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Maath Albermawy, a Syrian settled in Pakistan, is doing his best to improve the image – and job pros-
pects – of Pakistanis in foreign countries.

By Naveed Ahmed

Y
ousaf Albermawy, 65, found a new 
homeland when he moved from Syria 
to Pakistan in the 1970s.  And so 
has his son, Maath, 44. Together, 
they have been recruiting and plac-

ing Pakistani construction workers, farm 
hands, oil exploration specialists, engi-
neers and factory workers with leading 
firms across the globe. 

Leaving four sons and three daughters 
behind in Daraa, a small, conservative town 
in Syria which borders Jordan to the south, 
Yousaf al-Barmawy, a PhD in business ad-
ministration, started recruiting manpower 
for Saudi construction and oil exploration 
companies back in the 1970s and 1980s, 
when the manpower export business was 
at its peak.  Dr Yousaf sought help from 
Maath, who had just graduated with a busi-
ness management degree from Jordan 
University. Maath landed at the Karachi 
International Airport with his young Syrian 
wife, Misoun, then only 18, to start his ca-
reer as well as a family life. 

Today, after 23 years, Maath is a hap-
py family man and owns a successful busi-
ness, with enough work to keep him busy 
even on Sundays.

His human resources recruitment com-
pany, MYB International (Pvt) Limited, spe-
cialises in placing professionals, mainly 
outside Pakistan. Maath has placed over 
10,000 Pakistanis with construction and 
manufacturing companies in countries 
such as South Korea, Malaysia and Sudan.

His company takes care of the visa ap-
plication processes and makes sure their 
candidates receive a dignified salary.

The placement of Pakistani specialists 

overseas contributes nearly $7 billion in re-
mittances every year to the country’s econ-
omy. Last year, Pakistan’s GDP was $168 
billion, which means remittances com-
prise four per cent of the country’s GDP. 
Ostensibly, the Pakistan government hopes 
to see more Pakistanis take up jobs abroad 
including in the US and the EU countries and 
bring in an estimated $18 billion in the years 

to come.
With the raging war against terror-

ism in Pakistan’s tribal areas and along 
Afghanistan’s border, as well as frequent 
bomb blasts across the country, the offi-
cial estimates for an increase in manpower 
exports may sound too ambitious to many, 
but not to Maath. 

Maath adds that he is about to sign an 
agreement with some EU countries to place 
Pakistani farm workers abroad. Most of the 
170 million Pakistanis live in rural areas and 

know how to make arid land cultivable, he 
says. Agriculture has been their way of life 
for centuries. 

“We are working hard to give a fresh 
boost to Pakistan and its human resources. 
We want to improve the country’s image by 
proving that Pakistanis are hardworking 
and skillful people,” he says in chaste Urdu 
in their defence.

It’s extremely rewarding for Maath 
when one of the workers his firm has helped 
in securing a job comes calling – often with 
a small gift as a token of gratitude.  

Anwar Yousafzai, originally from 
Peshawar, brings dates, sweets and a cel-
lular phone for Maath from South Korea, 
where MBY International placed him with an 
electronic device manufacturer.   

“I was employed six years ago and 
my standard of living has changed for 
the better, so much so that I was able to 
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marry off two of my sisters,” says Anwar. 
Additionally, he helped his brother open up 
a grocery store.

Letters of appreciation and gratitude 
from all over the world cover the walls of 
Maath’s office. Pakistan’s Pashtun labour 
force is in great demand and the best 
paid too, according to him. Pakistanis are 
known for their hard work and honesty. 
Their Taliban-like attire does, on occa-

sion, arouse suspicion, but Maath remains 
undaunted.

Maath is a Pakistani for all practi-
cal purposes. He lives in Karachi with his 
two wives, Ag Misoun, a Syrian, and Aisha 
Khan, whose mother is English and father a 
Yousafzai from the Frontier.

Misoun enjoys her life in Pakistan: the 
local markets with their rich spices, beauti-
ful dresses – and then there is the view of 

the ocean.
But sometimes she feels “insecure be-

cause of the terrorist attacks and the un-
certainty. “Sometimes I feel that I should 
go away from here with my children. Then I 
realise that I have memories here – it is im-
possible for me to leave Pakistan.” n

With reports from Ruzanna Tantushyan 
in Chicago and Alia Turki in Damascus.

Q:  How did you start this business of ex-
porting manpower?

A:  Initially, I started out with an Arabic food 
restaurant. There, I developed friendships with the 
Saudi consulate people, and I thought that the best 
way to do business is to use your Arab and Pakistani 
connections and make your fortune. My father had 
his company, but some years ago I decided to set 
up my own, and the venture has been extremely 
successful.

Q:  How can you export manpower from Pakistan in such 
testing times?

A:  One Pakistani is equal to three people of other nationalities 
in his work output, and that is the reason why Pakistani manpower 
is welcomed in emerging and growing economies. There is a quota 
system in the Middle East and Gulf. Companies in Saudi Arabia, for 
example, reserve 40% quota for Pakistani manpower. Pakistani 
manpower is the most highly paid in the Gulf and Middle East.

Q:  Describe the working conditions of the companies 
that hire your manpower.

A:  The working conditions vary from country to country. For 
example, the UAE does not allow a company to hire offshore man-
power unless the inspector of labour gives his approval. Then, no 
company will provide family status to 1,000 masons, for instance. 
How many compounds can the companies build for their lower 
staff? It would not be feasible for them.

Machines are going to take over the work of the labour class 
soon. We’ve seen a drop in the export of Pakistani manpower 
compared to the ’70s. So more skills are needed to be better 
employed.

Q:  How did the economic depression hit countries like 
Pakistan?

A:  A lot of people came back from Dubai after the recent eco-
nomic crisis. But those who had some savings found employment 
in other areas and seem to be doing really well. The economy is 
normalising again. These are natural bumps but human beings can 
absorb such shocks.

Q:  How do reconstruction opportunities in Afghanistan 
and Iraq figure in your matrix of manpower export from 
Pakistan?

A:  The prospects for manpower export there would be enor-
mous in the years to come but, at the moment, the government of 
Pakistan does not allow us to hire manpower for these countries. 

Some offshore companies are doing it, but person-
ally I don’t believe in risking people’s lives by offer-
ing them exorbitant salaries. If the government does 
not allow certain kinds of export to me as a license 
holder, I would wait for it to change its decision in-
stead of seeking back doors. The labour markets in 
Afghanistan and Pakistan are waiting to be explored 
and would offer enormous opportunities for hard-
working people from this region.

Q:  Has the post 9/11 situation affected man-
power export from Muslim countries, especially Pakistan 
which neighbours Afghanistan?

A:  The Middle Eastern and Gulf situation has not changed sig-
nificantly, but many American and European companies prefer 
Indian companies and labour while manpower here is more hard-
working, resilient and intelligent.

With the new demands for non-religious or non-Muslim man-
power, we have started exporting non-Muslim manpower such as 
Christians and Hindus from Pakistan. We are sending non-Muslim 
manpower everywhere, and that has become a new avenue for 
us. The West’s bias against Muslims is providing opportunities for 
Pakistan’s religious minorities.

Q:  What are your plans for the future?
A:  I love this business and I hope to expand it and explore new 

markets. I am exploring new markets for labour in agriculture as 
there is so much demand for that in Europe, and I am soon going to 
give good news to Pakistan.

My father is still doing business, but he deals in very experi-
enced and high-end manpower from his office in Islamabad. n

– N.A.

“One Pakistani is 
equal to three 
people of other 
nationalities in his 
work output”

– Maath  Albermawy 
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