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INTRODUCTION

Migration in Sri Lanka has seen significant growth in the past two decades, 
with approximately 1.7 million citizens working abroad and nearly 3 million 
living overseas. Despite this demographic shift, Sri Lanka’s electoral system 
has struggled to adapt, continuing to leave its absent voters disenfranchised.

The challenge of enfranchising migrants has been recognized by several 
parliamentary and presidential electoral reform committees and civil society, 
yet viable solutions have been elusive. Attempts to guarantee the right to 
suffrage to Sri Lanka’s absent voters—including recommendations from 
international conventions and human rights bodies—have fallen short. Key 
challenges persist and include the need for legal reform, security concerns, 
financial constraints and the lack of a broad political consensus on viable 
electoral reform.

This case study highlights how prospects for the enfranchisement of 
Sri Lanka’s migrants would require a staged approach. The first step would 
entail exploring what viable absentee voting methods exist among those 
successfully employed by other international jurisdictions, and then assessing 
the various challenges their introduction in Sri Lanka would present. After 
garnering the required political support, the last step would be to choose, 
design and finally implement the most suitable absentee voting method(s) for 
Sri Lanka’s unique context.
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1. MIGRATION IN SRI LANKA: BACKGROUND AND 
CHARACTERISTICS

In the past two decades, Sri Lanka has seen a tenfold increase in its migrant 
numbers. The most recent estimates released by the United Nations indicate 
that, as of 2020, about 1.96 million Sri Lankans were working abroad (UN DESA 
2020). However, other sources suggest that almost 3 million Sri Lankans are 
living overseas, which corresponds to one in eight persons of the population 
(OOSLA 2023). This represents an outflow of valuable human capital that could 
otherwise be deployed to further economic growth and development in            
Sri Lanka.

A study on the enfranchisement of Sri Lanka’s migrants published in the early 
2000s attested that, in the period 1985–2000, approximately 5 per cent of 
the Sri Lankan labour force was based abroad (Sriskandarajah 2002: 269; 
Jayatilaka 2020). Years of conflict led to the significant displacement and 
migration within the Tamil community (Anandakugan 2020). Referred to as 
‘the Tamil Diaspora’, many of these individuals left the country as refugees and 
asylum seekers to settle permanently overseas (Anandakugan 2020). Their 
reasons were economic as well as political, but also for personal security.

Furthermore, data from the Sri Lanka Bureau of Foreign Employment (SLBFE) 
shows that, on average, in 2018 almost 600 people1 a day left the country 
for reasons of employment, amounting to an annual figure of over 200,000 
emigrants (SLBFE 2022).

According to statistics released in 2022 by the SLBFE, 60 per cent of 
Sri Lanka’s international migrants were males and 40 per cent females. In 
2018, 32 per cent of them migrated through official channels for employment 
and 68 per cent via direct contacts. Some 31 per cent of all migrants and 
76 per cent of female migrants worked as domestic staff. As a result, both 
domestic workers and women who migrate through direct means shift 
the gender balance in favour of women. In 2022, skilled migrants account 
for 32 per cent of the total (SLBFE 2022). Kuwait, Qatar, Saudi Arabia and 
the United Arab Emirates are the top destinations for nearly 80 per cent of 
Sri Lankan international migrants (SLBFE 2022). These figures highlight 
a significant challenge for Sri Lanka’s inclusive democracy. Given their 
numbers, enfranchising migrants could potentially influence domestic election 
outcomes.

It is noteworthy that remittances were the largest foreign exchange earner 
for Sri Lanka in 2018, at USD 7.1 billion (Central Bank of Sri Lanka 2019). This 
demonstrates that migration is a key pillar of the national economy. At the 
start of the Covid-19 pandemic, remittances fell from USD 6.7 billion in 2019 to 
around USD 5.23 billion in 2020 (Weeraratne 2020).

1	 According to the SLBFE, in 2018, approximately 211,459 Sri Lankans departed for foreign employment. This 
translates to an average of about 580 individuals leaving the country daily for overseas work opportunities.
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A considerable number of internal migrants also leave the villages and towns 
of their birth or habitual residence to settle in other towns or cities around the 
country for education and employment purposes (Perera 2020). Many maintain 
close ties with their places of origin and regularly return home to meet with 
family, to celebrate festivals and to vote. This pattern underscores the cultural 
and familial bonds that persist despite relocation for education or employment. 
Sri Lanka is a small country that is relatively well served by public transport, so 
travel issues are not insurmountable. 

