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Opening Statement By H.E Mr Mod K. Ceesay
The Honourable Minister Of Trade, Regional Integration and Employment Of The Republic Of The Gambia 


 During The 42nd Session Of The Committee on Migrant Workers  
At The 


Constructive Dialogue With The Committee On The Protection Of The Rights Of All Migrant Workers And Members Of Their Families







Geneva, 4 June 2026
 


SALUTATIONS
Mr Chairperson,
Distinguished Members of the Committee,
Country Rapporteurs,
Excellencies,
Ladies and Gentlemen, Good afternoon to you all.
1. It is a privilege and honour to appear before this distinguished Committee on behalf of the Government of the Republic of The Gambia for the consideration of our initial report under the International Convention on the Protection of the Rights of All Migrant Workers and Members of Their Families.
2. At the outset, allow me to convey the warm greetings of His Excellency President Adama Barrow, the Government and the people of The Gambia. I also wish to express our sincere appreciation to the Committee for its important work in promoting the effective implementation of the Convention and for the constructive engagement it maintains with State parties.
I am joined by  
· Mr Nyallow Barrow, Commissioner for Labour, Gambia Labour Department 
· Ms Aji Adam Ceesay, Head of the Human Rights Unit at the Ministry of Justice
· Mr Sulayman Kujabi, Commissioner of Operations at the Gambia Immigration Department, 
· Mr Basiru Secka, Principal Labour Economist, Ministry of Trade, Industry, Regional Integration and Employment, 
· Ms Bafou Jeng, Counsellor for Human Rights Matters at the Permanent Mission of The Gambia in Geneva, 
· Mr Malick Nyassi- Frist Secretary at the Permanent Mission of The Gambia in Geneva
· Mr Momodou Mbenga, First Secretary at the Permanent Mission of The Gambia  in Geneva and other senior Government officials participating virtually from Banjul.
3. This arrangement allows the delegation to draw on the technical expertise of relevant ministries, departments and agencies involved in migration governance and migrant protection. It also reflects our recognition that implementation of the Convention cannot be carried out by one institution alone. It requires coordinated action across Government, as well as sustained engagement with the National Human Rights Commission, civil society and international partners.
4. The Gambia ratified the Convention on 28th September 2018. By doing so, we undertook the obligation to respect, protect and fulfil the rights of migrant workers and members of their families, and to report to this Committee on the measures adopted to give effect to the Convention, in accordance with article 73.
5. We also acknowledge that The Gambia’s initial report was due in 2020, following ratification of the Convention. We regret the delay in its submission. This was not due to lack of commitment, on our part but to capacity and coordination challenges in compiling information across the many institutions involved in migration governance.We therefore view the submission of this initial report, and our dialogue with the Committee, as an important opportunity to regularise our reporting, identify remaining gaps, and strengthen implementation of the Convention going forward.
6. Today’s dialogue now gives us the opportunity to build on that process. We come before the Committee in a spirit of openness and constructive engagement, ready to share the progress made, to acknowledge the challenges that remain, and to benefit from the Committee’s guidance as we continue to strengthen the protection of migrant workers and members of their families.
Mr Chairperson, Distinguished Members of the Committee,
7. In preparing its initial report, the Government sought to ensure that the process was nationally owned, consultative and reflective of the institutions involved in migration governance and migrant protection.
8. The report was prepared through the Inter Ministerial Taskforce on Treaty Body Reporting, coordinated by the Ministry of Justice, with inputs from relevant ministries, departments and agencies. Consultations were also held with the National Human Rights Commission, civil society organisations and development partners, including IOM. A national validation meeting was held before the submission of the report in March 2026.
9. We therefore this dialogue as an opportunity to go beyond the written report and engage directly with the Committee in a frank and constructive manner. 
