Climate Change Made Nepali Jobs in Qatar Building Stadiums More Dangerous
by Aryn Baker
Nov. 15, 2022: Doha, Qatar (abridged) – When the U.N.’s International Organization for Migration predicts that as many as a billion people will be displaced by climate change over the next 30 years, it’s easy to picture entire communities uprooted by catastrophic hurricanes or swept away by epic floods made more likely by global warming, as we saw in the U.S. and Pakistan earlier this year.  But climate-change-induced migration is just as likely to look like the southern Nepali village of Nagrain.  There, an increasingly unpredictable monsoon has led to droughts, floods, and heat waves that make it nearly impossible to feed a family by farming the land.  Local elders estimate that more than half the town’s men have left to work abroad, largely heading to Qatar and the Gulf countries in search of salaries to send home to their families.
Approximately 3.5 million Nepalis (14% of total population) are working abroad today, up from 220,000 in 2008.  While climate is not driving all the migration, it is playing an increasingly important role.  “Climate change is encouraging people to go to the Gulf for work,” says Surya Narayan Sah, a social worker from Nagrain.  “Here we depend on the rain to farm, and when it is irregular, there is no food, so they have to buy it, and the only way to earn cash is to go abroad.”
Labor migration can be an adaptive solution for climate change, but only if it is done right.  Most of the time, it is not.  Because of their desperation, these climate-driven migrant laborers are vulnerable to exploitation.  In the Gulf, where organized labor unions are illegal, they lack the ability to advocate for their rights and for better working conditions.  For this short film produced by TIME and Context and supported by the Pulitzer Center, I traveled the route that nearly half a million Nepali migrant laborers have taken over the past decade to Middle Eastern countries like Qatar.  There they have helped build the stadiums, hotels, transport systems and entertainment venues that will host fans and players for the upcoming men’s World Cup soccer championship that starts November 20....
Climate change may be driving labor migration from countries like Nepal, but it is also making that work more dangerous, particularly in the Gulf, where temperatures are rising twice as fast as the rest of the planet.  That drastically increases the risk to outdoor laborers.  Qatar included stringent heat protections in its suite of labor reforms, and the country is now widely regarded as having one of the most progressive heat protection policies in the world, albeit from a very low bar (only a few U.S. states and a handful of countries have any heat protection policies at all).  Even then, the policies are only as good as enforcement.  As the failures of other labor reforms demonstrate, enforcement in Qatar can be patchy.
Further, those policies are only tailored for current conditions.  The climate in the Middle East is expected to warm by 9°F (5°C) by the end of the century, according to a June 2022 study published in the Reviews of Geophysics.  To keep outdoor laborers safe in those conditions will require a radical overhaul of how construction is done.  Some technological solutions, such as workwear that keeps laborers cool, already exist.  Others are in the works, such as individual monitors that can track a worker’s heart rate, hydration levels, and core body temperature in order to prevent heat stress before it happens.  But those technologies are expensive.  They will only save lives if the lives are considered worth saving.
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