A significant number of people are employed in free-trade zones, or special 
economic zones, mainly in the garment manufacturing sector, and they fall 
into a grey area. They have lived away from home for several years but have 
not registered their place of occupation as their place of residence and are 
generally unable to get leave to travel home to vote. Many have ceased to 
register to vote in their hometowns (Sri Lanka Brief 2024). During the Covid-19 
pandemic, they were severely disadvantaged, as they were not considered 
eligible for samurdhi benefits (grants of LKR 5,000 [USD 17] provided to low-
income families), as they were not registered at their place of work (UNICEF 
2020).

Figure 1. Sri Lanka’s migration in numbers

Source: By the author.
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Many Sri Lankans were also internally displaced following the 30-year civil war, 
and many of them have not returned to their original places of residence. Some 
migrants have struggled to reclaim land and homes while others have created 
lives for themselves elsewhere in the country (Mittal and Fraser 2016).

2. DRIVERS OF MIGRATION WITHIN AND OUTSIDE SRI LANKA

Sri Lanka is one of the contemporary world’s major emigration nations (Hugo 
2014). For 40 years, its internal and international migration has been driven 
by two main push–pull factors. The 30-year ethnic conflict pushed a large 
segment of the population, estimated at around 800,000 citizens, primarily 
of Tamil ethnicity, into internal or international exile (Anandakugan 2020). 
Similarly, many were pulled to migrate by the prospect of better employment 
opportunities available elsewhere (ILO 2023).

Over decades of residence abroad, Sri Lanka’s international migrants have 
permanently settled in their host countries, mostly in Canada and the United 

Figure 2. Main characteristics of Sri Lanka’s international migration

Source: By the author.
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Kingdom, or in Australia, India and European countries (Hugo 2014). The vast 
majority of those who emigrated are now citizens of their host countries. 
These migrants can vote in Sri Lanka if their citizenship has been retained and 
they are registered to vote. While the electoral register for the predominantly 
Tamil district of Jaffna, for example, makes allowance for the possibility of 
their return to vote in national and local elections, this is unaffordable and 
logistically complicated for most migrants, and thus highly unlikely.

The enfranchisement of internally displaced citizens has also been guaranteed 
by legal proceedings. Awareness campaigns are also conducted by the 
Election Commission of Sri Lanka, and seven different official documents can 
be used for identification purposes at polling stations (Shujaat, Roberts and 
Erben 2016).

Many skilled and unskilled workers migrate to the Gulf Cooperation Council 
(GCC) states or the Middle East more generally (ILO 2017). They are drawn 
from all communities but are predominantly Sinhalese. These migrants leave 
Sri Lanka to pursue better economic opportunities than those available at 
home (Perera 2020), a phenomenon that dates to the economic liberalization 
of 1977. Domestic staff constitute a large proportion of migrants, and there 

Figure 3. Drivers of migration within and outside Sri Lanka

Source: By the author.

5THE ABSENT VOTERS OF SRI LANKA: CHALLENGES AND PROSPECTS FOR THE ENFRANCHISEMENT OF MIGRANTS



have been high-profile cases of accusations of abuse and even murder against 
employers (HRW 2007).

3. STATUS OF THE ELECTORAL ENFRANCHISEMENT OF
SRI LANKA’S MIGRANTS

Sri Lanka introduced universal adult franchise almost a century ago, yet several 
areas of neglect remain in the country’s electoral systems and processes. Key 
among these areas is the challenge of enfranchising its migrants.

While the right to vote for migrants is normatively recognized, in practice 
unless they travel home, these absent voters have no opportunity to cast their 
votes as no viable absentee voting systems are in place.