Mr Chairperson, distinguished members of the Committee
10. For The Gambia, migration is not a distant or theoretical issue. It is part of the lived reality of many families and communities. It is reflected in the aspirations of young Gambians who leave in search of opportunity, in the contribution of migrant workers in the diaspora to families home and national development, and in the role of workers from neighbouring countries in our economy. At the same time, it is also reflected in the painful realities of irregular migration, trafficking, exploitation and, in some cases, loss of life, youthful life.
11. These realities guide our approach toward migration governance as not only being about managing borders or procedures but also about people. It is about ensuring that migration is safe, orderly, regular, humane and rights-based, and that every person within our jurisdiction, regardless of nationality or migration status, is treated with dignity and protected under the law.
12. We recognise that this principle must translate into protection in practice as progress cannot be measured only by the adoption of laws and policies but must also be measured by whether migrant workers can access protection, whether victims of trafficking and smuggling receive support, whether returnees can rebuild their lives, whether migrant children are identified and protected, and whether Gambian migrant workers abroad can rely on effective consular assistance.
13. It is in this spirit that The Gambia has continued to build an evolving migration governance framework, one that places people at the centre, upholds human dignity and seeks to strengthen protection in law, policy and practice.
Mr Chairperson, Distinguished Members,
14. Allow me to highlight some key developments in our legal and policy framework since ratification.
15. While The Gambia does not yet have a standalone law dedicated exclusively to migrant workers and members of their families, their protection is addressed through a combination of constitutional guarantees, labour legislation, immigration laws, anti trafficking legislation, child protection laws, access to justice mechanisms and relevant policy frameworks. The Government continues to strengthen these frameworks to better align national law and practice with the Convention.
16. The Constitution guarantees fundamental rights and freedoms to all persons within the territory of the State, including protection of personal liberty, protection from discrimination, access to justice and the right to a fair hearing. These guarantees apply not only to citizens, but to all persons within our jurisdiction, including migrant workers and members of their families.
17. The Labour Act 2023 is one of the most significant recent reforms. It strengthens the framework governing employment relations, labour standards, written contracts, occupational safety and health, equal treatment, labour inspections and dispute resolution. Its protections are relevant to all workers, including migrant workers within the country.
18. The Government has also adopted the Persons with Disabilities Act 2021 and the Prevention and Prohibition of Torture Act 2023. These laws strengthen the broader national human rights framework and are relevant to the protection of vulnerable persons, including migrant workers and members of their families who may face different forms of vulnerability.
19. The Gambia has adopted several policy instruments relevant to migration governance. These include the National Migration Policy 2020 to 2030, the Labour Migration Strategy and Action Plan 2022 to 2026, the National Action Plan Against Trafficking in Persons 2026 to 2030, the National Return and Reintegration Strategy and the Migration Communication Strategy which recently phased out in 2025.
20. Institutionally, the National Coordination Mechanism on Migration, established on 6 November 2019, serves as a government led inter agency platform for coordinating migration governance in The Gambia. It brings together relevant ministries, departments and agencies, as well as partners, to promote a more coherent approach to migration policy, implementation, reporting and follow up. Through this platform, issues relating to immigration management, labour migration, trafficking in persons, return and reintegration, diaspora engagement and migrant protection are addressed in a more coordinated manner.
21. This coordination has also been complemented by national and interregional dialogue on migration. In December 2025, the Government, in partnership with IOM, convened the National Dialogue on Migration in Banjul. In July 2024, the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, International Cooperation and Gambians Abroad also partnered with IOM, OHCHR and the UN Network on Migration to host an interregional dialogue on the review of the Global Compact for Migration, focusing on labour mobility, protection of migrant workers and information sharing. The Gambia also remains engaged in the Rabat Process and hosted the July 2025 thematic meeting on missing migrants, co chaired with Switzerland, focusing on prevention of loss of life, data cooperation, identification mechanisms and support to families.
