citizenship and social security, which have direct 

implications on the well-being of ageing migrant populations. Although in recent 

years the UAE has introduced longer-term visas, including for retired people, these 

schemes typically target high-net-worth individuals. Thus, despite being regarded 

as signs of a more inclusive migration regime, these visas will likely reinforce in-

equalities by excluding the majority of migrants, who remain ineligible for these 

schemes. 

The author’s research in Dubai between 2015 and 2016 with first-generation 

migrants’ adult children, who were born and raised in the UAE, unexpectedly sheds 

light on the experiences of their parents, who had reached or were nearing retire-

ment age. During the interviews, questions regarding the future plans of UAE-born 

migrants prompted them to reflect on retirement as a source of uncertainty for their 

families in the UAE, and on how to make sense of this particular stage in their 

parents’ lives. Their parents arrived in the UAE as early as the 1960s and as late as 

1985, from countries including Somalia, India, Pakistan, Lebanon, Jordan, Iran, 

and Syria, and spent the majority of their adult and working lives in the UAE. At 

the time of the interviews the parents of participants were aged between 60 and 73. 

Their professions varied, including business owners, accountants, doctors, engi-

neers, teachers, clerks, and technicians, as well as mid- to high-level managers. Out 

of 30 participants, the parents of five had returned to their country of origin upon 

retirement, the parents of ten others continued to work beyond the age of 60, and 

the rest lived in the UAE on renewable temporary visas. For those originating from 

Syria, Somalia, and Iraq, return upon retirement, if migrants had even previously 

envisioned this, had become untenable due to the political situations in these three 

origin countries. 

Most of the participants revealed that even though remaining in Dubai upon 

retirement is a costly option, most migrants prefer it in order to be near to their 
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families, friends, and social networks, who typically remain in the UAE. Residing 

in Dubai or maintaining a transnational family life without a pension requires both 

socio-economic resources and reliance on family and social networks. Therefore, in 

this context it is privilege in the face of the UAE’s restrictive immigration policies 

that determines mobility upon retirement for migrants. What is unique in the case 

of the UAE, however, is the vast importance of family and social networks, which 

can often circumvent migrants’ need for economic capital to prolong their residen-

cy upon retirement. The author’s research findings demonstrate how the kafala 

(sponsorship) system, which encourages mobility upon retirement, also allows a 

degree of flexibility for some migrants to remain in the UAE after this point. This is 

thanks to the hands-off approach to migration management in the UAE, where the 

responsibility for issuing visas is given to companies and to individual employers 

and managers, whether these are UAE citizens or not. Subject to the approval of the 

authorities, employment visas could be issued annually after the age of 65

The case of migrants reaching retirement age in Dubai shed light upon the di-

versity of experiences of ageing migrants on a global level. There is a dispropor-

tionate focus on the experiences of ageing labour migrants in Western Europe and 

North America. These groups, albeit with legal restrictions, have options to remain 

in the host countries or move back and forth in order to maintain ties with their 

children in the host societies. While experiences of ageing migrants in temporary 

migration settings are receiving increasing attention, most of the research is out-

side the Gulf states and focuses on low-wage migrants who often have no right to 

family unification in their host countries. The financial and emotional frictions 

arising from a “permanently temporary” status among retired migrants in the UAE 

therefore expands the understanding of the role national residency regimes play in 

enabling, imposing, or restricting the mobilities of older migrants, and shaping the 

quality of their lives and well-being.

Migration Governance in the UAE

The Gulf has witnessed an influx of migration since the oil boom in the 1970s, to 

such an extent that today migrants make up nearly 90 per cent of the country’s 

population in countries such as the UAE. Migrant workers also constitute 99 per 

cent of the private workforce in the UAE. Figure 1 depicts available numbers on mi-

gration to the UAE from the top sending countries between 1960 and 2017. Regard-

less of their years of residence, migrants have no formal route to permanent resi-

dency or citizenship, or to social security. They are regulated through a temporary, 

sponsored visa programme known as kafala, and are granted two- to three-year 

renewable residency permits linked to employment. While low-wage migrants are 

typically more transient in the UAE, those eligible for family unification have made 

the UAE their unofficial home, residing “permanently temporarily” across decades 

and generations.