The legal framework governing elections in Sri Lanka is scattered across 
various pieces of legislation.2 Article 4(e) of the Constitution stipulates that 
‘the franchise shall be exercisable at the election of the President of the 
Republic and of Members of Parliament and at every Referendum by every 
citizen who has attained the age of eighteen years and who, being qualified to 
be an elector as hereinafter provided, has her/his name entered in the register 
of electors’. As established in the Registration of Electors Act (No. 44 of 1980) 
and the Parliamentary Elections Act (No. 1 of 1981), postal voting before 
the day of an election, or ‘advanced voting provisions’, is limited to specific 
categories of voter such as the police, members of the armed forces, public 
servants engaged in election work and support staff such as bus, railway and 

2	 The Constitution of Sri Lanka; parts of the Election Ordinance of 1946 still effective to date; the 
Parliamentary Elections Act, No. 1 of 1981; the Presidential Elections Act, No. 15 of 1981; the Referendum 
Act, No. 7 of 1981; the Provincial Councils Elections Act, No. 2 of 1988; the Local Authorities Elections 
Ordinance (chapter 262); the Local Authorities Elections Ordinance, No. 53 of 1946, and amendments 
thereto; the Local Authorities Elections Amendment Act, No. 22 of 2012; and the Local Authorities Elections 
Act, No. 1 of 2016.

Fig 4. Key destinations of Sri Lanka’s international migrants

Source: By the author.
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postal workers. Until 2020 doctors working in intensive-care units, nurses 
and attendants were not allowed postal ballots. Those working in the tourism 
industry and at airports are still not allowed early postal voting.

According to articles 41 and 84 of the 1990 International Convention on the 
Protection of the Rights of All Migrant Workers and Members of Their Families3 
(ICRMW), ratified by Sri Lanka in 1995, ‘migrant workers … have the right to 
participate in public affairs of their State of origin and to vote and be elected 
at elections of that State’. Sri Lanka, as a signatory, should facilitate the 
enfranchisement of its migrants. 

Several parliamentary and presidential committees (Weeraratne 2024) 
have been set up to address this long-standing challenge, often following 
intense civil society advocacy, and have received submissions from various 
stakeholders. However, either such initiatives have struggled to identify viable 
absentee voting solutions or their recommendations (Parliament of Sri Lanka 
2022) did not have any follow up mostly because they lacked the necessary 
political consensus:

3	 The ICRMW is a comprehensive international treaty adopted by the United Nations General Assembly, 
Resolution 45/158, on 18 December 1990. The Convention aims to protect the rights of migrant workers and 
their families, emphasizing the link between migration and human rights.

Figure 5. Provisions for ‘advanced voting provisions’ (postal voting before 
elections day), are limited to

Source: By the author.
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• Prior to the 2000 general elections, the National Congress4 and civil society
groups appealed to the then Commissioner of Elections to facilitate the
electoral participation of international migrants. Neither this request nor
subsequent ones were successful (NDI 2000).

• In 2003, the International Labour Organization underlined the importance
of inclusive electoral processes in Sri Lanka and argued that the
enfranchisement of migrants was a major factor that could strengthen the
country’s democratic process (Ahn 2004).

• In several instances, over the years, the Human Rights Commission of Sri
Lanka (HRCSL) has recommended that suitable arrangements be made to
‘facilitate and ensure voting rights for Sri Lankan migrants’ in the respective
countries of their employment/residence. In 2001, the HRCSL argued that
the lack of voting rights for migrants could be considered as a violation of
their human rights. The HRCSL recommended that the Migrants Service
Centre (MSC) conduct a study of the legal mechanisms for absentee voting,
including systems adopted by other countries (Sunday Times 2016). A
group of lawyers and human rights activists was engaged by the MSC to
conduct the study. The HRCSL examined two possible absentee voting
systems—postal voting and voting at polling stations established in Sri
Lankan diplomatic missions overseas. The HRCSL also recommended the
adoption of a Special Provisions Act5 to define and regulate absentee voting
abroad. These recommendations formed part of the HRCSL’s 2011–2016
Action Plan.

• In 2016, a parliamentary committee further investigated the possible
adoption of out-of-country voting (OCV) in the country (Colombage 2017),
but an election intervened, and the work of the committee ceased and was
not resumed.

• On numerous occasions, the two main, national election monitoring
organizations—People’s Action for Free and Fair Elections (PAFFREL)
and the Centre for Monitoring Election Violence (CMEV)—have called for
the adoption of provisions on absentee voting for migrants (CMEV 2016;
Kuruwita 2024), but with little or no success.

