Amnesty report on Qatar exposes 'grim' abuse of migrant workers

Treatment of migrant workers in Qatar is systematic, often amounting to forced labour, Amnesty International report shows
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A migrant workers' labour camp in Qatar. Photograph: Shaival Dalal

When contemplating the agonies and exploitation meticulously documented by Amnesty International in its latest report on migrant construction workers in Qatar, set aside for a moment Fifa having chosen this country for the massive construction project that is the 2022 World Cup. For all the moral vacuity and corruption endemic in football's world governing body when it made the decision – and president Sepp Blatter's oily evasions – this shame is on a greater scale than football.

The report, which supports similar findings by Human Rights Watch and the International Trades Union Congress, holds up a mirror not only to the world's principal sport but to the world itself, showing how the richest are happy to treat the poorest.

Like Abu Dhabi and Dubai in the United Arab Emirates, Qatar – a tiny country grown rich on natural gas – is engaged in a vast nation-building programme, constructed using people who most needed labouring work. They were never going to allow hundreds of thousands of poor men from south Asian countries the rights of equals. As Amnesty's report makes clear, the abuse of migrant workers is systematic, too often amounting to forced labour.

Foreign workers on residence permits must be "sponsored" – a benign-sounding word which in practice means they are tied to one employer. This means they cannot move jobs or even leave the country without that employer's permission. They are forbidden by Qatari law to join or form trade unions, in breach of the fundamental human right to freedom of association, and so are condemned to vulnerability.

Contractors commissioned by Qatar's largest state-owned corporations hold their imported workforce to ransom; too often fail to abide by basic health and safety requirements on potentially lethal construction sites, withhold money in penalties if men fall sick and fail to pay them for months.

Photographs in the Amnesty report reveal the filthy insides of Qatar's accommodation for the workers who build their air-conditioned palaces, malls and five-star hotels: dank, windowless hovels, dangerously hot without air-conditioning; primitive dormitories cramming together crowds of men far from their homes and families.

Human rights organisations have peered into the detail, but these conditions are not hidden. In the gulf's broad desert daylight, the only people seen outside are often teams of migrant workers. They live inlabour camps, a term completely accepted. This report highlights an actual law passed in Qatar in 2011, which makes it illegal for migrant workers to be housed in "family areas" – meaning they must be kept separate from "districts where Qatari families live".

Some Qataris object that these reports focus relentlessly on dreadful practices while many of the men working in construction, and women in domestic service, are humanely treated, paid on time, and send a critical stream of money home.

Amnesty acknowledges this. Researchers spoke to people "broadly satisfied with their working conditions." Overall, however, Amnesty concludes: "The abuses against migrant workers in the construction sector in Qatar are grim."

When Fifa's barons sat in Zurich and greenlit the building of twelve huge football stadiums, hotels and vast attendant infrastructure in Qatar, they did not consider the workers who would do all this building. Since making this decision, six of the most senior Fifa executive committee have left or been banned following damning reports that they were corrupt.

In 2011, Fifa promised co-operation with the ITUC, accepting it bore a "responsibility that goes beyond the development of football". The Amnesty documents reveal that Blatter has slid back tothe position that Fifa can only organise a football tournament. The report pointedly chronicles abuses of workers engaged in building Fifa's Doha HQ and VIP centre, where one man complained: "Nepalis are treated like cattle."

The Qatar 2022 committee, led by Hassan Al Thawadi, who studied law at Sheffield University, are mostly younger, more enlightened Qataris who appear genuine in their desire to improve their country.But their constant repetition of the hope that the World Cup will be a "catalyst" for progress can seem glib. They bid for the World Cup knowing how workers are treated in their country – workers are dying, suffering injury, mental tortureand penury while waiting for the "catalyst" to change their miserable reality.

The Qatari government's response cited in the report gives little grounds for hope: restating current Qatari law, accepting none of the criticismand making no promises of improvement.

Yet it is not just Fifa that overlooks the woeful human rights abuse while doing grateful business with Qatar. Governments do, too. David Cameron is supporting British efforts to sell typhoon fighter jets to Qatar and the UAE, even Bahrain.

The interests of British business will no doubt temper official moral outrage at this report, painting a disheartening picture of how the world works.

