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PREFACE  

We first met each other at the United Nations Headquarters in New York where we had 
both been invited to attend the Expert Group Meeting and Follow-Up Workshop on 
“Changing Consumption Patterns in Human Settlements”, organised by the then United 
Nations Centre for Human Settlements in New York in April 1997, but had known of each 
other’s work, and had been in communication with each other before then. Edmundo was 
working at the University of Sao Paulo in Brazil, and George was then with the National 
University of Singapore. A previous collaboration between us was in 2003, when George 
was the lead consultant on a project on green jobs in construction in Malaysia for the 
International Labour Office (ILO). At the time, Edmundo worked at the ILO and was the 
focal point for this project. In 2017, George joined the London South Bank University. In 
2020, Edmundo joined the university. 

The book arose out of a discussion between us in 2021. We felt that it would make sense 
to consider: how construction workers benefit from the work they do in putting in place the 
countries’ physical basis for development, and building some of the most luxurious 
buildings, some of which become symbols of their nations, and give the citizens pride. 
We also wanted to explore how workers in other sectors of the economy benefit from the 
items provided for them by their counterparts in the construction industry – i.e. the 
products of the built environment. George was in the final stages of completing a book of 
which he was the Editor, the Research Companion to Construction Economics. He had 
initially promised himself that that would be the last of such books he would do. To his 
dismay, he had allowed himself to be persuaded to do another book, Building a Body of 
Knowledge for Project Management in Developing countries. This would be another stretch. 
Edmundo made a convincing case about how the present book would fill a huge vacuum. 
George was persuaded. 

We would bring together Edmundo’s background in Development Economics and the 
Construction Industry, his wide experience, and in particular, his knowledge and experience 
of labour in construction from his time as the Construction Policy Adviser at the ILO in 
Geneva; and George’s research and practical experience in Construction Industry 
Development. We had several meetings to discuss and debate the subject. We reached 
consensus on the possible topics such a book would cover. The book covers the three 
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themes we had in mind. What we are seeking to achieve is an inter- and multi-disciplinary 
work which brings the three themes together. 

After the proposal was approved, we set out to invite potential authors who were leading 
experts on the particular themes. We were gratified that most of the people we invited 
agreed to write chapters. We were off to a good start. However, there were gaps in the list of 
topics for which it took some time to find authors. In the end, there were two topics that we 
could not find authors for. As new authors joined the endeavour and two found it no longer 
possible to contribute, the process was ‘organic’, as George described it to Edmundo. 

We had good support from the publishers, as we had to keep moving the deadline for 
submitting the agreed manuscript. The main enabler to the process of coordinating the 
contributions was the willingness of some of the other authors to review the draft chapters. 
In particular, our mutual long-time friend, Jill Wells, was most helpful. She was very 
thorough in her reviews. We write more about her later in this note. 

The problems and challenges were what one would expect in setting out to edit a 
collection of chapters. For a book with specifically selected authors, who would be expected 
to be busy, we had to be patient, and expect delays. We had to revise the dates each time a 
new author or group of authors agreed to join the process. 

Would we have done anything differently? We believe the path we took was the right one. 
We believe that we have made a new thrust into an area of knowledge built on three 

interrelated themes which should be studied together in order to find ways to realise the 
possible synergies among them. We will monitor developments in the field by following up 
on citations of the chapters in the book to see how the subject develops. We will write a 
short synopsis for the governments, especially of the developing countries, multilateral 
agencies such as the ILO and the World Bank, the regional development banks, and 
bilateral development partners. We hope the contributors of chapters, after they have seen 
the whole book, will be enthused to do more on the subject. We also hope they will continue 
to work towards the further development of the area. 

We now end this short note by expressing our thanks. We start by thanking our families 
for putting up with long periods when we denied them chunks of our time. We continue 
with Jill Wells. George first met Jill in the 1980s, when both of them had completed their 
doctoral studies. They both have a strong interest in the construction industries in 
developing countries. Edmundo has also known Jill for many decades. An important 
point to reveal is that Edmundo was Jill’s successor as the Construction Sector Adviser at 
the ILO. We are really grateful for the huge support Jill gave us in our work on this book. 
We thank our co-contributors. We think, together with our co-contributors, we have 
produced a book which will open up discussions on, and further development of, the triad 
of themes: how labour and the built environment relate to development; workers of the built 
environment; and the impact of the built environment on labour in other sectors. 

We are also grateful to Ed Needle, Publisher, Engineering at Taylor and Francis and his 
colleagues including Martha Luke, for the support they have given us in our work on this 
book. 

Finally, we thank you, our reader, for picking up this book to read. We hope you find it 
useful for your purposes. 

Edmundo Werna and George Ofori  
London, October 2023   
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Chapter 13 

Mistreatment of migrant construction workers : Trajectory 

from the past to the present and into the future 

 

By Abdul-Rashid Abdul-Aziz, AbdulLateef Olanrewaju, Poline Bala 

 

ABSTRACT 

 

Labour migration is as old as human history. Based on current and centuries old 

practices, labour abuse in the construction industry is perhaps as old as humankind. 

With demographic changes in developed nations and poverty which afflicts labour-rich 

countries, labour migration is expected to continue in the future. This chapter posits 

that mistreatment of construction migrants in the future is likely to persist. Urban 

growth and physical infrastructure development of many nations owe in large part to 

the internal as well as international movement of construction workers, between 

developing and developed countries which is often the subject of interest, but also 

between developing countries and between developed countries. Such traverses give 

rise to labour abuse being global in nature. So dependent are labour-abundant 

developing countries on remittances by their citizens abroad that during the drafting of 

the General Agreement of Trade in Services (GATS), 1 they advocated for free 

movement of workers to be allowed as part of its provision, but their effort failed. In 

their final destinations, these migrants are often treated poorly by their construction 

employers: exploitative wages, insecure employment and forced labour, low safety 

standards and poor living conditions being the common features. Structural changes in 

the modern-day construction industry reinforced by discriminatory legislation and 

judicial systems of host countries have further entrenched undesirable mistreatment of 

migrants. Central to this poor treatment is the perception of these workers as no more 

than disposable construction resources. Given these hurdles, this chapter ends by 

asking whether fair, safe and decent employment will ever be available worldwide for 

migrant construction workers. All relevant international organisations and non-

government organisations (NGOs) should orchestrate their efforts for greater impact, 

as demonstrated by the Global Compact for Safe, Orderly and Regular Migration 

(usually given the short-hand title 'Global Compact') which was endorsed by the United 

Nations General Assembly on 19 December 2018. 
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