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Abstract
Before the Syrian civil war, Egyptians were the single largest migrant labor community in
Jordan. Labor market pressures and changes to the Jordanian work permit system have
resulted in the increasing vulnerability of Egyptian labor, who have been the primary
labor force on Jordanian farms and construction sites since the late 1970s. Using new data
from the 2015 Jordanian census, the 2010 and 2016 Jordan Labor Market Panel Survey, and
field interviews conducted in Jordan from 2014 to 2018, I show that higher concentrations
of Syrians at the subdistrict level are associated with higher rates of informal labor market
participation for Egyptians. Furthermore, higher proportions of Syrians do not correlate
with negative impacts on the formality or household wealth of Jordanian citizens,
suggesting that Syrian labor does not directly compete with the Jordanian labor force.
Given the importance of supporting host communities during refugee crises, this analysis
sheds light on how mass forced migration affects other vulnerable segments of the migrant
labor force in the Global South.

Keywords: migrant labor, refugee integration, host community, informality, Jordan,
Syria, Egypt

M
ost refugee movements take place between neighboring countries in
the Global South.1 Despite this, most academic work on refugee
integration focuses on Western host states, leaving a gap in our

knowledge of how most host states manage the complicated task of

1 David Scott FitzGerald and Rawan Arar, “The Sociology of Refugee Migration,” Annual Review of
Sociology 44 (April 2018): 387–406, https://doi.org/10.1146/annurev-soc-073117-041204.
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integrating refugee workers into the labor force.2 This article uses
quantitative and qualitative evidence from Jordan to show that rather
than competing directly with the Jordanian labor force, a higher local
concentration of Syrians is associated with increased precarity among
Egyptian migrant workers. This finding reflects policy decisions taken by
the Jordanian government to favor citizen interests by substituting Syrians
for Egyptian laborers. Unpacking this dynamic is particularly important as
host countries navigate challenging political and economic circumstances
while integrating refugee populations during protracted conflicts like the
Syrian Civil War.

This article contributes a fresh perspective on the integration of forced
migrants into the labor market by examining how other vulnerable
communities are impacted by such policies. I begin by drawing on the
social science literature on migrant labor vulnerability in refugee host
states. While debates about immigration and refugee resettlement have
featured prominently in recent political debates, most of the literature on
refugee integration is based on experiences in the Global North. I then
focus on the case of Jordan and the role of Egyptian migrant labor in key
labor-intensive economic sectors. Finally, I use two new data sets to test
whether higher levels of Syrian laborers impact Egyptian laborers via two
measures: household wealth (as a measure of economic fitness) and
informality (as a measure of labor security). I found that while Jordanian
household wealth and formality have not been directly impacted by a
higher local density of Syrians, Egyptians in Jordan have registered higher
levels of informality. These findings also speak to broader debates about
the economic impact of large-scale refugee labor market integration.

Forced Migration and Labor Integration
Migration is a contentious political issue across the Global North and South.
Citizens and politicians in host countries often voice concerns that
immigration will increase competition for jobs and put pressure on host
societies’ social safety nets.3 The literature on refugee integration often
finds, however, that incorporating refugees and other vulnerable migrants

2 B.S. Chimni, “The Global Refugee Problem in the 21st Century and the Emerging Security Paradigm: A
Disturbing Trend,” in Legal Visions of the 21st Century: Essays in Honour of Judge Christopher Weeramantry, eds.
Antony Anghie and Garry Sturgess (The Hague: Kluwer Law International, 1998), 283–99.

3 Rachel M. Friedberg and Jennifer Hunt, “The Impact of Immigrants on Host Country Wages,
Employment and Growth,” Journal of Economic Perspectives 9, no. 2 (Spring 1995): 23–44, https://doi.org/
10.1257/jep.9.2.23.
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into the labor force can have positive effects on host country economies.4

Refugee labor can fill labor market gaps, create new channels of foreign
and domestic investment, and increase the production and consumer
bases of the economy. Although implementing integration programs
introduces short-term costs to the public budget, refugee integration is
often projected to repay those costs through GDP increases in the medium
to long term.5

That said, host countries’ ability to successfully integrate refugee labor
depends on several factors, including the migrant laborers’ skill content,6

the host country’s labor composition7 and refugee labor integration
policies, local state capacity, and existing social safety nets.8 Countries in
the Global North have more developed welfare systems and higher state
capacity, and thus have an advantage when it comes to integrating refugee
labor. Evidence from Germany, the only northern country to accept mass
refugee inflows during the Syrian crisis, suggests that refugees do not
compete with German labor, although refugees themselves often struggle
to find work.9 OECD and developing countries with higher levels of
informal labor or lower state capacity may, however, encounter challenges
with refugee labor integration. In Turkey, for example, informal Turkish
workers have found themselves in competition with Syrian refugees who
are unable to find formal work.10