• In June 2024, a 10-member Presidential Commission of Inquiry (PCoI),
appointed by President Ranil Wickremesinghe in November 2023, submitted
an electoral reform proposal outlining several key revisions to electoral
laws. The primary goal of these reforms was to ‘align the country’s electoral
framework with modern needs while enhancing the inclusiveness, integrity
and transparency of political parties’ (Daily FT 2023). Among several key
electoral reform issues, the PCoI proposed exploring electronic voting as

4	 Founded in 2004, the National Congress is a registered political party in Sri Lanka.
5	 In Sri Lanka, a Special Provisions Act refers to legislation enacted to address specific issues or 

circumstances that are not adequately covered by existing laws. These acts introduce targeted measures to 
manage unique situations, often providing temporary or supplementary legal frameworks.
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a modern alternative to traditional paper ballots, particularly to facilitate 
voting for citizens residing abroad.

The issue of dual citizenship has also presented several complexities for the 
electoral enfranchisement of Sri Lanka’s absent voters. The authority to grant 
dual citizenship is vested in the Minister of Internal Security, Home Affairs 
and Disaster Management. Applications are examined on a case-by-case 
basis. The Citizenship Act (1987) states that ‘the Minister may make the 
declaration for which the application is made if he is satisfied that the making 
of such declaration would, in all the circumstances of the case, be of benefit to 
Sri Lanka’.

Sri Lanka’s dual-citizenship policy was suspended in 2011 but reinstated in 
2015. The full impact of the dual-citizenship policy was not fully anticipated 
(Jayawardena 2020). Whether dual citizens should have all the rights of 
citizenship or restrictions should be imposed, given dual citizens’ possible 
additional and even competing allegiances, became a matter of heated debate. 
The 19th Amendment to the Constitution restricted dual citizens from entering 
parliament, and a parliamentarian who was a dual citizen had to give up her/
his seat (Samarawickrama 2017). The 20th Amendment to the Constitution, 
passed in October 2020, removed the restriction on dual citizens holding 
elected office for partisan and political reasons (Weerawardhana 2020). This 
amendment reversed many of the reforms introduced by the 19th Amendment 
in 2015, which had previously barred dual citizens from contesting elections 
and becoming members of Parliament (CPA 2020).

In response to the political and economic turmoil that enveloped Sri Lanka 
in 2022, the government enacted the 21st Amendment to the Constitution 

Figure 6. Two absentee voting systems proposed by the National Human 
Rights Commission

Source: By the author.
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which reintroduced restrictions on dual citizens entering Parliament adopted 
through the 20th Amendment in 2020. Public conversation around the issue 
created more confusion, as ministers stated that members of Parliament with 
dual citizenship could be removed only if their status was challenged in the 
courts (EconomyNext 2022); others instead claimed that dual citizens should 
have resigned voluntarily (Daily Mirror 2022). This suggested that the 21st 
Amendment lacked teeth and had weak enforcement mechanisms. 

However, the 22nd Amendment, enacted in October 2022, reintroduced once 
again a prohibition on dual citizens holding parliamentary seats (Kuruwita 
2022). The amendment’s passage was met with significant political discourse, 
reflecting differing perspectives on the role of dual citizens in governance: 
some contended that permitting dual citizenship was a measure to ensure that 
Sri Lankans abroad were incentivized to remain connected with the country, 
and that Sri Lanka would benefit from their skills and experience, as well as 
the resources that they might invest in the country; others regarded the ban as 
necessary to maintain national integrity (Kuruwita 2022).

The attitude to dual citizenship reflects the polarization in the country, 
especially when focused on members of the Tamil minority community seeking 
dual citizenship (Jayawardena 2020). 

4. CHALLENGES TO THE ELECTORAL ENFRANCHISEMENT OF
SRI LANKAN MIGRANTS

Several challenges have been identified in addressing the enfranchisement 
of Sri Lanka’s migrants, leading to a prolonged period of inaction. Since 1998, 
a coalition of civil society groups led by the MSC of the National Congress, 
joined by PAFFREL and the CMEV, has been advocating for parliamentary 
action to amend the election law and establish an OCV system to enfranchise 
Sri Lanka’s absent voters. While most electoral stakeholders, including political 
parties and the Department of Elections,6 expressed support for this initiative, 
the issue languished at the bottom of the list of parliamentary priorities.

