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6.1 Introduction54, 55

COVID-19 has had (and will continue to have) 
devastating impacts on all countries in Asia and 
the Pacific, with persons in vulnerable situations 
particularly affected. In many countries in the region, 
migrants and their families are among those primary 
affected by the pandemic. Its impacts on migrants 
are often compounded by the interactions with 
other statuses which confer vulnerability, including 
the conditions in which immigrants travel or the 
conditions they face in countries of origin, transit 
and destination (chapter 5 and Global Compact for 
Migration Objective 7). Migrant groups particularly 
affected by COVID-19 include:

• Migrant workers, as the largest group of migrants in 
and from the region, are at higher risk of exposure to 
COVID-19 due to living and working conditions. 

• Migrants in an irregular situation, who lack access 
to health services and social protection and face 
risks of detention in often-overcrowded detention 
centres, as well as deportation and loss of livelihood 
(OHCHR 2020b, 2020c).

• Migrant women, who face greater risks of sexual 
and gender-based violence, exploitation and abuse 
(Amling, 2020; UN Women, 2020a). They are also 
likely to be forced to take on more unpaid domestic 
care and domestic work (Mercado, Naciri and Mishra, 
2020).

• Migrant children and children of migrants, 
who suffer interruptions to their education and 
associated services, including meal distributions at 
schools, as educational institutions close. Children 
left behind by migrant parents unable to send 
remittances are likely to face reduced access to 
education and heightened risks of school drop-out. 
In addition, there are greater risks of exposure to 
child labour, child marriage, trafficking in persons or 
mistreatment, gender-based violence, exploitation 
and social exclusion (UNICEF, 2020a).

• Migrants living with HIV, who face job losses and 
reorientation of health services away from HIV/
AIDS-related treatments, affecting their ability to 
effectively reduce their viral load and rendering 
them more likely to suffer death or severe illness 
due to COVID-19 (IOM South-Eastern Europe, Eastern 
Europe and Central Asia Liaison Office, 2020).

54 This chapter was drafted in August 2020 and reflects the state of knowledge at that time.
55 The chapter highlights impacts of COVID-19 on migrants and their families as observed in Asia and the Pacific. For a general overview of the impact of the 

pandemic on migrants at the global level, see United Nations, 2020b.

• Older migrants, who are at particularly high risk due 
to the health impacts of COVID-19, given their age, 
and due to the effects of reduced or discontinued 
essential health-care services (United Nations, 
2020b).

• Migrants with disabilities, who are at risk due 
to co-morbidities and pre-existing inequalities, 
such as higher levels of poverty and exclusion 
from education, and multiple barriers in access 
to disability-inclusive support services amid the 
pandemic (United Nations, 2020b).

• Trafficked migrants, who may be trapped in 
exploitative situations due to lockdowns and finding 
access to services limited as a result of cuts in 
financing and social distancing measures, leading to 
them being unable to access protection and justice 
(United Nations Human Rights Special Procedures, 
2020).

In most cases, migrants’ particular vulnerabilities 
due to COVID-19 result from the pre-existing 
structural factors, inequalities, injustices, human 
rights violations, biases and misinformation faced 
by migrants across the region. Many migrants reside 
in dormitories or other forms of housing that are 
substandard because of policies which restrict their 
access to regular housing. They are less likely to make 
use of health-care facilities because they have limited 
or no access to them, or do not know they can access 
them safely. The exclusion of migrants from economic 
stimulus measures reflects the reluctance to 
acknowledge the full rights of migrants in countries 
of destination. However, at the same time, migrants 
are essential workers supporting countries through 
the pandemic and beyond and are, therefore, part 
of the solution to COVID-19 and countries’ long-term 
recovery.

This heightened vulnerability — and potential 
contribution of migrants — underlines the importance 
of the 23 objectives of the Global Compact for 
Migration and of the goals and targets of the 2030 
Agenda directly related to migrants and migration. In 
addition, COVID-19 has highlighted the importance of 
the Global Compact for Migration’s cross-cutting and 
interdependent guiding principles, such as people-
centredness, international cooperation, human rights, 
gender-responsiveness, child-sensitivity, and a whole 
of society approach, among others.

170

ASIA-PACIFIC MIGRATION REPORT 2020



The following sections address the health, 
socioeconomic and protection-related impacts of 
COVID-19, and how governments in the region have 
responded to the pandemic. They consider impacts 
due to factors in countries of origin, transit and 
destination of Asia-Pacific migrants.

6.2 Health‑related impacts 
and responses

Chapters 4 and 5, with reference to Global 
Compact for Migration Objectives 7 and 15, note 
that States committed to addressing and reducing 
vulnerabilities in migration and ensuring that all 
migrants, regardless of their migration status, can 
exercise their human rights through safe access to 
basic services, including health care.

Yet, migrants are at a heightened risk of contracting 
COVID-19. This is due to factors such as: de facto and 
de jure restrictions in access to services; unsanitary 
and overcrowded living conditions; lack of access 
to basic services, such as water and sanitation, 
and social protection; additional obstacles in 
undertaking health-seeking behaviours; barriers 
accessing health care, including cost, language, 
and inaccessibility of and interruptions to services, 
including mental health services; inadequate access 
to personal protective equipment, such as face 
masks and adequate water for handwashing; and 
stigma, discrimination and exclusion. Migrants in 
irregular status may particularly fear using services 
due to concerns that their status will be shared 
with immigration enforcement authorities (OHCHR, 
2020b; United Nations, 2020b).

This combination of factors, largely outside 
the control of migrants themselves, has led to 
concentrated outbreaks among migrants in various 
settings in the region, and affecting Asian and Pacific 
migrants beyond the region, including in migrant 
worker dormitories and immigration detention 
centres, as well as among some returning migrant 
workers. In addition, disruption or discontinuity of 
essential health services and reduced affordability 
and access to a nutritious diet, due to diminished 
income and increased poverty, has additional 
negative impacts on migrant health, food security 
and nutrition, in particular affecting migrant 
children.

The following are examples of the increased 
COVID-19 health risks of Asia-Pacific migrants:

• In Singapore, concentrated outbreaks among 
low-wage migrant workers on temporary work 
visas housed in dormitory accommodation, often 
predominantly occupied by men and with limited 
possibility for physical distancing, have led to 
a documented COVID-19 prevalence of 16.5 per cent 
(53,200 cases among the population at risk of 
323,000) among dormitory residents compared with 
a prevalence of 0.04  per cent among Singapore 
residents living outside these dormitories (2,200 
cases among the population of 5,381,000), at the 
time of reporting (Singapore, Ministry of Health, 
2020).

• In Thailand, 65 COVID-19 cases were reported 
between 25 April and 8 May 2020 associated 
with a single immigration detention centre. This 
represented 2.2 per cent of all COVID-19 confirmed 
cases in Thailand at the time of reporting (Thailand 
Ministry of Public Health, 2020).