Although the effect of refugee integration on host populations has been
well studied, much less is known about how integration impacts

4 Uri Dadush, The Effect of Low-Skilled Labor Migration on the Host Economy (working paper, KNOMAD,
Washington, D.C., April 2014), https://carnegieendowment.org/2014/04/30/effect-of-low-skilled-labor-
migration-on-host-economy-pub-55599.

5 d’Artis Kancs and Patrizio Lecca, “Long-Term Social, Economic and Fiscal Effects of Immigration Into
the EU: The Role of the Integration Policy,” (working paper, Joint Research Centre Working Papers in
Economics and Finance 2017/4), https://doi.org/10.2760/999095.

6 Gianluca Orefice, “On the Effects of Immigration on Host Countries,” (PhD diss., University of Milan,
2010).

7 Gilles Spielvogel, “The contribution of recent refugee flows to the labour force,” in International
Migration Outlook 2018 (Paris: OECD Publishing, 2018), 125–62, https://doi.org/10.1787/migr_outlook-
2018-6-en.

8 Dilip Ratha, Sanket Mohapatra, and Elina Scheja, “Impact of Migration on Economic and Social
Development: A review of evidence and emerging issues,” (working paper, the Civil Society Days at The
Global Forum on Migration and Development 2010, Puerto Vallarta, Mexico, November 2010), https://doi.
org/10.1596/1813-9450-5558.

9 Markus Gehrsitz andMartin Ungerer, “Jobs, Crime, and Votes: A Short-Run Evaluation of the Refugee
Crisis in Germany,” (Discussion Paper Series No. 10494, IZA Institute for Labor Economics, Bonn, Germany,
January 2017), https://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/papers.cfm?abstract_id=2903116.

10 Spievogel, “The contribution of recent refugee flows.”
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established migrant communities in host countries. Sociologists11 have
criticized the migration literature for focusing primarily on western states,
since most refugees are hosted by neighboring states in the Global
South.12 Developing host countries often have higher levels of informality,
less robust social safety nets, and lower state capacity. As a consequence,
refugee labor integration can stretch host states’ bureaucratic capacity and
become politically controversial. In the Middle East and North Africa,
refugee labor most directly competes with local informal workers, as well
as with other migrant groups. Intraregional migrant workers have long
played an important role in Middle Eastern economies, where labor has
been highly mobile since the 1970s. Egyptian migrant workers in
particular have filled low-skilled jobs in the construction, agriculture, and
services sectors in Jordan for decades. The political exigencies of labor
market reform in the face of the Syrian refugee crisis, however, have
forced changes to Jordan’s economic equilibrium. Specifically, the Syrian
refugee crisis has negatively impacted the sizable labor force of low-skilled
Egyptian workers in Jordan. These effects, measurable even before the
2016 Jordan Compact, have been more pronounced in subdistricts with
higher concentrations of Syrians.

Jordan and Syrian Labor Integration
Although the Syrian refugee crisis has been framed as a European
phenomenon, Jordan and Syria’s other neighbors have received the largest
share of refugees during seven years of civil war. This article joins
others13 in calling for renewed attention to refugee integration in
countries adjacent to conflict. Syria’s neighbors are working with
international donors to find new ways of alleviating the economic
challenges of hosting long-term refugee populations. This is a matter of
particular urgency for Jordan. The Jordanian Department of Statistics
estimates14 that the country hosts nearly 1.3 million Syrian refugees,15

11 For a thorough literature review, see: FitzGerald and Arar, “The Sociology of Refugee Migration.”
12 Chimni, “The Global Refugee Problem.”
13 Rawan Arar, Lisel Hintz, and Kelsey P. Norman, “The real refugee crisis is in the Middle East, not

Europe,” The Washington Post, May 14, 2016, https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/monkey-cage/wp/
2016/05/14/the-real-refugee-crisis-is-in-the-middle-east-not-europe/.

14 “General Population and Housing Census 2015: Main Results,” Department of Statistics, c, http://
www.dos.gov.jo/dos_home_e/main/population/census2015/Main_Result.pdf.