Concerns about organizing and implementing OCV have broadly focused on 
the security, integrity and transparency of the system, the associated costs and 
logistical complications. Additional issues include managing voter registration 
for those abroad to prevent double voting and determining whether voting 
at diplomatic missions, staffed by political appointees, would be trusted by 
migrants (IOM 2006). However, there is little evidence that efforts have been 
made to realistically explore ways to overcome these challenges.

Key challenges therefore remain, as follows:

6	 The Department of Elections was, at the time, the body formally responsible for conducting elections. 
However, it was reconstituted as the National Election Commission (EC) in November 2015, following the 
enactment of the 19th Amendment.
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• Reform of the legal framework of elections. Without a reformed, facilitating
framework of national legislation, neither the SLBFE nor the National
Election Commission (EC) can act to enfranchise Sri Lanka’s absent
voters. As long as lawmakers fail to recognize this need and to act, the
largest earners of foreign exchange for the country will continue to be
systematically disenfranchised, and the legitimate exercise of their voting
rights will remain moot. Amendments to existing electoral law will be
required to enable migrant voters to register and vote, remotely, from their
places of employment.

• Choice of a secure method for absentee voting. In 2015 Minister for Foreign
Employment Thalatha Atukorale recognized that the government had only a
limited ability to guarantee voting rights for all Sri Lankan nationals working
abroad, and expressed concerns that the adoption of absentee voting, and
Internet voting in particular, might open the door for electoral fraud and
malpractice (Roland 2015). The minister made these remarks in response
to a 3,200-signature petition from migrants advocating for their voting rights
presented by Ethera Api, a Sri Lankan organization active in protecting the
rights of migrants. In response to the petition, the minister acknowledged
that the Foreign Employment Ministry had been unable to provide viable
solutions and stressed the need for more effective cooperation among

Figure 7. Challenges to the electoral enfranchisement of Sri Lanka’s absent voters

Source: By the author.
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government agencies and the Department for Elections (now the EC) 
(Roland 2015).

• Accessibility of information. Migrant communities overseas would need
broad access to election information. Leaving this crucial aspect to political
parties, not all of which have offices abroad, would likely privilege wealthier
parties and candidates, prevent the creation of a level playing field for
electioneering and possibly encourage the diffusion of partisan information.

• Financial constraints. It has been argued that the introduction of an OCV
system to enfranchise migrants would be prohibitively expensive for
Sri Lanka, as it would require a special registration process for voters
overseas, civic education on voting procedures (for either polling booths or
postal ballots) and voting materials to be sent to voters scattered across
many countries, often far from the capital of, or major cities in, those
countries. Further, the number of elections in Sri Lanka at the different
tiers—presidential, parliamentary, provincial and local government—also
make the provision of election infrastructure and materials for all of them
prohibitively expensive (Rajapaksha 2024).

• Need for broad political consensus. All key electoral stakeholders, from
political parties to the EC, SLBFE and civil society organizations, would be
required to agree on the modalities of an OCV system that is satisfactory
to them and on the cost of its adoption and implementation in the long
term. There would also have to be a political consensus that facilitating
the enfranchisement of migrants is a priority for the country. The argument
that only the large and wealthy political parties will be able to reach out
to migrant voters living and working overseas may have some merit, but
it is not entirely tenable that governments cannot invest in maximizing
electoral participation and representation by including eligible citizens living
overseas.

• Independent and viable management of the OCV process. Additional
challenges relate to concerns about the ability of the diplomatic staff
working at Sri Lanka’s diplomatic missions abroad who would have to
supervise the OCV process to be non-partisan. There are also questions
about the reliability of the postal services that would have to be used for
OCV. Ballot papers would have to be transported through the diplomatic
post. This operation would be compounded by the limitations on the powers
of the EC and the power of the president7 to effectively appoint members to
this body. The issue of the credibility and integrity of state institutions is a
systemic problem of democratic governance in Sri Lanka, which has been
exacerbated by the 20th Amendment, as well as by the fact that numerous
institutional reforms have been suggested to deal with this issue and the
raft of other problems it gives rise to.