The age of 65 marks the start of the retirement period for migrants. Since resi-

dence is typically tied to work visas in the UAE, for most migrants this means a 

curtailment of work/residence permits in the UAE. Healthcare benefits, provided 

to migrants by their employers, are also discontinued at this stage. Yet, migrants 

constitute 27 per cent of people aged over 65 in the Gulf (Fargues 2011: 297). This 
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shows that even after the age of retirement, many migrants continue to reside in the 

UAE. If retired migrants wish to remain in the UAE, one option is to be sponsored 

by their children with valid residency visas. For this, children must have at least a 

two-bedroom flat and a monthly minimum salary of AED 20,000 (approximately 

USD 5,000), along with proof that they are the sole provider for their parents and 

there is no one to take care of them in their home country (U.AE 2021). Subject to 

the approval of the authorities, employment visas could also be issued after the age 

of 65. Yet as the author's research indicates working beyond the age of 65 is not 

perceived as ideal for most migrants.

Purchasing real estate or setting up businesses in the UAE also accords migrants 

renewable visas. Yet the financial investment required for these visas renders this 

option inaccessible for many. Although in recent years the UAE has introduced 

longer-term visas, and even pathways to citizenship, these typically target highly 

talented individuals or high-net-worth individuals, and only on an ad-hoc basis. 

For example, retirement visas introduced in 2020 offer five-year renewable visas 

for people with a monthly income of AED 20,000 who own property in Dubai worth 

at least AED 2 million (approximately USD 550,000) (U.AE 2021). Since the ma-

jority of migrants remain ineligible for these new visas, experiences of ageing in 

this context are likely to become even more unequal, not only between citizens and 

migrants, but also between migrants with different socio-economic resources and 

citizenships, the latter reflecting the different political and socio-economic condi-

tions in origin countries.

The tax-free salaries offered to migrants are often seen as a trade-off for a lack 

of citizenship and social security in the UAE. Yet the shortcoming of this proposi-

tion is illustrated by the fact that nearly half of migrants in the UAE state they have 

“no plans to ensure an adequate standard of living after retirement” or that they 

“plan to work beyond the retirement age” (see Castelier 2021). Some companies 

may provide pension plans, but most migrants in the UAE do not have public pen-

sions and are instead offered “end-of-service benefits” ( Castelier 2021). Migrants 

may contribute to the pension systems in their home countries, so long as there are 

provisions for overseas workers.

Figure 1 
Migration to the UAE, 
Top Sending Coun-
tries (1960–2017)

Source: Valenta 2020.

https://www.me.mercer.com/newsroom/half-of-UAE-expats-have-no-plans-for-financial-security-post-retirement.html


   5      GIGA FOCUS | MIDDLE EAST | NO. 6 | DECEMBER 2021  

Migrant workers’ ability to accumulate savings in the UAE in preparation for 

retirement is also very much related to workplace hierarchies based on race and 

nationality. For instance, despite holding similar qualifications, “white expats” tend 

to receive better salaries and employment packages, including incentives such as 

transportation, housing, and education allowances for children. The employment 

packages of most middle-class South Asians and Middle Eastern workers do not in-

clude such privileges, as companies take advantage of these employees being “bet-

ter off” in Dubai than they would be back home in terms of salaries and lifestyle 

(Vora 2013: 76–77). Even though family and social networks can provide retired 

migrants with temporary visas in the UAE, those with little or no savings are less 

likely to be able to maintain a decent lifestyle if they remain in the UAE, or are more 

likely to depend on their families for financial support, as this research shows. 

Ability and Desire to Remain in Host Countries after Retirement

In most restrictive immigration regimes, such as many in Asia and the Gulf states, 

mobility upon retirement is enforced, as work visas are not issued after this, and 

returns to origin countries are typically compulsory, especially for lower-wage mi-

grants (see Amrith 2021). Yet not all migrants experience “being temporary” on 

the same terms and under the same conditions. Depending on gender, skills, age, 

class, and race, as well as on citizenship status, some migrants have greater flex-

ibility to negotiate the temporary migration regimes that may restrict or impose 

migrants’ length of stay in host countries. For example, middle-class and wealthy 

migrants from the Global South in the Gulf states can manage to mitigate the effects 

of being temporary by maintaining a set of global connections, such as investing in 

alternative passports (see Surak 2020). For some of these groups, lack of citizen-

ship rights in the Gulf is irrelevant due to their privileged socio-economic statuses 

or passports, which shield them against the vulnerabilities of having liminal legal 

statuses in these host countries (see Kanna 2011: 36; Vora 2013; Gardner 2010). 