15 This figure is likely inflated, and the true number of Syrians living in Jordan falls somewhere
between that number as an upper limit and 666,294 (the number of Syrians officially registered with
the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees, also known as UNHCR) as a lower limit. See,
“Jordan External Statistical Report on UNHCR Registered Syrians,” UNHCR, May 31, 2018, https://data2.
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most of whom live among host communities.16 Figure 1 shows that, as of
2015, Syrians in Jordan were concentrated primarily in northern districts
and urban areas but were also spread throughout Jordan’s provinces into
rural and peri-urban regions.

With 89 refugees per 1,000 inhabitants, Jordan has the second-highest per
capita share of refugees in the world.17 The Jordanian economy was
characterized by slow growth and high unemployment even before the
Syrian conflict, and recent protests18 over IMF-designed tax reforms signal

2015 Jordanian Census (coded by author).
Figure 1: Syrians as a Percentage of Total Population in Jordan (by Subdistrict),
2015.

unhcr.org/en/documents/details/63935. The census still represents our most complete understanding of
the distribution of Syrians throughout Jordan.

16 Of the 666,294 Syrians registered with UNHCR in Jordan, only 126,131 live in camps. The breakdown
by camp is 78,545 in Zaatari, 40,738 in Azraq, and 6,848 in Mrajeeb al Fhood (the Emirati camp). See,
UNHCR, “Jordan External Statistical Report;” Juliette Stevenson, “UNHCR Jordan Fact Sheet - June
2018,” UNHCR, https://data2.unhcr.org/en/documents/details/64114

17 Stevenson, “UNHCR Jordan Fact Sheet.”
18 Allison Spencer Hartnett, “Can Jordan’s New Prime Minister Reform the Government?” The

Washington Post, June 13, 2018, https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/monkey-cage/wp/2018/06/13/
can-jordans-new-prime-minister-reform-the-government/.
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the country’s economic fatigue. Jordanian officials have used the influx of
Syrian refugees as both a political excuse for Jordan’s flagging economy
and as an opportunity to negotiate more international development support.

The government of Jordan (GOJ) and international donors have introduced
several policy initiatives to address Syrians refugees’ long-term residence in
Jordan. The cornerstone of these is the integration of refugees into the
Jordanian labor force. Among the priorities of the GOJ and donor
governments is to minimize the negative impacts of Syrian integration on
Jordanian citizens. To achieve this, the GOJ has prioritized issuing formal
work permits for refugees in sectors that Jordanians prefer to avoid,
including agriculture, manufacturing, and construction. New policy
initiatives like the Jordan Compact19 advocate for placing Syrian refugees
in sectors already dominated by migrant labor.20

The push to integrate Syrian labor has important implications for other
migrant groups in Jordan. Jordan has historically used cheaper migrant
labor in manually demanding sectors of the economy unpopular with
Jordanians, such as agriculture or construction. Jordan’s large Egyptian
migrant labor force is the most vulnerable to any changes in work permits
and labor migration policy. This article draws on qualitative and
quantitative evidence to illustrate how this policy toward Syrian labor
market integration has affected Egyptian labor on the subnational level.

Since 2016, the GOJ has been vocal about the country’s limited capacity to
balance citizens’ needs and support for Syrian refugees. In 2017, then Prime
Minister Hani al-Mulki declared that the Jordanian government had
“reached its limit” and that the refugees put unsustainable pressure on
government finances, infrastructure, and public utilities.21 Despite
continued public support for Syrians and their welfare,22 Jordanians felt

19 Katharina Lenner and Lewis Turner, “Making Refugees Work? The Politics of Integrating Syrian
Refugees into the Labor Market in Jordan,” Middle East Critique, online (April 2018), 1–31, https://doi.
org/10.1080/19436149.2018.1462601.

20 Jordan Compact was decided in London in February 2016. In the agreement, the GOJ committed to
giving as many as 200,000 Syrians work permits over a period of several years (Lenner and Turner,
“Making Refugees Work?”).

21 Al-Petra News Agency, “Al-Mulqi: Al-Urdun wasala ilaa aqsaa qadratuhu ’alaa tahmal
’ib al-laaj’iin al-suriyyiin” (Al-Mulqi: Jordan has reached the limits of its capabilities
to carry the Syrian refugee burden), Al-Ra’i, April 5, 2017, http://alrai.com/article/10384779/.