22. The Gambia also continues to cooperate within ECOWAS, whose Protocol on Free Movement of Persons, Residence and Establishment remains central to regional mobility. ECOWAS nationals may enter The Gambia without a visa for up to 90 days. Those who wish to remain beyond that period, or to take up residence or employment, are required to regularise their status through procedures administered by the Gambia Immigration Department, including residence or residence and employment permits under the Immigration Act.


Mr  Chairperson, members of the Committee
23. I wish to draw the Committee’s attention to an important recent development. The Government has finalised the Gambia Immigration Bill, 2026, which was submitted to the National Assembly on 1 June 2026.
24. The Bill is a major step in modernising the country’s immigration framework. It seeks to repeal the Immigration Act of 1965 and replace it with a more comprehensive legal framework for immigration control, border management, travel documents, visas, permits, and the prevention and prohibition of migrant smuggling.
25. Importantly, the Bill introduces provisions on the protection and assistance of smuggled migrants, including urgent medical care, protection against violence, safeguards for smuggled children, access to judicial proceedings and access to consular officials. It also recognises important safeguards, including the principle of non refoulement, the right to seek asylum, the prohibition of arbitrary and collective expulsion, the prohibition of torture and other cruel, inhuman or degrading treatment or punishment, and the best interests of the child.
26. The Bill is not yet enacted and will require consideration by the National Assembly, and if passed, effective implementation will require regulations, training, resources, public awareness and oversight. We consider this an important priority.
Mr  Chairperson, members of the Committee
27. The protection of Gambian migrant workers abroad remains an important priority for the Government.
The Government has continued to pursue regular labour migration pathways through bilateral cooperation, including with the Kingdom of Spain and the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia. Cooperation with Spain was strengthened in 2024 in the area of circular and seasonal labour migration, while cooperation with Saudi Arabia was advanced through a bilateral labour agreement signed in 2023 and ratified in 2024, focusing on regulated recruitment, including for professional and domestic work.
28. We recognise that regular labour migration pathways must be matched by practical safeguards. These include transparent recruitment processes, written contracts, fair wages, social protection, grievance mechanisms, consular access and safe return. Our priority is not only to create opportunities for Gambian workers abroad, but also to ensure that they are protected throughout the migration cycle.
29. The Government has also taken steps to bring documentation and consular services closer to Gambian nationals abroad. Our diplomatic and consular services assist Gambian nationals in destination countries, including the issuance of travel documents, liaison with host authorities and facilitation of voluntary return where necessary.
30. A recent example is the mobile biometric passport enrolment exercise conducted in Spain and Italy from 27 April to 16 May 2026. The exercise enrolled one thousand, eight hundred and twenty-three (  1,823)  Gambian applicants and enabled Gambians abroad to access passport enrolment services without having to travel to The Gambia.
31. The Government also cooperates with international partners, including IOM, to support voluntary return, reintegration and migrant protection. Through this cooperation, Gambian migrants returning from difficult situations in transit countries, including Libya, Niger and Mauritania, have received assistance for safe return and reintegration, while community-based reintegration projects have supported livelihoods in areas such as animal husbandry, horticulture, bakery, commercial transport, fashion and milling.
32. Sustainable reintegration remains a challenge. However, these efforts have helped many returnees begin the difficult process of rebuilding their lives, reconnecting with their communities and accessing livelihood opportunities.
33. The Government has also taken steps to strengthen pre-departure preparation for Gambian migrant workers. With support from IOM, the Labour Migration Strategy, Ethical Recruitment Guidelines and Pre-Departure Training Manual were developed and validated in 2021. These tools are intended to prepare Gambian workers before departure by providing guidance on regular migration channels, recruitment procedures, employment contracts, workers’ rights and responsibilities, risks of exploitation, consular assistance and complaint mechanisms.
34. We acknowledge, however, that monitoring the conditions of Gambian migrant workers abroad remains a challenge, particularly for domestic workers and low-wage workers in destination countries where access to remedies, labour inspection and protection from exploitative practices may be limited. The priority now is to ensure that pre-departure tools are implemented consistently, especially for workers leaving through bilateral labour arrangements and regulated recruitment channels.