7	 Under the 20th Amendment to the Constitution of Sri Lanka, passed on 22 October 2020, the president has 
the power to appoint members of the EC on the recommendation of the Parliamentary Council.
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• Voting accessibility. An additional challenge is to enable migrants to gain
access to the OCV facilities established at Sri Lanka’s diplomatic missions
abroad to obtain and return their postal ballots. Conditions for migrants
are particularly difficult in the GCC states and the broader Middle East.
Numerous reports have exposed the practice of employers retaining and
withholding the identity documents of their employees for the duration
of their contracts (HRW 2013). In such instances, it is incumbent on
the government to strengthen its laws on the protection of migrants.
The enfranchisement of migrants would be a step in the right direction.
Governments have, at times, downplayed the need for protections, fearing
a reduction in migrant remittances (US DoS n.d.). This is especially true in
cases where female migrants have reported sexual abuse or harassment
while working in Gulf countries (HRW 2007), with authorities often reluctant
to raise these issues with the respective missions. Allegations of official
complicity have surfaced, as the government has sometimes failed to
report or investigate instances of abuse. Few convictions have been
achieved, and efforts to identify Sri Lankan victims of forced labour abroad
have been inadequate (US DoS n.d.). Additionally, the SLBFE often handles
migrant labour complaints administratively—many of which indicate forced
labour—rather than referring them to the police for potential trafficking
investigations (US DoS n.d.). In some instances, voters do not see any
value in registering to vote. There is also the issue of the unwillingness of
migrants who are not registered with the SLBFE to come into the open to
vote.

5. PROSPECTS FOR THE ELECTORAL ENFRANCHISEMENT OF
SRI LANKAN MIGRANTS

The above challenges to enfranchising absent voters are neither unique to Sri 
Lanka nor insurmountable. The failure to address them therefore appears to be 
a failure of political will and a result of inadequate pressure from civil society.

Sri Lanka’s development strategy is increasingly founded on migrants, and as 
the economic crisis worsens, there is more pressure to increase the number 
of migrants. The push factor is great, and there is less focus on the rights and 
protection of migrants. The discourse around migrants is on how to maximize 
their economic agency and not on their rights. This neglect is tied to a broad 
range of rights concerning their health and safety, as well as their economic 
and political rights, among others. Pushing people to work overseas not only 
deprives Sri Lanka of both skilled and unskilled people to engage in productive 
work inside the country but also deprives the country of engaged citizens as 
voters and stakeholders in the country’s political economy.

The Government of Sri Lanka has labelled these groups ‘migrant heroes’ and 
publicly celebrates their sacrifice as agents of development for kin and country 
(Withers 2020). In August 2022 a new position of goodwill ambassador was 
created to promote the welfare of Sri Lankan migrants. It is an unpaid position, 
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and the post was filled by a former parliamentarian who was recently pardoned 
and released from jail for contempt of court (LankaWeb 2022). In addition, a 
Hope Gate was created at Bandaranaike International Airport in Katunayake 
to streamline procedures for departing and returning migrants (Daily FT 
2022). These measures are merely symbolic and cosmetic, however, and such 
gestures cannot substitute for the political empowerment that flows from 
the right to vote, choose representatives, and have a voice in the future of the 
country and the protection of one’s own rights.

Electoral reform aimed at enfranchising Sri Lanka’s absent voters has been 
repeatedly assessed, in 2021 by a parliamentary committee and later, in 2024, 
by a presidential commission. However, it should be noted that recognition 
and acknowledgement of the importance of the issue by these initiatives did 
not automatically translate into parliamentary action as far as legislation was 
concerned.

In terms of lobbying on the issue by wider civil society and migrant workers’ 
groups, it has been suggested that all migrant worker recruitment agencies 
should be brought together under one roof, and that the resulting organization 

Figure 8. Prospects for the electoral enfranchisement of Sri Lanka’s 
absent voters

Source: By the author.
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should take on responsibility for lobbying (ILO 2013). In addition, civil society 
organizations could lobby the government to enter into bilateral agreements 
with host countries to facilitate voting and other issues pertaining to migrants, 
including their treatment and working conditions in the host country. In 2012, 
for instance, the US labour organization Solidarity Center worked with its 
partners in Sri Lanka to establish formal cooperation between Qatar’s National 
Human Rights Committee and the HRCSL on protection of the rights and 
safety of Sri Lankan migrants in Qatar. This work included a discussion of the 
need for a single, common contract endorsed by government agencies in both 
countries and legal remedies for any violations of contracts in Qatar (Sunday 
Times 2012). Qatar hosts around 130,000 Sri Lankan migrants.