BOX 34 COVID-19 in immigration 
detention centres

The spread of COVID-19 in immigration 
detention centres has led to a renewed focus 
on the need to explore alternatives to detention 
for immigration-related reasons. In its policy 
brief on immigration detention, the United 
Nations Network on Migration has called for 
the following actions by States and other 
stakeholders:

• Stop new detentions of migrants for migration 
or health-related reasons and introduce 
a moratorium on the use of immigration 
detention.

• Scale up and urgently implement non-
custodial, community-based alternatives to 
immigration detention, in accordance with 
international law.

• Release all migrants detained into non-
custodial, community-based alternatives, 
following proper safeguards.

• Improve conditions in places of immigration 
detention while alternatives are being scaled 
up and implemented.

SOURCE: United Nations Network on Migration, 2020b.
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• In Maldives, in June 2020, 65 per cent of confirmed 
COVID-19 cases were among non-Maldivian 
nationals (WHO, 2020c).

• In Malaysia, targeted screening among migrant 
workers at construction sites and in the security 
sector have found a positivity rate of 9.08 per cent, 
while in immigration detention centres, it has been 
9.37 per cent, the highest such rate among all at-risk 
populations (Malaysia, Ministry of Health, 2020).

Migrant women face specific vulnerabilities to the 
health impacts of COVID-19 (United Nations, 2020b). 
Given their concentration in care, domestic work and 
nursing, they face high risks of exposure to COVID-19, 
while barriers may limit migrant women’s access 
to health services. They are, moreover, subjected 
to increased risks of gender-based violence and 
greater domestic burdens, which limit their ability 
to recuperate. Reduced essential health service 
coverage, including sexual and reproductive health 
services, due to COVID-19 severely impacts women, 
newborns and adolescent girls (United Nations, 
2020b). Data from Thailand suggest that migrant 
women experience heightened difficulties, including 
in access to hygiene products and longer waiting 
times at medical centres (UN Women, forthcoming).

Return migrants, meanwhile, may also be excluded 
from country of origin health-care systems. Among 
a sample of returnees to Afghanistan, 78 per cent of 
returnee women reported being unable to access 
medical care because of the pandemic (UN Women 
and others, forthcoming).

Children can be especially at risk in conditions 
where latrines and water supplies are inadequate, 
and extreme overcrowding is common. In addition, 
disruptions in children’s diets result in acute wasting 
and stunting among children on the move, exposing 
them to lifelong consequences (United Nations, 
2020b). Moreover, asymptomatic migrant children 
and children of migrants pose a serious health risk to 
older migrants, including their parents.

The struggle to access services for migrants is 
significant. For example, only a third of respondents 
to a survey of 260 Afghan migrants in India and 
Indonesia said that if they had COVID-19 symptoms 
they would be able to access health-care services 
immediately (34 and 35  per cent in India and 
Indonesia, respectively) (Mixed Migration Centre, 
2020d).

Despite the numerous challenges facing migrants 
across the region, there have been some positive 
examples and reports of migrant-inclusive 
approaches contributing to protecting the health 
of migrants and the communities in which they 
reside. Countries have also made efforts to make 
information available in migrant languages. For 
example:

• In Thailand, the Ministry of Public Health, with 
support from IOM, WHO and CSO partners, 
launched a migrant COVID-19 hotline to provide 
multilingual information to migrants including 
on how to prevent and protect against COVID-19 
and where to access testing and treatment (IOM 
Thailand, 2020a). In Thailand, migrants in irregular 
situations have long been allowed to enrol in 
national health insurance schemes, providing them 
with universal health care, including for COVID-19 
(Onarheim and others, 2018).

• In Sri Lanka, the Ministry of Health provides access 
to free COVID-19 testing, treatment and information 
for migrants and is expanding laboratory testing 
capacities at the Bandaranaike International Airport 
in Colombo to facilitate the return of Sri Lankan 
migrant workers from abroad, as well as to establish 
procedures for entry of migrants and tourists (WHO, 
2020a).

• To build confidence that migrants can access testing 
and treatment services, the Republic of Korea 
has indicated that services are open to all, with 
firewalls between health services and immigration 
authorities (IOM Crest, 2020).

• In Marawi City, Philippines, and with support from 
UN-Habitat, 2,500 internally-displaced families 
have been given Personal Protective Equipment 
and disinfectant supplies to address their high 
vulnerability to COVID-19. In addition, water and 
handwashing facilities have been installed, satellite 
markets and mobile stores have been setup, and 
intensive gardening support has been provided 
(UN-Habitat, 2020).

In many countries in the region, migrants play an 
important role in the COVID-19 response, particularly 
in the health sector. In Australia, for example, over 
50  per cent of doctors and 35  per cent of nurses 
are foreign-born. Asia-Pacific migrants are well-
represented among migrant health workers in 
OECD countries: 9 of the top 20 countries of origin 
for migrant doctors in OECD countries, and 7 of the 
top countries of origin for migrant nurses, were Asia-
Pacific countries. Almost 237,000 doctors and over 
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437,000 nurses in OECD countries were born in the 
Asia-Pacific region according to the latest data, with 
almost 95,000 doctors from India and almost 238,000 
nurses from the Philippines. Their contribution to 
addressing the pandemic both within and outside 
Asia and the Pacific is, therefore, also substantial. To 
strengthen the impact of migrant health personnel, 
Australia lifted restrictions on the working hours of 
international nursing students (Scarpetta, Dumont 
and Socha-Dietrich, 2020).

The COVID-19 pandemic has highlighted the cost of 
exclusion of migrants to society as a whole. There is 
now a critical opportunity and urgent need for health 
systems to accelerate progress towards universal 
health coverage, including for migrants regardless 
of their migration status, to allow all people to enjoy 
the highest standards of physical and mental health. 
Realizing this goal would also respond to Global 
Compact Objectives 7 and 15, which focus on reducing 
migrant vulnerabilities and incorporating the health 
needs of migrants. It would, moreover, respond to 
SDG 3 on ensuring healthy lives and promoting well-
being for all at all ages. Migrant inclusive approaches, 
with universal health coverage as a goal, are not only 
crucial to successfully overcoming COVID-19, they 
will further protect public health, at a lower overall 
cost, leading to improved development and human 
rights outcomes for the region.

6.3 Impacts on mobility 
and protection

The COVID-19 virus moves with people. Addressing 
the human mobility aspect of the pandemic — 
including cross-border movement of migrants, 
refugees, tourists, business travellers and  others 
— is an essential part of controlling it. As a result, 
Governments in almost all countries of the region 
have imposed widespread restrictions on 
international and internal movements. Often, these 
measures have been taken ad hoc and led to further 
movements, including of migrants. In other cases, 
travel restrictions and border closures have trapped 
migrants, undermining their dignity and rights, 
and leaving them in precarious situations. At the 
same time, entry or reentry of persons at borders 
has been denied, including for asylum seekers and 
unaccompanied migrant children (United Nations, 
2020b). The measures have included the suspension 
of international travel, border closures, changes to 
visa and/or entry requirements, and imposition of 
mandatory internal lockdowns. As of 30 July 2020, 
there were over 20,000 individual travel restrictions 

related to travel documents that had been observed 
across countries within the Asia-Pacific region. In the 
Russian Federation and other Central Asian countries, 
an analysis of status of 602 points of entry, in June 
2020, found that only 11  per cent were fully open, 
with 31 per cent partially closed and 58 per cent fully 
closed (IOM, 2020b).