Mr  Chairperson, members of the Committee 
35. On access to justice and remedies, migrant workers and members of their families may access ordinary courts and relevant complaint mechanisms in The Gambia. These include the Department of Labour, the Office of the Ombudsman, the National Human Rights Commission, the Alternative Dispute Resolution Secretariat and the National Agency for Legal Aid. Victims of trafficking in persons may also receive assistance through the National Agency Against Trafficking in Persons, which also established a shelter for trafficking victims in 2024.
36. The National Human Rights Commission plays a critical role in the protection of human rights, including the rights of migrants. The Commission has a mandate to receive and investigate complaints relating to alleged human rights violations and may receive complaints from both citizens and non-citizens. It has also been granted an A status accreditation by the Global Alliance of National Human Rights Institutions, confirming its compliance with the Paris Principles.
37. We recognise, however, that access to justice depends not only on the formal availability of institutions, but also on whether migrant workers can use them in practice. A worker whose wages are withheld, a domestic worker facing abuse, or a migrant in an irregular situation may hesitate to report violations because of fear, lack of information, language barriers, cost, retaliation or uncertainty about their status. This is why awareness, legal assistance, language support, protection against retaliation and clear referral pathways remain important.
Mr Chairperson, Distinguished Members,
38. Trafficking in persons and migrant smuggling, The Gambia has continued to strengthen its legal, institutional and policy framework. The Trafficking in Persons Act criminalises trafficking and provides for victim protection and rehabilitation. The National Agency Against Trafficking in Persons, NAATIP, remains the lead institution responsible for coordinating national efforts in prevention, protection, investigation, prosecution, victim support, and partnerships.
39. In addition, The Gambia has developed a new National Action Plan Against Trafficking in Persons 2026 to 2030, which builds on the lessons of the 2021 to 2025 Plan. The new Plan provides a renewed framework for prevention, protection, prosecution, partnerships, data, monitoring and evaluation, research, and emerging forms of exploitation. It also recognises trafficking risks linked to irregular migration, poverty, unemployment, gender inequality, transnational organised crime, online recruitment, sports-related trafficking and risks associated with labour migration under bilateral labour agreements.
40. At the same time, we recognise that trafficking and exploitation are often hidden in informal sectors, including domestic work, agriculture, construction, informal trade and other areas where workers may be less visible to authorities. Labour inspection and protection measures are generally stronger in the formal sector than in informal settings. This gap has been recognised and will be addressed through better resourcing, enhanced training, outreach, data collection, stronger coordination and improved referral pathways.
41. Practical measures under the new Plan include strengthening the National Referral Mechanism, expanding shelter capacity, including through the establishment of a dedicated children-only shelter, operationalising the Victim Trust Fund, improving victim support services and strengthening coordination between NAATIP and civil society organisations providing frontline assistance.


42.Children in migration situations require particular protection. The Children’s Act provides safeguards against exploitation, abuse, trafficking and harmful practices, and these protections apply to all children within our jurisdiction, including migrant children.
43. The Government has also taken steps to strengthen the protection of unaccompanied and separated migrant children, including through Standard Operating Procedures to support identification, referral, temporary care, psychosocial support, case management, family tracing and reunification where appropriate.
44. We recognise that children may be exposed to trafficking, forced begging, domestic servitude, labour exploitation, sexual exploitation and risks linked to irregular migration. The Government is therefore working to strengthen the child protection framework, including through the National Child Labour Policy, which has been developed and validated and is awaiting Cabinet approval.
Mr Chairperson, members of the Committee
45. On non-discrimination, the Constitution of The Gambia 1997 and national laws prohibit discrimination and guarantee equality before the law. The National Migration Policy also commits the State to rights-based and non-discriminatory migration governance. In practice, this means that migrants should be treated with dignity when they interact with public institutions, including immigration, labour, law enforcement, health, education and justice services.