22 Ala’ Alrababa’h, and Scott Williamson, “Jordan shut out out 60,000 Syrian refugees— and then saw a
backlash. This is why,” The Washington Post Monkey Cage Blog. July 20, 2018, https://www.washingtonpost.
com/news/monkey-cage/wp/2018/07/20/when-jordan-closed-its-border-to-refugees-the-public-
protested-heres-why/.
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their needs were being overlooked amid the refugee crisis.23 Jordanians
outside the capital, Amman, commonly associated refugee integration with
increased pressure on services such as education and water, rising prices
(particularly rent), social friction arising from cultural differences, and
financial and employment losses for Jordanian citizens.24 Donors and
international agencies have taken note of these drivers of host community
fatigue as the development response to Syrians’ tenure in Jordan has
evolved from humanitarian support to sustainable integration.

The February 2016 Jordan Compact marked a turning point in the
international and domestic policy response to Syrian refugees in Jordan.
The compact was the first collective document that addressed host
community concerns and donor priorities to employ Syrians. Prior to this
agreement, Syrians were rarely issued formal work permits. As part of the
negotiations, the GOJ committed to issuing 200,000 free work permits to
Syrians. In January 2018, Jordan’s Ministry of Labor reported that 87,141
permits had been issued since January 2016, 84 percent of which had been
issued to Syrians outside the refugee camps.25 The majority of these
permits had been issued for work in construction (56 percent) and
agriculture (25 percent). These sectors had historically been filled by other
migrant labor groups, especially male Egyptian migrant laborers. The rest
of this article will explore how the Syrian crisis has economically affected
Egyptian migrant labor.

Egyptian Vulnerability: The Syrian Crisis and the Informalization of

Egyptian Labor in Jordan
Egyptian laborers have been coming to Jordan since the 1970s to work
in agriculture and construction. Egyptians filled the jobs left vacant
by Jordanian labor migration to the Persian Gulf, filling low-wage sectors

23 When asked about refugees in the host communities, several Jordanian interlocutors gave the same
response: “Not poor them, poor us.” Interviews with retired civil servants in Umm Qais (October 28, 2016)
and Irbid (August 1, 2018); interviews with farmers in Ghor as-Safi (December 13, 2016); and informal
conversations in Amman (July 2017 and July 2018).

24 See, e.g., Svein Erik Stave and Solveig Hillesund, “Impact of Syrian refugees on the Jordanian labour
market,” (working paper, International Labor Organization, Regional Office for the Arab States, Beirut,
2015), https://data2.unhcr.org/en/documents/download/45716; Lorenza Errighi and Jörn Griesse, “The
Syrian Refugee Crisis: Labour Market Implications in Jordan and Lebanon,” (European Economy
Discussion Papers, Directorate-General for Economic and Financial Affairs (European Commission),
Luxembourg), https://doi.org/10.2765/901541; Shaddin Alhajahmad and Dorsey Lockhart, “Syrian
refugee labour integration policy in Jordan,” West Asia-North Africa Institute, August 2017, http://
wanainstitute.org/sites/default/files/publications/Publication_SyrianRefugeeLabourJordan_English.pdf.

25 “Syrian Refugee Unit Work Permit Progress Report,” Jordan Ministry of Labour, February 14, 2018,
https://data2.unhcr.org/en/documents/details/62003.
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that remaining Jordanians preferred to avoid.26 One estimate placed the
Egyptian share of the agricultural labor market in the Jordan Valley,
Jordan’s most productive agricultural region, as high as 87 percent in
1986.27

Egyptians continue to play an important role in Jordan’s agriculture,
construction, and service industries. Most migrant Egyptians live in poor
conditions, with urban and peri-urban workers sharing small crowded
apartments28 and agricultural workers living in concrete huts29 they build
themselves on the fields. The work is physically taxing, to the extent that
some Egyptians who came to Jordan on work permits for agricultural
employment “escape” to other sectors, like services or construction.

While turnover is high, Egyptians have been migrating to Jordan annually
for over 30 years. Somewho stay haveworked their way up from farm laborer
to landowner through saving and through networks built over the course of
their long-term residence in Jordan. One Egyptian landowner owned land
both in Mafraq and in the Jordan Valley.30

Since the Syrian refugee crisis began, Jordanian agriculture has suffered
from closed borders with its biggest agricultural markets in Syria and Iraq.
The closure of the Jordan-Syrian border has also meant that these
traditional migrant farmworkers, as well as other Syrian refugees, have
become a more permanent fixture in the labor market. Before the crisis,
migrant farming families would make annual trips to Jordan from
southern Syria. Their winter migration began in the Jordan Valley and
worked southward before looping back northward to the highlands of
Irbid and Ajlun, ending at Mafraq’s dryland farms.31 In the midst of this
challenging labor market, the GOJ implemented new rules governing

26 Laurie Brand, Jordan’s Inter-Arab Relations: The Political Economy of Alliance-Making (New York:
Columbia University Press, 1995).