In some cases, large numbers of people moved in 
anticipation of border closures. For example:

• Coinciding with a significant early outbreak in the 
Islamic Republic of Iran, and due to fears regarding 
the virus and local economic shutdowns, 153,300 
undocumented Afghan migrants were recorded 
returning from the Islamic Republic of Iran to 
Afghanistan in a four week period, compared with 
usual numbers of returns averaging fewer than 
10,000 per week (IOM Afghanistan, 2020).

• In the Greater Mekong Subregion, in March 
2020, following the announcement of localized 
shutdowns of some industries and venues in 
Bangkok, an estimated 200,000 migrant workers 
from Cambodia, the Lao People’s Democratic 
Republic and Myanmar rapidly crossed land borders 
to return home due to fears of both COVID-19 and 
economic impacts. Although this did not lead to 
feared outbreaks of COVID-19 in these countries, 
managing these large groups of returnees strained 
country of origin authorities’ capacities (IOM 
Thailand, 2020b).

Border closures of the aforementioned nature have 
led to thousands of migrants becoming stranded in 
destination countries or at border points, including 
airports and land borders.

Managing the return of migrants, while ensuring 
public health and the rights of returnees, has proved 
difficult for some States, leading to rights abuses. 
For example, following Nepal’s border closure, 
Nepalis returning from work in India were placed 
in makeshift quarantine facilities and supplied with 
inadequate food, water or sanitation; furthermore, 
women migrants reported a lack of separate toilets 
or washing places (Helvetas, 2020).

Quarantines to prevent transmission by isolating 
travellers from areas with community transmission or 
contacts of known cases have proven very effective 
in limiting the spread of the pandemic. However, 
these measures should be time limited and only 
imposed if no alternative protective measure can 
be taken by authorities to prevent or respond to 
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the spread of the virus. They need to comply with 
human rights norms and under no circumstances 
operate as a form of detention or be used to justify 
discrimination or the imposition of harsher or less 
adequate conditions on a particular group (OHCHR 
and WHO, 2020; WHO, 2020b).

In most cases, countries have adopted flexible 
policies to extend the visas of migrants stranded and 
prevent them from falling into an irregular status 
due to border closures. However, this does not shield 
migrants from the economic impacts of lockdowns 
(see below).

With borders closed, some migrants are taking more 
dangerous routes to move or return. Some migrants 
are resorting to the use of smugglers in order to 
migrate or return, despite movement restrictions. 
Evidence suggests that smugglers are making use 
of more dangerous routes to cross borders and 
charging higher fees, and, where this is the case, they 
are among the main groups committing violent acts 
against migrants (Mixed Migration Centre, 2020a).

With the onset of the pandemic, many people 
who had planned on migrating found themselves 
stranded in countries of origin or transit, often having 
already spent significant sums on recruitment costs 
but without access to employment. For example, an 
estimated 115,000 people were unable to migrate 
from Nepal despite having received work permits 
(ILO, 2020d), while in Pakistan over 60,000 people 
had completed their registration with the Pakistan 
Bureau of Overseas Employment, yet were unable to 
move (ILO, 2020b). Similarly, migrants due to move 
from Pacific island countries to Australia and New 
Zealand for seasonal work have been stranded, and 
in many countries are ineligible for government 
support (IOM, 2020e).

Countries of origin are coping with large numbers of 
returning migrants. At the time of writing, India had 
organized the return of almost 2.1 million migrants 
from abroad since the beginning of the COVID-19 
pandemic as part of the Vande Bharat Mission 
(India, Ministry of External Affairs 2020), while 
136,000 migrants from the Philippines had returned 
as a result of COVID-19 (Philippines, Department 
of Labor and Employment, 2020b). These returns 
pose challenges to countries to ensure safe return, 
quarantine and reintegration, bearing in mind 
that many migrants have lost their main source 
of income, been unable to access their full salaries 
(box 35) and cannot be sure when they can return to 
work abroad again, while facing stigma as potential 
carriers of the disease (Liao, 2020).

BOX 35 Urgent Justice Mechanism 
for Repatriated Workers

Repatriated workers are at risk of being 
underpaid, as employers either do not make final 
payments or deduct money illegally. A coalition 
of stakeholders, including Migrant Forum in 
Asia, Lawyers Beyond Borders Network, Cross 
Regional Centre for Migrants and Refugees, 
South Asia Trade Union Council, and Solidarity 
Center, have issued a call for an Urgent Justice 
Mechanism for Repatriated Workers, with the 
following objectives:

• The transitional justice mechanism will address 
grievances, claims and labour disputes of 
repatriated workers who have lost their jobs 
as a result of  the pandemic. The mechanism 
needs to be expedited, accessible, affordable 
and efficient.

• It should be a priority to guarantee that all 
repatriated workers with legitimate claims 
are able to access justice and some kind of 
compensation.

• While it must be of the utmost  importance 
to ensure that cases are resolved as  soon as 
possible, especially when involving labour 
disputes, safeguards must be put in  place 
to ensure that migrants are able to pursue 
their cases post return. Access to legal advice 
and support, facilitating power of attorney 
procedures, and easing requirements for in-
person testimony and court  appearance, or 
appearance in front of a tribunal/grievance 
mechanism, are paramount.

• States should require employers and 
businesses to keep all employment records, 
including payroll, employee lists, and hours 
worked, and allow workers to take copies of 
their records with them.

The call is aimed at States, international 
organizations and employers, and suggests the 
creation of an international claims commission 
to ensure that repatriated migrant workers 
can continue claims even upon return, and 
a compensation fund and strengthened access 
to national justice mechanisms for migrant 
workers.

SOURCES: Migrant Forum in Asia (n.d.a); (n.d.b); (n.d.c).

174

ASIA-PACIFIC MIGRATION REPORT 2020



Governments, such as that of the Philippines, have 
instituted measures to support reintegration for 
returnees. The Philippines is gathering data on 
returnees through the Overseas Filipino Worker 
Assistance Information System to classify and 
identify needs and facilitate smooth return and 
access to COVID-19 testing (Asis, 2020). ASEAN 
countries have also committed to facilitating the 
movement of migrant workers and their reunion 
with families (ASEAN, 2020a).

The United Nations Network on Migration has 
called for forced returns to be suspended during the 
pandemic (United Nations Network on Migration, 
2020d). In several GCC countries, undocumented 
and furloughed migrants are being encouraged to 
return, either through amnesties which remove the 
need to pay fines incurred as a result of their irregular 
status, or through pressure exerted on countries of 
origin (Amnesty International, 2020). In Malaysia, at 
least one boat with 200 migrants on it was prevented 
from entering the country due to concerns of the 
spread of COVID-19 (Malay Mail, 2020).

