For Indians in the Persian Gulf,
Money Sent Home Is a Lifeline

By ALEX TRAVELLI

NEW DELHI — Like the rest of Asia,
India depends on oil and other en-
ergy products shipped through
the Persian Gulf. More than any-
where else though, India also de-
pends on its own citizens’ safe pas-
sage to the Arab emirates on 1its
southern shore, where for genera-
tions they have made businesses
and livelihoods for themselves
and Indians back home.

When the United States and Is-
rael started bombing Iran on Sat-
urday, they set in motion a series
of attacks and counterattacks that
are bringing down missile fire and
drones on neighboring countries.
The Strait of Hormuz, at the gulf’s
mouth, has been all but closed to
shipping. Gleaming cities like Du-
bai, long regarded as a safe haven
for businesses in the region, have
been paralyzed, with airports and
stock markets frozen.

Since the oil boom of the 1970s,
this part of the world has become
a vital extension of India and the
rest of South Asia. Its disruption
threatens not just oll markets but
also the lives and livelihoods of
millions of Indians and billions of
dollars in other trade.

India’s population, now more
than 14 billion people, sends
abroad the world's largest num-
ber of migrant workers, with 15
million making names for them-
selves in the United States, Eu-
rope, Alrica and nearly every-
where else. By far, the largest
share of them live within a three-
hour fhght from India in the
Persian Gulf: 9.3 million, accord-
ing to the Indian government'’s
most recent estimate, compared
with two million in the United
States.

That means a population of In-
dians the size of a country like
Austria — or the United Arab
Emirates itself, including Dubai
and Abu Dhabi. They make up a
majority of the residents in some
countries. Altogether, more Indi-
ans live in the Persian Gulf than
there are citizens of Kuwait, Qatar
and Bahrain combined.

No one expects these millions to
flee overnight, though South
Asian workers have been among
the first fatalities caused by Irani-
an retalhatory strikes. But a pro-
longed downturn in the Persian
Gulf's economy or fraying of its
connection to its international
work force could remake the re-
gion.

“This corridor 1s extremely es-
sential to all countries involved,”
said Namrata Raju, a migration-
policy researcher based in New
Delhi and raised in the Persian
Gulf. India and the Persian Gulf
countries help shape each other
on everything from trade bal-
ances down to their street lingo.

“I pretty much speak Hindu-
stani with everyone here — many

Arabs speak it as well,” said Rehan
Khan, an Indian health care exec-
utive who divides his working life
between Dubal and Mumbai, In-
dia’s financial capital. Hindustani,
the dialect favored by the Bolly-
wood industry, serves as a bridge
language for South Asians who
grew up speaking Pashtun, Mala-
yalam or Bengali. Mr. Khan said
he rarely spoke English anywhere
except in the office and at home.

India’s overseas workers send
home more money, as remit-
tances, than any other country’s.
The $125 billion they pour into In-
dia’s economy every year plays a
crucial role in boosting the value
of the Indian currency, the rupee.
That 1s almost twice as much as
India exported In goods to the
United States annually before
President Trump imposed puni-
tive tariffs last August, and far
more than India ever received In
foreign development aid, which
was once its principal source of
dollars.

“This 1s actually one of the se-
cret, thrumming veins of the Indi-
an economy,” Ms. Raju said.

Mr. Khan, the health care exec-
utive, belongs to an elite profes-
sional class, which 1s well repre-
sented in the Persian Gulf's high
rises. Among the 9.3 million Indi-
ans in the region are some of In-
dia’'s most successful en-
trepreneurs, including the
founder of LuLu Group Interna-
tional, a supermarket chain with
more than 57 billion in revenue
that first set up shop in the United
Arab Emirates.

But all kinds of Indians live
within driving distance of those
glittering towers, including the
millions of low-wage laborers who
work In construction, transporta-
tion and home care.

These Indians tend to get by on
very little. Ms. Raju has met work-
ers in Oman who are paid about
$390 to $520 a month and manage
to remit 50 to 70 percent of that in-
come back to India. Small towns in
southern India have been rebuilt
with hard toil in the Persian Gullf.

India’s wider economy benefits,
too. India buys more foreign
goods than it exports — especially
crude oil, with imports satisfying
90 percent of its total needs. With
a flow of money going out of the
country, i1t 1s critical that these
workers earn in dollars and other
hard currencies and send a lot of it
back home.

India’s rupee lost 5 percent of its
value last year, under the weight
of American tariffs, among other
pressures. Those tariffs were re-
laxed last month in exchange for
India’s promising to stop buying
discounted Russian oil, according
to American officials. That meant
forcing Indian buyers to instead
rely mainly on o1l from the Persian
Gulf, which suddenly looks expen-
sive.