27 Adam Hanieh, Lineages of Revolt: Issues of Contemporary Capitalism in the Middle East (Chicago:
Haymarket Books, 2013).

28 Izz al-Din al-Natour, “Safih w blastik w kartun: ’aswaiyyat yaskunuha ’umaal masriyiin fii al-Urdun”
(Egyptian workers living in slums in Jordan), Raseef 22, February 10, 2018, https://raseef22.com/life/2018/
02/10/ .

29 Izz al-Din Al-Natour, “Di mish ’ayeeshat bani Adam: Aina yaskun al-’umaal al-masriyiin fii
al-Urdun?” (This isn’t a life fit for humans: Where do Egyptian laborers live in Jordan?), 7iber, March
27, 2016, https://www.7iber.com/society/egyptian-workers-living-in-slums-jordan/.

30 Interview, Egyptian landowner and farm manager, North Shuneh (October 28, 2018). This was the
case with several Egyptians interviewed, although it remains the exception rather than the rule.
Despite landownership in the Jordan Valley being limited to Jordanians only, some Egyptians have
found Jordanians willing to register land in their names; thus, while a Jordanian nominally owns the
land, the Egyptian farmer pays for the property, controls the farm, and markets the produce.

31 Interview with a farmer in Karak (September 3, 2014), and interview with a farmer in Ghor As-Safi
(January 6, 2018).
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migrant labor that stand to impact other low-skilled migrant groups.32

Informal arrangements have long governed labor in Jordan’s agriculture
and construction industries. Pushes to formalize labor in those sectors
have been used to selectively screen migrants, with Syrians now being
given priority both formally and informally. The restructuring of laws and
priorities leaves Egyptian migrants in Jordan more vulnerable to
exploitation and deportation. Lenner and Turner (2018) summarize this
quandary by underscoring the costs to Jordanian businesses of formalizing
Syrian labor:

Jordan’s informalized labor market relies, to a significant degree, on
illegal migrant labor and the non-enforcement or selective
enforcement of labor regulations. We argue that the attempts to
increase Syrians’ formal labor market participation do not
sufficiently take these dynamics into account. Formalization or
substitution strategies run into vested interests and political
sensitivities that contribute to maintaining this informal system
that relies on both Syrian and Egyptian migrant labor. While they
may increase the security of those Syrians who get permits through
these schemes, they may well leave large parts of both the Syrian
and Egyptian populations in Jordan as precarious and vulnerable as
they have been before.

The next section of this article uses new data sources to explore the
impact of the Syrian refugee crisis on the Jordanian labor market. In
particular, I focus on how the Egyptian labor outcomes have changed
between 2010 and 2016. These findings suggest that Egyptians are the
most negatively affected segment of the Jordanian labor force, which is
likely due to the GOJ’s pressure to replace Egyptian migrant workers with
Syrian refugees.

Data and Analysis
This data analysis draws on two new data sources to measure how Syrian
labor impacts Egyptian migrant labor outcomes in Jordan. The first is the
Jordan Labor Market Panel Survey (JLMPS). The JLMPS is the only
nationally representative study of its kind in Jordan. The first wave was

32 Susan Razzaz, “A Challenging Market Becomes More Challenging: Jordanian Workers, Migrant
Workers and Refugees in the Jordanian Labour Market,” International Labour Organization, Regional
Office for Arab States, https://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/—arabstates/—ro-beirut/documents/
publication/wcms_556931.pdf.
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undertaken in 2010 prior to the outbreak of the so-called Arab Spring
uprisings and Syrian mass migration. The 2010 survey33 captured 25,953
individuals in 5,102 households across Jordan.34 The 2016 wave35 surveyed
33,450 individuals, including 16,631 from the original sample. The
refresher survey oversampled neighborhoods with high proportions of
non-Jordanians, including Egyptians and Syrians. The nature of the
refresher sampling and labor migration patterns in Jordan means that
retention of Egyptians and Syrians between waves is low and precludes
true panel data analysis. Comparative statistics of the two waves, however,
can tell us much about changes in the labor force for Jordanians,
Egyptians, and Syrians during the 2010–2016 period.