International migration is likely to increase post-
pandemic. A survey of returned migrants in Myanmar 
found that 58  per cent of respondents planned 
to re-migrate once COVID-19-related measures 
were lifted (ILO, 2020c). Additionally, in order to 
build back better, countries will have to rely on the 
qualifications, expertise and experience of migrants. 
Reopening borders, when the time is considered 
appropriate by the respective countries, and 
enabling migrants to move and work once again in 
a regular and orderly manner, will unlock benefits for 
migrants, countries of origin, transit and destination, 
as well as restore a sense of normalcy. Post-COVID-19 
migration and mobility regimes will require greater 
cooperation at the global, regional, subregional, 
national and subnational levels to prevent problems 
created by uncoordinated and ad hoc opening and 
closing of borders. It will be important that countries 
collaborate and follow common standards for border 
management and travel, which protect human rights 
and privacy, and ensure adequate data protection 
once the borders reopen (United Nations, 2020b)

6.4 Economic and 
social impacts

Economic impacts

According to the World Bank, COVID-19 has triggered 
the deepest global recession in decades. While the 
ultimate outcome is still uncertain, the pandemic 
will result in contractions across the vast majority 
of emerging markets and developing economies, 
including those in Asia and the Pacific (World Bank, 
2020d). A combination of domestic outbreaks of the 
virus, severe lockdown measures and the effects 
of the pandemic-induced global recession have 
slowed down, and in some cases, halted economic 
activity. The global economy may contract by as 
much as 3  per cent in 2020 (Gopinath, 2020). Even 
countries with extremely low infection rates will 
be severely hit by this economic crisis. As noted by 
ESCAP (2021), ”an economic contraction of 5 per cent 
could increase the Asia-Pacific poverty headcount 
at the international poverty lines of $3.20 and $5.50 
per day by approximately 93 [million] and 90 million 
people, respectively. In a more extreme scenario, an 
economic contraction of 20 per cent could increase 
the Asia-Pacific poverty headcount by around 
414 million people at the $3.20 per day line and by 
381 million people at the $5.50 per day line.”

Employment in the host economies of Asia-Pacific 
migrant workers contracted significantly. In the 
region, the total working hour losses for the 
second quarter of 2020 were estimated by the ILO 
at 15.2  per  cent, or 265 million full time equivalent 
jobs. In the Arab States, the estimate was a decline of 
16.9 per cent or 10 million full time equivalent jobs. 
For the third quarter of 2020, there was an estimated 
decline in working hours of 10.7 per cent for Asia and 
the Pacific. This resulted in the equivalent of the loss 
of 185 million full-time jobs in the region. All figures 
on losses in working hours were compared against 
the last quarter of 2019 (ILO Monitor, 2020).

As noted in chapters 1 and 2, most migrants in and 
from the region have moved under temporary labour 
migration schemes: their immigration status is linked 
to their employment and they are often de jure or 
de facto excluded from social protection systems (see 
also chapter 4). Furthermore, a large proportion of 
their wages is sent back to their families in countries 
of origin (chapter 5). Migrants and their households 
are, therefore, highly vulnerable to the negative 
economic impacts brought about by the COVID-19 
pandemic.
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Relative to the native-born population, economic 
recessions affect migrant workers more, due to 
greater precarity, such as informal employment, 
workplace discrimination and exclusion from social 
protection and aspects of labour law. The halt in 
economic activity linked to the pandemic is no 
exception. For example:

• Migrant workers in the Russian Federation have 
been almost twice as likely as Russians to lose 
their jobs during the COVID-19 pandemic. Some 
40  per cent of Central Asian migrant workers in 
the Russian Federation reported that they were 
permanently laid off during the quarantine period, 
according to a survey conducted by the Russian 
Presidential Academy of National Economy and 
Public Administration, while 23 percent of Russian 
citizens stated the same. Adding those who kept 
their jobs, but were put on unpaid leave during 
the non-working period in the Russian Federation 
(from late March until mid-May 2020), a total of 
75  per cent of Central Asian migrants were not 
working at the height of the pandemic, compared 
to 48 per cent of Russians (The Moscow Times, 2020).

• In Malaysia, the Ministry of Human Resources 
issued advice that if retrenchment was inevitable, 
foreign workers needed to be retrenched first 
(Malaysia, Ministry of Human Resources, 2020).

As Ratha and others (2020) note, the scale of the 
current crisis and the almost-universal nature of 
lockdowns is particularly grave for migrant workers, 
as the possibilities for intersectoral mobility or return 
migration, which existed in previous economic 
recessions, are extremely limited. Instead, many 
migrants are locked in place, unable to work, move 
to find work, or return to their countries of origin. For 
example:

• Migrant workers in Malaysia have been unable to 
work or return to their countries of origin. Although 
the government has distributed provisions to 
ensure that migrants are able to survive, migrant 
workers are not eligible for income support 
measures (ILO, 2020h).

• By the end of April 2020, 10,000 migrants from 
Kyrgyzstan who had lost their jobs in the Russian 
Federation had no means of support (IOM, 2020c).

56 Informants are persons identified by IOM Thailand through statistical analysis who were able to provide informed answers on the situation and 
vulnerabilities of different migrant communities and non-Thai populations across Thailand.

As a result, migrant workers face economic hardship 
through foregone or withheld wages, affecting them 
particularly, since many have incurred debts to pay 
costs associated with migration. Migrant women 
are especially at risk. Data from Afghanistan suggest 
that women returning from abroad because of the 
pandemic were more likely to report decreased 
income from paid jobs compared to male returnees 
(UN Women and others, forthcoming).

Some countries have made efforts to shield certain 
migrant workers from the economic impacts of 
COVID-19-related lockdowns. Japan’s economic 
stimulus has been inclusive of permanent residents 
as well as citizens (KPMG, n.d.), and Australia’s 
income support programme has been available to 
migrants with permanent resident status; students 
have also been allowed to work longer hours and 
temporary residents have been able to access their 
superannuation funds to support themselves (Taylor, 
2020).

More inclusive schemes were implemented in 
New  Zealand and Thailand. In New Zealand, all 
workers have been eligible for income support, 
including migrants in temporary and seasonal 
employment (New Zealand Immigration, 2020). In 
Thailand, migrants who have contributed to the 
Social Security Fund for six months or more have 
been also eligible for compensation for COVID-19-
related job losses (IOM Thailand, 2020c).

However, even the more inclusive stimulus measures 
have excluded migrant workers in an irregular 
situation (in New Zealand), and migrant workers 
who have not been able to contribute to the Social 
Security Fund (in Thailand). Indeed, according to key 
informants56 in Thailand, the main challenge faced 
by non-Thai nationals in Thailand since the outbreak 
has been insufficient income; this was identified by 
57 per cent of key informants, suggesting that even 
if migrants have been able to access these schemes, 
they have been insufficient (IOM Thailand, 2020d).