By contrast, the mobilities of lower-wage migrants are firmly policed, and migrants 

from politically volatile countries often feel constrained in their mobility, with few 

or no options to move elsewhere, so stay put in the Gulf, at times involuntarily (see 

Babar, Ewers, and Khattab 2019). 

While remaining in one place, in other words being immobile, is often under-

stood in the wider literature on the Gulf to be the result of constraints and is at-

tributed to disempowered and poor individuals (Glick Schiller and Salazar 2013: 

4), the author’s research shows that immobility is an active strategy to negotiate 

restrictive immigration regimes that enforce mobility for older migrants, and to 

keep families together upon retirement. Thus, drawing on Schewel (2019), in this 

research “retirement immobility” is understood as “continuity in an individual’s 

place of residence over a period of time.” While the ability to remain depends on 

migrants’ residency rights, access to healthcare and pensions and long years of resi-

dence in the host country inevitably result in migrants having stronger attachments 

and emotional bonds to these places, leading to a preference to remain (see Ali 

2011; Akıncı 2020, on second-generation non-nationals in Dubai; Walsh 2018 for 

older British migrants in Dubai). Moreover, for some migrants, going “home” may 
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not be viable due to the political circumstances there, and immobility may be their 

only option.

Since remaining in the UAE after retirement without permanent residency and 

social security requires resources, immobility is a valuable asset typically accessible 

to privileged migrants. Arguably, immobility is also achieved through privatisation 

of migrant governance through citizen/migrant sponsors, which allows some flex-

ibility for older migrants to remain in the UAE. Yet even with adequate resources, 

older migrants still face uncertainty, as keeping up their residency and financial 

subsistence requires continual renewals and investments, respectively. The lack of 

citizenship and permanent settlement options for older migrants continues to be 

the most significant source of uncertainty in retirement, especially for those who 

lack the necessary resources to keep their families in the host countries, and for 

those who originate from socio-economically and politically unstable countries, 

where the question of “return” is much less feasible.

Capturing Complexities of Ageing in the Global South

The UAE and most of the Gulf states, whilst located in the Southern Hemisphere, 

are some of the richest countries in the world. UAE passports are also one of the 

strongest globally, according to the Global Passport Index. Thus the exclusion of 

labour migrants in the Gulf from social security provisions, most of whom origi-

nate from countries in the Global South and who spent their lives working in these 

 places, generate new, even more pronounced inequalities within regions that are 

categorised as part of the Global South. The Gulf, their influx of immigration having 

begun only in the 1970s, is a region where the ageing of the migrant population is 

not yet advanced. Migrants who moved to the region in the late 1960s, the 1970s, 

and the 1980s, predominantly from countries in the Global South, are now ap-

proaching the age of retirement and are confronted by difficult questions regarding 

their lives after this stage. Considering their integral role in the functioning of Gulf 

economies, Gulf policymakers should make retirement-savings schemes manda-

tory for its migrant labour force, with both employers and employees contributing 

to it. National legislation should support employers in their contribution towards 

their employees’ social security coverage, so that more equal treatment between the 

national and non-national workforce can be achieved. This will financially enable 

more migrants to envision a future in the Gulf beyond retirement. Immigration pol-

icy should also consider making concessions for migrants who spent a substantial 

amount of time in these countries before retiring. For instance, most migrants in 

the UAE are unable to meet the financial requirements for retirement visas, making 

the option to retire in the UAE possible only for high-net-worth individuals. As the 

UAE economy increasingly looks to attract consumers and investors to settle there, 

securing visas and social security for migrants would expand the number of non-

nationals who could potentially consider making the UAE a longer-term home and 

investing their life savings there.

Furthermore, more origin countries should offer social protections, such as 

pension rights, for their ageing, overseas workers in the Gulf, who are not included 

in their host countries’ national pension schemes. This is particularly important for 

the most vulnerable workers who are in low- to medium-earning jobs and unable to 
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amass substantial savings to contribute towards their old-age pensions. Currently, a 

number of sending countries (such as India, Pakistan, the Philippines, and Jordan) 

offer voluntary schemes for its nationals working in these countries. This should be 

a more common practice for labour-sending countries to the Gulf states, and con-

cessions should be offered to low-wage workers for voluntary insurance schemes.
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