My second data source comes from an original data set measuring the
number of Syrians per capita at the subdistrict level based on the 2015
Jordan Population Census results.36 I interpret this measure as an absolute
number of Syrians across Jordanian localities, but it also proxies as our
best estimate of the change in Syrian population in Jordan since the
beginning of the war. Although some Syrians were present in Jordan prior
to the uprisings, the majority arrived as refugees after 2011. I tested
whether the proportion of Syrians in respondents’ subdistricts affects
labor outcomes for each national group, specifically workers’ household
wealth and informality status. The analysis shows that Egyptians have
been more negatively affected by Syrian labor entrants than local
Jordanians have been based on measures of informal labor market
participation.

Nationality was my key independent variable of interest, and I was
particularly interested in how outcomes for groups varied between the
2010 and 2016 waves of the JLMPS. These models looked at Jordanians,
Egyptians, and Syrians of working age (15–65 years old) to determine
differences between these labor groups between 2010 and 2016. Jordanians

33 OAMDI, 2016. Labor Market Panel Surveys (LMPS), http://erf.org.eg/data-portal/. Version 2.0 of
Licensed Data Files; JLMPS 2010. Egypt: Economic Research Forum (ERF).

34 Caroline Krafft and Ragui Assaad, “Introducing the Jordan Labor Market Panel Survey 2016,” (ERF
Working Paper Series No. 1186, Economic Research Forum, Dokki, Egypt, April 2018) https://erf.org.eg/
publications/introducing-the-jordan-labor-market-panel-survey-2016/

35 OAMDI, 2018. Labor Market Panel Surveys (LMPS), http://erf.org.eg/data-portal/. Version 1.1 of
Licensed Data Files; JLMPS 2016. Egypt: Economic Research Forum (ERF).

36 Statistics concerning refugee populations in Jordan have a fraught history. See Lenner and Turner,
“Making Refugees Work?” for a full overview of previous concerns about the accuracy of Iraqi refugee
statistics in Jordan. Nonetheless, the 2015 census results remain the best estimate of subnational
dispersion of Syrians.
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were the baseline category in all regressions. In each model, I controlled for
age, sex, education level, sector, and governorate.

I beganmy analysis by looking at baseline household wealth and formality
patterns. To measure respondents’ economic well-being, I used the JLMPS
household wealth score as a proxy for standards of living and spending
power. Household wealth was a continuous variable comprised of
measures of housing quality (e.g., walls, floors) and the number of
durables (e.g., refrigerators, smartphones, televisions, rooms, etc.)
recorded per household in the survey. The second outcome was the
formality of respondents’ jobs. Formality is a binary variable where 1
indicates formal employment. Formal employment must be registered
with the state, either through licensing or social security, which is
available for citizens and foreigners alike, or through holding a valid work
permit, for non-citizens only. Formal work is more stable, pays better, and
has more benefits than informal employment.

In 2010 and 2016, both Syrians and Egyptians reported lower levels of
household wealth than did Jordanians [Figures 2 and 3]. In 2010, household
wealth for Syrians in Jordan was higher than it was for Egyptians. In 2016,
Syrian household wealth was significantly lower than in 2010 and was only
slightly higher than the reported wealth for Egyptians. This makes sense,

Figure 2: Household Wealth, 2010 (Ordinary Least Squares, OLS).
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given the fact that the majority of Syrian workers accept wages that are much
lower than their Egyptian counterparts. In both waves, older workers and those
with more education reported higher levels of wealth, all else equal, while rural
respondents were less wealthy than their urban counterparts.

Formality levels for Syrians and Egyptians relative to Jordanians appear to
have changed little in the baseline models [Figures 4 and 5]. Across the 2010
and 2016 waves, both migrant groups were more likely to be informally
employed than Jordanians, with Syrians being more likely than Egyptians
to work informally.

This picture changes, however, once we account for the proportion of
Syrians among the total local population. Figures 6 and 7 show the 2016
baseline regressions with the addition of an interaction term between
respondents’ nationality and the proportion of Syrians in their subdistrict.
For Syrians, however, there was a significant and positive effect on
household wealth compared to Jordanians for having more Syrians in
their subdistrict, while for Egyptians there is no effect.

The interactive logistic models for formality suggest that a higher
proportion of Syrians in a given subdistrict in 2016 correlates to lower
formality among Egyptians [Figure 7]. The probability of being an Egyptian
formal worker decreased as the percentage of Syrians in the subdistrict
rose [Figure 8].