A lack of migrant income leads to increased 
unaffordability of a healthy nutritious diet and an 
overall decrease in access to food. Migrants also 
often lack the social and financial networks that 
allow them to borrow or find temporary means to 
access sufficient food. This often leads to adoption 
of negative coping strategies such as a depletion of 
household assets, which, though essential for a post 
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crisis recovery, are used to meet immediate needs. In 
addition, migrants often reside in urban areas where 
food prices could be higher and more volatile due to 
lockdown and restrictions, as well as dependence on 
retail markets.

Some countries and territories have instituted 
measures to keep migrants in regular status, for 
example:

• Thailand introduced measures providing greater 
flexibility to enable migrant workers who have 
changed employer to extend their permits (IOM 
Thailand, 2020b).

• The Russian Federation suspended the need 
to pay monthly fees for documents, permitting 
migrant workers to continue to work or find new 
employment (IOM Russian Federation, 2020).

• Hong Kong, China extended a one-month grace 
period for migrant domestic workers to find new 
employment if their employment was terminated 
before 31 July 2020 (IOM Crest, 2020).

• Pacific seasonal workers due to return have been 
able to secure more work with existing employers 
in Australia and New Zealand (IOM, 2020e).

Countries of origin have also taken measures 
to support migrants. At the time of writing, the 
Philippines had authorized payments of 10,000 
Philippine pesos (around $200) to over 270,000 
overseas Filipino workers, although this represented 
around a half of the requests for assistance that 
had been received (604,400 as of 15 August 2020) 
(Philippines Department of Labor and Employment, 
2020a). The Department of Labour and Employment 
has also indicated its readiness to promote rehiring 
of Filipino workers once restrictions are lifted 
(Philippines, Department of Labor and Employment, 
2020c).

ASEAN member States (through ministers of labour 
and ministers of social welfare and development) 
have committed to providing appropriate 
compensation from employers and eligibility to 
receive social assistance for migrants laid off or 
furloughed during the pandemic, to ensure their 
well-being and livelihoods, and to include migrants 
in post-pandemic recovery programmes (ASEAN, 
2020a; 2020b). However, 97  per cent of migrants 
surveyed in ASEAN countries indicated that they had 
not received any form of social security (ILO, 2020c).

Remittances

As noted in chapters 1 and 4, remittances are 
among the most visible contributions of migrants 
to countries of origin, often used for immediate 
household consumption but also investments. In 
Asia and the Pacific, they are not only important in 
absolute value, they significantly contribute to GDP 
in some countries. Due to the recession induced by 
COVID-19 and public health measures to address the 
disease, remittances sent by migrants are expected 
to decrease significantly between 2019 and 2020. This 
is already evident in some cases:

• The Central Bank of Bangladesh reported that there 
had been a 25 per cent drop in remittances in April 
2020 compared to the previous year, a $353 million 
decrease (Aneja and Islam, 2020).

• Sri Lanka reported a 35  per cent decrease in 
remittances (United Nation Network on Migration, 
2020e).

• A remittance service provider in the Russian 
Federation indicated that remittances in March 
2020 had declined by over 30  per cent compared 
to the same month in 2019 (Quinn, Bisenov and 
Bedwell, 2020).

• Remittance service providers in Australia 
reported a significant drop in remittances to Fiji, 
Tonga, Tuvalu and Vanuatu, while exchange rate 
fluctuations had decreased the amounts of money 
recipients in Tonga received (IOM, 2020e).

The World Bank estimates major declines in 
remittance receipts in 2020. The countries of the 
region are expected to receive almost $304 billion 
in remittances in 2020, a decrease of over $25 billion 
compared to 2019, and representing an 8.0 per cent 
year-on-year decline. Remittances to Eastern Europe 
and Central Asia are expected to fall 16.1 per cent from 
$57 billion in 2019 to $48 billion in 2020. Remittances 
in East Asia and the Pacific are estimated to decline 
10.5 per cent over the same period, from $147 billion 
to $131 billion (Ratha and others, 2020).

The impacts of loss of income go beyond the 
migrants themselves to encompass their households 
in countries of origin. This is particularly concerning 
because, as noted in chapter 1, Asia-Pacific countries, 
such as Tonga, Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan and Nepal, are 
among the most remittance-dependent in the world. 
For example, the projected 15  per cent decrease in 
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remittances to Kyrgyzstan translates to a drop of 
$361 million, equivalent to 5 per cent of Kyrgyzstan’s 
GDP (IOM, 2020c).

Evidence suggests, however, that the non-
economic motives, which underpin the sending of 
remittances including altruism, family obligation 
and social expectation, mean that remittances 
will remain more stable than other sources of 
international finance, especially foreign direct 
investment (Ratha and others, 2020). Compared 
to initial estimates, remittances have proven more 
resilient than expected. For example, remittances 
to Bangladesh and Pakistan in the third quarter of 
2020 showed an increase compared to the second 
quarter (Ratha and others, 2020). Similarly, data for 
the Pacific show that diaspora communities have 
continued to remit during the pandemic, and that 
Pacific migrants on extended visas are continuing 
to support their families, albeit at lower levels (IOM, 
2020e). Migrants anticipating return to countries of 
origin may liquidate assets and send the proceeds 
as remittances, leading to temporary increases in 
inflows. In the case of Bangladesh and Pakistan, 
it is theorized that money which had been saved 
for the Hajj pilgrimage had been remitted due to 
the cancellation of the pilgrimage in 2020, while 
the surge of remittances to Bangladesh may have 
been driven by the need to support families there 
following floods (Ratha and others, 2020).

Countries are further undertaking measures to 
encourage the sending of remittances during 
the pandemic, thereby also responding to Global 
Compact for Migration Objective 20, to promote 
faster, safer and cheaper transfer of remittances, and 
SDG target 10.c, on reducing remittance costs. For 
example:

• Bangladesh has recently relaxed conditions for 
migrant workers to receive a 2  per cent bonus 
on remittances, including raising the ceiling 
for eligibility and increasing the time to submit 
paperwork (Financial Express, 2020).

• Beginning on 1 July 2020, Pakistan has exempted 
withholding tax for cash withdrawals or transfers to 
amounts equivalent to remittances “received from 
abroad in that account in a year” (Ansari, 2020).

Some remittance service providers are also 
reducing fees to stimulate remittance sending 
(United Nations Capital Development Fund, 2020). 
However, as lockdowns continue and economic 
activity in destination countries remains weak, job 

opportunities will remain limited, further reducing 
opportunities for migrants to send remittances. 
Indeed, households in origin countries may be called 
upon to send migrants remittances to sustain them 
through the crisis.

Even where migrant workers are able to continue 
earning, they may face restrictions on sending 
money, as shutdowns and social distancing 
guidelines make in-person payments to agencies 
difficult (Aneja and Islam, 2020). This may be the case 
even when remittance service providers are declared 
among those providing essential services, as in the 
case of New Zealand, since outlets are often found in 
shopping centres still subject to lockdown measures 
(IOM, 2020e). In the long-term this could drive 
providers out of business, reducing competition in 
remittance markets and leading to higher remittance 
costs post-pandemic (United Nations, 2020b).