One of the most successful support systems for migrants is the partnership 
between the National Workers Congress (NWC), an independent labour 
federation, and the MSC. Through this partnership, the MSC has gained legal 
status along with the resources and networks of the formalized trade union 
structure of the NWC. Thus, under this umbrella, the MSC can, in addition to 
directing assistance to migrants and their families, emphasize the importance 
of migrant workers’ voting rights and lobby the legislature.

An array of absentee voting methods and practices, alone or combined, could 
be studied in depth as viable solutions for enfranchising Sri Lanka’s migrants. 
These include the following:

• Voting in person at diplomatic missions. This method would inevitably
require the establishment of polling stations on diplomatic mission
premises in locations where diaspora populations are concentrated.
However, implementation of such a system presents challenges since such
mobilization would require intergovernmental negotiations with the host
country to allow the establishment of such polling stations on their territory.
An additional complication is that consulates and diplomatic missions
tend to be located only in host country capitals or main cities; thus, such
an absentee voting method would be neither convenient nor affordable for
many migrants who are dispersed throughout the host country. Particularly
in the GCC states and Middle East, where Sri Lankan women are employed
as domestic staff, OCV conducted at diplomatic missions requires a
cumbersome process of seeking the approval of employers and travelling a
long distance to both register and vote.

• Postal voting. With this method, ballots are mailed out to registered out-of-
country voters to be completed and returned by mail in time for counting.
They can be returned to collection points in host countries, such as
diplomatic missions, or directly back to the electoral management body in
the home country. However, there are sensitivities around the security and
reliability of involving postal services in the OCV process.

• Internet voting. Internet voting is a new voting method that addresses
many of the complexities involved in in-person voting. However, it requires
a population that is comfortable with technology, as well as political

An array of absentee 
voting methods and 
practices, alone or 
combined, could be 
studied in depth as 
viable solutions for 
enfranchising Sri 
Lanka’s migrants.
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consensus and broad public trust in its adoption. Furthermore, the 
technology available for Internet voting is still in its initial stages. Therefore, 
this system is not recommended for adoption unless proper methods of 
security and voter identification are in place.

• Proxy voting. This system uses a proxy who lives in the home country who
is chosen by the registered out-of-country voter to cast a vote on his or her
behalf. Few countries place much faith in such a system, as it is regarded
to be prone to irregularities, fraud and vote buying, and such a system might
not be suitable for Sri Lanka.

The pandemic laid bare the vulnerability of migrant voters. Migrants are 
valued for their economic contribution to the country, on the one hand, but not 
regarded as people with agency and rights, on the other. Non-recognition of or 
indifference to migrants’ rights leads directly to their exploitation.

Ultimately, the key issue about enfranchising Sri Lanka’s absent voters is that 
of political will or commitment. Submissions by civil society to the various 
bodies established to address electoral reform needs have raised the issue. 
Whether the interests of migrants will be considered, and the gross injustices 
against this key sector of the Sri Lankan polity and economy rectified, remains 
to be seen.

ABBREVIATIONS
CMEV	 Centre for Monitoring Election Violence 

GCC	 Gulf Cooperation Council

ICRMW		  International Convention on the Protection of the Rights of All 
Migrant Workers and Members of Their Families

EC	 Election Commission

HRCSL	 Human Rights Commission of Sri Lanka

LKR	 Sri Lankan rupee

MSC	 Migrants Service Centre

NWC	 National Workers Congress

OCV	 Out-of-country voting

PAFFREL	 People’s Action for Free and Fair Elections

PCoI	 Presidential Commission of Inquiry 

SLBFE Sri Lanka Bureau of Foreign Employment

Ultimately, the key 
issue about 

enfranchising       
Sri Lanka’s absent 

voters is that of 
political will or 

commitment.
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