Figure 3: Household Wealth, 2016 (OLS).
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The politics surrounding Syrian refugees in Jordan means that creating
work for Syrians in Jordanian-dominated sectors is not a viable option. As
a consequence, the most convenient avenue for Syrian labor integration is
to employ refugees in sectors dominated by other migrant groups. A large
body of qualitative evidence corroborates this finding.

Changes in formal policy are pressuring Egyptian laborers from multiple
angles. Economically, the downward pressure on wages due to Syrian
acceptance of lower compensation makes the high costs of formality
almost impossible to meet. Egyptians are politically pressured, however, to
formalize. Labor law reforms following the Jordan Compact have been
designed to shrink existing migrant populations to make room for Syrian
workers. Enforcement of work permit rules on Egyptians has been on the
rise, with many Egyptian migrants being either deported or prevented
from entering since 2016.

The costs of formality for Egyptians are much higher than for Syrians.
Work permits are free to Syrian refugees but can cost upward of 1,000
Jordanian dinars for Egyptians (including costs borne in Egypt before
travel).37 Egyptians are being forced into the informal sector by economic
necessity so that they effectively compete with Syrian laborers, who work

Figure 4: Formality, 2010 (Logistic Regression, Logit).

37 Razzaz, “A Challenging Market.”
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Figure 5: Formality, 2016 (Logit).

Figure 6: Effects of Nationality and Local Syrian Population on Household Wealth, 2016 (OLS).
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Figure 7: Effects of Nationality and Local Syrian Population on Formality, 2016 (Logit).

Figure 8: Marginal Effects of Nationality and Local Syrian Population on Formality, 2016 (Logit, 95%
confidence intervals).

MESA R o M E S 52 2 2018

277

https://doi.org/10.1017/rms.2018.91 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/rms.2018.91


for lower wages. Many Egyptian agricultural workers, for example, are
working double days. They complete one full shift in the morning in the
Jordan Valley before being trucked to highland farms to work another full
workday in the afternoon.38 Without formal work permits, migrant
laborers are in a precarious position, as foreign workers can be arrested
and deported.

One alternative explanation for the formality of Egyptian laborers is their
physical location. If Egyptians are shifting from rural to urban employment,
GOJ enforcement of work permits and formalization might be higher in cities
(where most Syrian refugees live) and partially explain the findings. The
models are robust to location, and the coefficient for being a rural worker
correlates positively to being a formal worker, providing some evidence
that it is not the location, but rather the proportion of Syrians in the local
labor force driving the results.

Conclusion
The findings of this study suggest that the GOJ’s integration policies
regarding Syrian refugees primarily impact other migrant labor groups.
On the one hand, this suggests that the Jordan Compact’s implicit
intention of prioritizing Jordanian labor has been successful, at least
insofar as jobs have not been taken away from Jordanian workers. On
the other hand, the evidence presented here suggests that the Jordan
Compact is introducing profound changes to a decades-old labor
market equilibrium founded primarily on informality and cheap
migrant labor.

This raises several questions about the nature of MENA migrant labor
flows and the structure of domestic economies. The first pertains to the
long-term ramifications of dismantling the Egyptian labor force in
Jordan’s low-skilled sectors. When the Syrian conflict ends and refugees
have the option of returning home, how many will continue to work for
low wages in Jordan’s most challenging and unsafe sectors? Although the
timing and the process of ending the conflict in Syria remain matters of
conjecture, the forced reduction of the Egyptian labor force combined
with a potential repatriation of Syrian refugees means that the Jordanian
agriculture and construction industries may face a labor shortage.

Second, what do these findings suggest about Egyptian migrant labor
flows across the region? Egypt is the MENA region’s largest labor exporter,
and remittances play an outsized role in the domestic economy. Egyptian

38 Interview with a Jordanian farmer, Umm Qais (October 28, 2018).
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remittances have risen fast since the early 2000s: Egyptian migrant workers
remitted $5.02 billion in 2005, a figure that had grown to $22.52 billion by
2017. Both educated and unskilled Egyptian workers pursue opportunities
abroad to send money back to their families. In the Gulf, a popular
destination for educated Egyptian labor, workers have found themselves
victim to politicized labor practices in host countries. In June 2017, for
example, Egypt and a number of Gulf countries accused Qatar of
supporting terrorism and interfering in their domestic politics. All four
countries issued a complete boycott on Qatar. The move called the
immigration status of some 350,000 Egyptian migrant laborers into
question,39 and in 2018 the Qataris began deporting Egyptians.40 Unlike in
Jordan, where the politics of labor substitution are underpinned by
domestic interests and a local supply of Syrian refugees, the Qatari case
shows how international politics in the region can also impact migrant
laborers before the domestic workforce. As regional alliances change and
the Gulf countries alter their spending patterns, decades of intra-regional
migrant labor might be coming to a close. Given the prevalence of migrant
labor in the region, the precarity of migrants’ status in host countries
presents serious issues both for Egyptians who send money home and for
Egypt’s delicate political situation as they may have to absorb returnees
for whom there are no jobs. In 2011, remittances accounted for 6 percent
of Egypt’s GDP,41 suggesting that the loss of remittance income would have
serious implications for Egypt’s domestic economy.