To address difficulties in making in-person payments, 
migrant workers are turning to digital remittance 
services. For example, remittances from digital-
only remittance service providers in Australia and 
New Zealand to Fiji and Tonga increased by 19 and 
16  per cent, respectively, between March and June 
2020, compared to the same period in 2019 (IOM, 
2020e). Government efforts have supported this 
transition. Nepal increased the amounts of money 
which can be sent digitally, while banks in Nepal 
are enabling recipients to receive money in bank 
accounts (Akram and Galizia, 2020). KazPost (in 
Kazakhstan) and Russian Postbank have launched 
virtual payment cards to facilitate lower-cost 
sending of remittances (UN Network on Migration, 
2020e). Other innovative means to enable continued 
remittance-sending include the use of video calling 
to register new clients in Malaysia (IFAD, 2020).

These initiatives require high levels of migrant 
inclusion in formal financial institutions. Gender-
responsive measures also need to be considered, 
as women are more likely to be excluded from 
both financial institutions and access to digital 
technologies. In addition, using digital remittance 
services exposes migrants and their families to risks 
associated with data privacy and surveillance.

Looking forward to a post-pandemic world, 
remittances are likely to play a crucial role in 
supporting economic recoveries. Ensuring that 
migrant workers are able to get back to work, are 
paid their salaries in full, including any back pay 
owed, and are able to send remittances quickly 
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and at low cost will, therefore, be a crucial part 
of the process of economic recovery. As such, 
implementation of Objective 20 of the Global 
Compact for Migration and SDG target 10.c, relating 
to the reduction in remittance costs and the financial 
inclusion of migrants, will be critical for boosting 
economic recovery.

Social Impacts

While lockdowns, where used, have reduced social 
interaction for all groups in society, migrants face the 
additional challenges of friends and families often 
living in different countries and time zones, without 
access to the cultural, religious or social touchstones 
and contacts that provide comfort during difficult 
times. Lockdown measures particularly exacerbate 
the isolation of live-in migrant domestic workers, 
also increasing their risk of abuse and discrimination 
while being confined indoors without the safeguards 
afforded by regular contact with the outside world.

The social marginalization and xenophobia 
experienced by migrants, and compounded by 
multiple vulnerabilities, already significant in 
the region (chapter 5), are likely to be further 
exacerbated by COVID-19. The increased risks faced 
by migrants may translate into inaccurate public 
perceptions of migrants as carriers and spreaders of 
COVID-19. For example:

• A survey of almost 5,000 respondents in Indonesia, 
Malaysia, Myanmar and Pakistan, found that 
around a third of respondents blamed specific 
groups, including migrants, for spreading COVID-19 
(IFRC, 2020).

• In China, a reported rise in xenophobic incidents 
against migrants of African origin in Guangdong 
province led to the adoption of measures to punish 
xenophobic acts by service providers and landlords 
(Marsh, Deng and Gan, 2020).

In some countries, migrants are, therefore, 
concerned for their safety. For example, Bangladeshi 
migrant workers surveyed in Malaysia expressed 
increased fear of arbitrary arrest and detention since 
the beginning of the COVID-19 pandemic (Mixed 
Migration Centre, 2020c).

Such attitudes may also be used to justify harsher 
measures against migrants, especially those in an 
irregular situation, at worst risking refoulement, as 
migrants are rejected or returned due to perceived 
COVID-19 risks (United Nations Network on Migration 
2020d; OHCHR 2020b and chapter 3). These attitudes 
may also affect the reintegration of return migrants. 
In response to this trend, the ASEAN Ministerial 
Meeting on Social Welfare and Development issued 
a joint statement resolving to protect the rights, 
safety and dignity of vulnerable groups, including 
migrant workers (ASEAN, 2020b).

Although some measures have been taken in 
countries to address the stigma faced by migrants, 
more needs to be done both as part of the pandemic 
response and in the future, as migration becomes 
possible once again, to ensure that measures to 
end the pandemic are based on scientific fact, not 
stigmatizing and discriminatory stereotyping.

Another important aspect of the social impacts 
concerns the effects on children, especially their 
learning and education. By the end of March 2020, 
most countries in the region had closed schools 
temporarily or until the start of 2021. Children, 
including migrant children, have experienced 
significant disruptions in their schooling, including 
schools not able to provide a haven for children to 
receive food and counselling. Examples to address 
challenges faced by children, include support 
provided by UNICEF, and partners in the region, to 
children placed in quarantine facilities in Myanmar 
after the repatriation of nearly 4,000 migrant workers 
to Kachin State from China.

In June 2020, ASEAN member States adopted a joint 
statement on mitigating impacts of COVID-19 on 
vulnerable groups. In the statement, they committed 
to “plans and measures that are disability inclusive, 
gender-responsive, age-sensitive and promote 
social solidarity, children’s participation in close 
consultation with and meaningful participation 
of vulnerable groups and all stakeholders”. They 
further committed to identify and respond to child 
protection and gender-based violence risks; and 
to ensure the protection of particularly vulnerable 
children, such as children affected by migration 
(ASEAN, 2020b).
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6.5 Key lessons learned

Rights‑based approaches to migration 
and migrants must be the foundation of 
response and recovery

During a time of crisis, such as the current COVID-19 
pandemic, human and labour rights can all too 
easily come to be seen as a secondary issue. 
However, experience shows that measures that 
failed to uphold the human and labour rights of 
migrants, including rights to health, housing, social 
protection, and freedom from arbitrary detention, 
have only exacerbated the impacts of the pandemic. 
Protecting, respecting and fulfilling migrants’ rights 
is, thus, critical to a sustainable COVID-19 response 
and recovery. Human rights and labour rights are, 
furthermore, integral to any effort to rebuild a more 
equitable society, as the world recovers from this 
pandemic and prepares for a more sustainable 
future.

Regional cooperation is key

Much migration takes place within the region and 
within its subregions (chapter 1). Collaboration 
through regional and subregional forums can 
enable countries of origin and destination to set 
standards and undertake programmes that ensure 
a coordinated, collaborative and effective approach 
to preventing further transmission of COVID-19. Such 
collaboration can also protect migrants in countries 
of destination, better coordinate border openings, 
facilitate the safe and dignified voluntary return of 
migrants to their countries of origin, and ensure 
that migrants needs are addressed in economic 
support and post-pandemic recovery programmes. 
This should also include the suspension of forced 
returns during the pandemic, in order to protect the 
health of migrants and communities, and uphold 
the human rights of migrants, regardless of status 
(United Nations Network on Migration, 2020d; 
OHCHR 2020b).

Response measures meant for the 
general public may not meet the needs 
of migrant populations

While physical distancing and health monitoring 
undergird many national responses, these measures 
are often not feasible for migrants. People housed 
in situations such as camps, windowless rooms, 
overcrowded dormitories or detention centres often 
have little control over personal space, lack adequate 
hygiene facilities and enjoy limited access to health 
care. Moreover, migrants often face language and 
technical barriers that limit their access to crucial 
information. As highlighted in Global Compact 
for Migration Objective 15 and discussed in 
chapter 4, migrants need access to basic services, 
including water, sanitation and shelter; accessing 
these services at places where the services are 
delivered should not infringe upon the basic rights 
to privacy, liberty and security of persons at such 
places.