46. At the same time, we recognise that formal guarantees must translate into lived protection. A migrant child may face difficulty accessing school where documentation is unclear, a migrant worker in an irregular situation may hesitate to seek health care or report abuse, and a victim of trafficking may not know where to seek assistance or may fear retaliation. This is why the Government is focusing on clearer referral pathways, better guidance for frontline officers, stronger public information for migrants and improved disaggregated data.
47. The issue of data remains one of the most important cross-cutting challenges in the implementation of the Convention. Migration-related data is collected by several institutions, including the Gambia Immigration Department, the Gambia Bureau of Statistics and other relevant agencies. However, the data remains fragmented and is not always consistently disaggregated by nationality, sex, age, occupation, migration status or type of vulnerability. 
48. The Government has started taking practical steps to improve this situation. For example, the Migration Information and Data Analysis System, (MIDAS), has been installed at selected border crossing points and connected to the central database at Immigration Headquarters in Banjul to support the collection, analysis and sharing of real-time traveller information. The Data, Policy and Legislation thematic working group under the migration coordination framework, led by the Gambia Bureau of Statistics, has also supported the development of ECOWAS data collection tools.
49.  These measures are important, but more work is still needed to ensure that data on complaints, detention, expulsion, labour protection, consular services and Gambian migrant workers abroad is collected more consistently and used effectively for policy and protection purposes.

50. The Gambia also recognises the importance of due process in immigration related proceedings. Migrant workers and members of their families must be treated with dignity and in accordance with the law. Safeguards against arbitrary detention, access to legal assistance and interpretation, contact with consular authorities, protection against collective expulsion and the right to challenge decisions are central to a rights-based migration system.
Mr Chairperson, members of the committee
51. The Gambia has also taken steps to address historical violations involving migrants. In the context of the Truth, Reconciliation and Reparations Commission, the unlawful killing of West African migrants in July 2005 was recognised as a grave violation. The TRRC determined that 54 West African migrants qualified for final reparations, and a total of 32.4 million dalasis was allocated to be paid through the victims’ respective governments as part of the national reparations programme.
52. This remains an important example of non-judicial redress for migrant victims and their families, even as accountability processes continue. It also reflects a broader principle that guides our approach: migrants are not outside the protection of the law.
Mr Chairperson, members of the Committee
53. Before concluding, allow me to highlight the main areas where The Gambia will continue to focus its efforts.We will continue to modernise the legal framework on migration, including through the parliamentary consideration of the Gambia Immigration Bill, 2026 and, if enacted, the development of the necessary regulations and implementation measures.
54. We will strengthen the implementation of the Labour Act 2023, particularly through labour inspections, dispute resolution and protection of workers in vulnerable and informal sectors.
55. We will continue to improve coordination through the National Coordination Mechanism on Migration and other relevant platforms, while strengthening protection for victims of trafficking, smuggling, exploitation and gender-based violence through better identification, referral, psychosocial support, legal assistance and reintegration services.
56. The Government will also prioritise improved migration data collection and disaggregation, stronger consular protection and regular labour migration pathways for Gambian workers abroad, and continued cooperation with the National Human Rights Commission, civil society and international partners to improve awareness of the Convention and access to remedies.
Mr  Chairperson, Distinguished Members of the Committee,
57. The Gambia does not underestimate the challenges ahead. We face limitations in financial resources, institutional capacity, data systems, consular reach and implementation consistency. Some reforms are still in progress. Some policies require stronger operational frameworks. Some protection mechanisms need better funding, wider public awareness and more consistent application.
58. But we are here because we accept that ratification is only the beginning. The real test lies in implementation.The Government is therefore committed to using this dialogue as a practical opportunity to strengthen protection for migrant workers and members of their families. We therefore approach the Committee’s questions in a spirit of openness, seriousness and cooperation.
59. My delegation stands ready to engage constructively, respond to the issues raised and provide additional information where available.
I thank you.
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