In sum, this study corroborates findings in other contexts that suggests
that refugee labor integration does not harm host country labor. In
Jordan, this is because refugees and citizens are not competing for the
same jobs. Instead, Syrian refugees are displacing other migrant groups in
low-paying, high-risk sectors. In the medium to long term, the
consequence of Jordan’s politicized refugee crisis is that policymakers are
replacing one vulnerable group with another without making true
progress in addressing the deep structural issues of the Jordanian labor
market.

39 See, for example, Amina Ismail, “Anxious Egyptians fear for jobs in Qatar after diplomatic rift,”
Reuters, June 5, 2017, https://www.reuters.com/article/us-gulf-qatar-egypt-idUSKBN18W1T9.

40 A report from online daily Egypt Today tinged with anti-Qatar rhetoric says that Egypt has been
facilitating the return of deported Egyptian workers with cooperation from Kuwait and Jordan: “988
Egyptian workers return from Qatar via Kuwait, Jordan, Lebanon airports,” Egypt Today staff, Egypt
Today, July 31, 2018, https://www.egypttoday.com/Article/1/54996/988-Egyptian-workers-return-from-
Qatar-via-Kuwait-Jordan-Lebanon.

41 Jackline Wahba, “Through the Keyhole: International Migration in Egypt,” in The Egyptian Labor
Market in an Era of Revolution, eds. Ragui Assaad and Caroline Krafft (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2015).
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Appendix: Regression Tables

Table 1. Household Wealth and Informality, 2010

(1) (2)
Household Wealth Score

(OLS)
Formality of Primary Job

(Logit)

Syrian −0.642 −1.708
(0.003) (0.015)

Egyptian −1.629 −0.496
(0.000) (0.009)

Rural −0.261 0.364
(0.000) (0.000)

Economic activity of
primary job

−0.004 0.193

(0.045) (0.000)
Age 0.108 −0.111

(0.000) (0.000)
Education level 0.252 0.420

(0.000) (0.000)
Female 0.017 0.133

(0.516) (0.239)
Constant −1.125 −2.385

(0.000) (0.000)
Observations 5800 5663
R2 0.351
Pseudo R2 0.275
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Table 2. Household Wealth and Informality, 2016

(1) (2)
Household Wealth Score

(OLS)
Formality of Primary Job

(Logit)

Syrian −1.292 −2.516
(0.000) (0.000)

Egyptian −1.516 −1.040
(0.000) (0.000)

Rural −0.266 0.391
(0.000) (0.000)

Economic activity of
primary job

0.000 0.138

(0.867) (0.000)
Age 0.064 −0.152

(0.000) (0.000)
Education level 0.168 0.359

(0.000) (0.000)
Female −0.011 0.317

(0.688) (0.003)
Constant −0.692 −1.450

(0.000) (0.000)
Observations 5997 5882
R2 0.372
Pseudo R2 0.227
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Table 3. Local Percentage of Syrians and Household Wealth and Informality, 2016

(1) (2)
Household Wealth Score

(OLS)
Formality of Primary Job

(Logit)

Syrian −1.710 −2.705
(0.000) (0.000)

Egyptian −1.518 −0.290
(0.000) (0.464)

syr_totpop_pc −0.345 −0.540
(0.169) (0.391)

Syrian × syr_totpop_pc 2.948 1.270
(0.000) (0.692)

Egyptian × syr_totpop_pc 0.058 −7.753
(0.947) (0.040)

Rural −0.264 0.382
(0.000) (0.000)

Economic activity of
primary job

0.000 0.139

(0.813) (0.000)
Age 0.064 −0.154

(0.000) (0.000)
Education Level 0.169 0.359

(0.000) (0.000)
Female −0.011 0.312

(0.664) (0.004)
Constant −0.660 −1.379

(0.000) (0.000)
Observations 5997 5882
R2 0.374
Pseudo R2 0.227
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