Migrants in an irregular situation lack 
access to adequate health services

Migrants in irregular status are often excluded from 
national health-care systems, except for emergency 
care, and must pay for services out-of-pocket (IOM, 
2019e). In addition, given their migration status, 
if delivery of medical care or services, including 
vaccines, is linked to immigration enforcement 
actions, they risk being detained or deported. 
Thus, migrants in an irregular situation might 
avoid testing and early treatment, increasing the 
likelihood that only the most severe COVID-19 cases 
would be brought to the authorities’ attention, and 
facilitating further spread of the disease. Even when 
the national system covers them, migrants can still 
face administrative, physical, financial and language 
barriers, and fear of deportation. Thus, in response 
to Global Compact for Migration Objective 15, 
which concerns provision of access to basic services 
to migrants, regardless of their migration status, 
it is important that access be provided without 
endangering the privacy of the person seeking 
services. As the world “builds back better”, it must 
recognize that no one is safe until everyone is safe 
(United Nations, 2020b).
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Unplanned containment measures 
can induce mass exodus

An early lesson of the COVID-19 pandemic has 
emerged from the impact lockdowns had on 
migrant workers. Lockdowns and anticipated 
border closures caused large exoduses of migrants 
to border crossings, creating major pressures in 
the countries of origin receiving these workers. The 
needs of migrants must, therefore, be considered 
when planning containment or lockdown measures. 
As outlined in Global Compact for Migration 
Objective 11 and discussed in chapter 3, borders must 
be managed and coordinated in an integrated and 
secure manner, in accordance with States’ human 
rights obligations.

The well‑being of communities and 
families is threatened by loss of 
remittances

Remittances play a critical role in the economic 
well-being of families, communities and entire 
countries throughout the region. If a downward 
spiral of poverty is to be avoided, urgent measures 
are needed to address the loss of income faced by 
many migrant families because of job loss during 
the pandemic. Even in communities where migrants 
have returned, the lack of social safety nets has in 
some cases led to an increase in economic hardship, 
as communities struggle to feed and house the 
wave of returnees. Thus, in line with Global Compact 
for Migration Objective 20 and SDG target 10.c, 
the transfer of remittances must be made faster, 
safer and cheaper, and banking solutions and 
financial instruments must be developed that meet 
migrants’ needs. In addition, countries of origin 
and destination should include migrants in post-
pandemic recovery plans and provide immediate 
support to address their financial hardship.

Stigma and discrimination against 
migrants are rising

Migrant populations are often subject to 
discrimination and stigma by host communities, 
being misperceived as carriers of disease, despite 
the absence of empirical evidence. In the context 
of COVID-19, misinformation can fuel discrimination 
against migrants. In certain countries in the region, 
inflammatory rhetoric, some of it by political leaders, 
has fuelled hatred and anti-migrant actions by 
blaming the spread of the COVID-19 on migrants. 
These narratives use misinformation to exploit 
divisions in society and increase the likelihood 
of discrimination and violence. As affirmed in 
Global Compact for Migration Objective 17, it is 
important that perceptions and public discourse 
about migrants be evidence-based and non-
discriminatory, especially in the current context, 
and that misinformation be countered publicly and 
swiftly.

Migrants are part of the solution to 
COVID-19 and similar global crises

During the pandemic, migrants have often been 
frontline workers providing essential health care, 
transportation, and food production and delivery 
services. They will continue to play these roles as 
countries recover from the pandemic. Thus, for the 
future, it will be important that, as called for by 
Global Compact for Migration Objectives 18 and 
19, countries recognize migrant skills, qualifications 
and competences, and that migrants and diasporas 
are empowered so that they can fully contribute to 
sustainable development in all countries.
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6.6 Conclusion

The COVID-19 pandemic has highlighted the 
general harm caused by policies that exclude and 
disempower migrants and restrict their human 
and labour rights. Countries that have succeeded 
in controlling the virus among their national 
populations, while overlooking migrants, have 
seen the number of infections grow. Meanwhile, 
the impact of border closures and lockdowns on 
migrants, potential migrants, and members of 
their families, including children, have often been 
overlooked, leaving them disproportionately 
affected by job loss, socially isolated and with 
restricted access to basic services.

In many cases, exclusion of migrants during the 
pandemic is a continuation of the longstanding and 
systematic neglect that has restricted migrant access 
to economic, social, civil and political rights, such as 
adequate housing, fair wages, health care, family life 
and access to justice. Successful pandemic responses 
that “build back better” must address the causes of 
these vulnerabilities and reimagine mobility so as to 
ensure migrants’ rights and reduce their vulnerability 
to future crisis.

Finally, it is important to note that migrants and 
migration will play a key role in both regional and 
global recovery from the pandemic. In addition, 
to their contributions as health workers and other 
essential workers, migrants can help to quickly ramp 
up productive activities in countries of destination, 
kick-starting recoveries, while migrant remittances 
can help countries of origin recover from the 
economic impacts of the pandemic. For these 
contributions to be realized, however, migrants 
must enjoy full human and labour rights, free from 
discrimination, exploitation and abuse.

Ending the pandemic and recovering from its 
negative impacts on sustainable development will, 
therefore, require a renewed focus on the objectives 
of the Global Compact for Migration, on addressing 
the factors that render migrants especially 
vulnerable to the COVID-19 pandemic, ensuring their 
inclusion in societies, recognizing and valuing their 
contributions, and securing their human rights. Not 
only will this help in the current pandemic, it will 
reduce the level of risk during future pandemics.

6.7 Recommendations

The following recommendations are listed according 
to the Global Compact for Migration objectives 
covered in this chapter. They are examples of 
possible collaborative actions between Asian and 
Pacific Governments and relevant stakeholders to 
address the situation of migrants during and after 
the COVID-19 pandemic in a comprehensive and 
timely manner:

• Ensure that all COVID-19 measures and actions 
related to migrants and their families are based 
on all cross-cutting and interdependent guiding 
principles of the Global Compact for Migration.

• Objective 1: Disaggregate, at a minimum, all data 
related to COVID-19 by age, sex and migratory 
status in order to identify the specific needs of 
migrants in the pandemic, while ensuring that 
international data collection standards and the 
right to privacy are upheld.

• Objective 1: Undertake research on policies 
and strategies to counter the adverse impacts 
of COVID-19 on mobility, migration, and the 
attainment of the SDGs and objectives of the 
Global Compact for Migration.

• Objective 1: Improve data and analysis to better 
understand the impacts of COVID-19 on mobility, 
remittances and food security dynamics.

• Objective 2: Ensure that people are not forced 
into irregular migration by the socioeconomic and 
political fall-out from the pandemic.

• Objective 3: Provide accurate and timely 
information at all stages of the migration process, 
especially during crisis like the COVID-19 pandemic, 
so that migrants are informed of and can adjust 
to changes in country-specific immigration laws 
that affect their status; this information should be 
available in languages that are most frequently 
used or understood by migrants and in accessible 
formats.

• Objectives 4 and 14: Ensure that all migrants 
have proof of legal identity and adequate 
documentation for making travel arrangements, as 
required, when borders are about to close, or when 
they need to reunite with their families; stranded 
or trapped migrants should also have access to 
consular services.
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• Objectives 5: Enhance the long-term availability 
and flexibility of pathways for regular migration 
through human rights-based, gender-responsive 
bilateral, regional and multilateral labour mobility 
agreements; moreover, establish robust regional 
and cross-regional labour mobility regimes which 
can function reliably during a crisis.

• Objectives 6 and 16: Ensure fair recruitment 
and decent work for migrant workers and full 
participation in the labour market, so that they have 
the same human and labour rights and protections 
enjoyed by other workers, including the highest 
practical standard of physical and mental health 
possible during a pandemic, and ensure that their 
rights are protected and their vulnerabilities are not 
exacerbated by the spread of an infectious disease 
in the workplace; in addition, ensure decent work 
for migrant workers in the future, so they can fully 
contribute to the post-pandemic recovery.

• Objective 7: Recognize the intersectionality 
of discriminations that groups of migrants, in 
particular those in vulnerable situations, are subject 
to during a pandemic, and ensure that responses 
integrate short-term and long-term migrant needs 
into recovery plans.

• Objective 7: Address gender-based violence 
against women and girls and integrate violence 
prevention and support into all emergency 
response planning, including by identifying 
critical support services as essential services, and 
designating sexual and reproductive health care 
as essential care for all women and girls, including 
women in prisons and other places of detention.

• Objective 8: Governments and systems must 
not lose track of the imperative to save lives 
and prevent migrant deaths during a crisis like 
COVID-19, and must work to prevent death and 
injury through joint or separate search and rescue 
efforts by countries; furthermore, migrants must 
be able to communicate with their families as they 
travel, and they – especially unaccompanied or 
separated migrant children and adolescents – must 
have access to consular missions, local authorities 
and aid organizations.

• Objective 9: Recognize that in times of crisis, 
especially with border closures and other 
disruptions to mobility, migrants may seek the 
services of smugglers to complete essential 
journeys, and ensure they are not criminalized for 
doing so.

• Objective 10: Prevent and eradicate trafficking 
in persons and provide migrants who have been 
trafficked with protection and assistance, including 
measures that permit them to remain in the 
country of destination, temporarily or permanently, 
in appropriate cases.

• Objectives 10 and 15: Continue essential services, 
such as education for migrant children and 
legal support for trafficked migrants, as well 
as development of structures to ensure that 
returning migrants are able to reclaim lost wages 
and reintegrate. Ensure that migrants subject to 
quarantine restrictions have access to adequate 
child-, disability- and gender-sensitive food, water 
and sanitation facilities.

• Objectives 11, 12 and 21: Ensure that borders are 
managed in an integrated, secure manner, in 
line with international human rights obligations, 
that migrants are not trapped and can return 
home; moreover, temporarily halt all involuntary 
returns, recognizing the risks to the health and 
rights of migrants, border officials and receiving 
communities (United Nations Network on 
Migration, 2020b). Ensure that return procedures 
are aligned with public health strategies and that 
returnees are able to access reintegration support; 
in addition, carry out individualized screening and 
assessment procedures on arrival or pre-return 
to identify migrants in vulnerable situations and 
ensure they are referred to appropriate services 
and protection bodies.

• Objective 13: Institute a moratorium on 
immigration detention and prioritize release 
including through a range of human rights-based, 
non-custodial alternatives to detention, in order 
to protect the rights and health of migrants and 
their families, and staff in immigration detention 
facilities, all of whom are at high risk of contracting 
COVID-19 in such facilities. Since immigration 
detention is never in the best interests of the child, 
children and their families who are detained should 
be released immediately. Guidance from the United 
Nations Network on Migration may be used in this 
regard (United Nations Network on Migration, 
2020b).

• Objective 15: Review and revise existing laws and 
practices to ensure adequate living and working 
conditions for migrants that, among others, allow 
them privacy and enable them to exercise social 
distancing to guard against the disease.
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• Objectives 15 and 16: Ensure access to universal 
health coverage for all migrants, regardless of 
status, with migrant-friendly services, outreach 
to migrants and firewalls to ensure that irregular 
migrants can access services without fear of arrest, 
detention and deportation. Work toward inclusion 
of migrants in societies, and establish policies 
and interventions so that COVID-19 diagnostics, 
treatments and vaccines are available to all 
migrants regardless of their status.

• Objective 17: Ensure that public discourse and 
response to COVID-19 does not contribute 
to xenophobia and racial discrimination, by 
encouraging values and evidence-based 
discussion of COVID-19 risks, and by introducing 
measures to prevent, monitor and address stigma 
and incidents of racism, xenophobia, incitement 
to discrimination, hatred, and violence, and by 
holding those responsible to account.

• Objective 17: Uphold the rights of those targeted 
by COVID-19-related hate speech and support 
journalists and others who challenge and counter 
such expressions (United Nations, 2020d).

• Objectives 18 and 19: Facilitate mutual recognition 
of skills, qualifications and competences, so that 
migrants can continue to contribute post-COVID-19 
economic and social recovery, and empower 
migrants and diasporas to contribute to the 
recovery.

• Objective 20: Promote faster, safer and cheaper 
transfer of remittances and foster financial 
inclusion of migrants, so that costs are minimized 
during the crisis; there should be a particular focus 
on ensuring access by migrant women to digital 
services, as well as high standards of privacy and 
data protection.

• Objective 22: Assist migrant workers with 
accessing social protection, and ensure that 
entitlements are portable. During the crisis, extend 
social protection measures to migrant workers and 
their families, regardless of migration status, where 
such protections are not already available.

• Objective 23: Strengthen global, regional, 
subregional and bilateral partnerships, cooperation 
and coordination to protect populations at risk 
and strengthen the response to future crises by 
coordinating policy interventions and sharing of 
knowledge and best practices.

As noted in the United Nations Secretary-General’s 
policy brief on COVID-19 and People on the Move 
(United Nations, 2020b), four basic tenets should 
guide the COVID-19 response:

• Over the long run, exclusion is costly, whereas 
inclusion pays off for everyone.

• Responding to COVID-19 and protecting the human 
rights of people on the move are not mutually 
exclusive.

• “No-one is safe until everyone is safe”.

• People on the move are part of the solution.

With this in mind, it is vital that national, regional, 
and subregional responses to the COVID-19 
pandemic should meaningfully integrate migrants, 
regardless of status, not only for prevention, 
testing and treatment, but also for inclusion in 
socioeconomic response and recovery measures. 
Moreover, response measures should be grounded 
in human rights for all, including migrants. The 
Global Compact for Migration is a critical tool for 
understanding and reducing migrant vulnerabilities 
to COVID-19, and the benefits of policies based on it 
will be felt by all – migrants and non-migrants alike.
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