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The COVID-19 global health emergency and the 
responses to curb the spread of the virus, such 
as border closures, lockdowns, travel restrictions, 
temporary suspension of migration assistance and 
processes, have disproportionally affected inter-
national migrants, their households and commu-
nities of origin, transit and destination. The ad-
verse socio-economic impacts of the pandemic 
have brought to light and exacerbated pre-exis-
ting vulnerabilities associated with migrants’ pro-
tection and human rights as well as integration in 
destination countries, including health care, hou-
sing, water and sanitation, access to decent work 
and social protection, and returnees’ reintegration 
in origin countries. At the same time, migrant wor-
kers have been at the forefront of the response in 
sectors such as health services and food delivery, 
highlighting the importance of labour migration in 
the global economy. 

Many countries have recognized migrants’ vulne-
rable situation as well as the benefits of migration, 
in line with the vision of the Global Compact for 
Safe, Orderly and Regular Migration (GCM) and the 
2030 Agenda. In this context, stakeholders at local, 
national and international levels have introduced 
policies and/or programmes to overcome the pan-
demic’s socio-economic effects on migrants. As 
countries look towards opening up, this paper pro-
vides an overview of these responses and also pre-
sents some previous initiatives that, if more widely 
adopted, could facilitate migrants’ and communi-
ties’ (re)integration and preparedness to prevent 
similar detrimental consequences in future crises. 

Border and mobility restrictions left thousands of 
migrants stranded in countries of transit or desti-
nation, at sea and in border areas. In addition, re-
turn migration during and resulting from the pan-
demic reshaped previous mobility patterns while 
posing several challenges for returning migrants, 
their communities and for governments with li-
mited capacity to provide the necessary 

services for reintegration in origin countries, such 
as counselling, psychosocial support, food provi-
sion, onward transportation, accommodation, me-
dical screenings and labour market access.

Before COVID-19, many migrants already faced 
limited access to health and other basic services, 
such as social protection, treatment and vaccina-
tion plans, education and training and adequate 
housing. These limitations were partially due to 
language barriers and a lack of culturally and lin-
guistically accessible information, including pre-
ventive measures, recommended practices and 
service options, which also compromised govern-
ments’ public health policies for controlling the 
virus outbreak. 

The pandemic resulted in a global socio-economic 
crisis, severely affecting migrants and their com-
munities’ jobs and livelihoods. Migrants’ economic 
fragility, due to unemployment, underemployment 
and informal employment, has caused income loss 
and disrupted the flow of remittances worldwide, 
directly affecting households’ welfare and deve-
lopment outlook in origin countries. COVID-19 has 
also exposed migrant workers (especially those 
working in the informal sector) to exploitative work 
practices, inadequate provision of personal protec-
tive equipment and abuses from employers. Cases 
may not be reported due to fear of arrest, detention 
or deportation. 

The pandemic has intensified inequalities in terms 
of gender and social protection gaps. Migrant wor-
kers have faced increasing unemployment levels 
and precarious working conditions, especially in 
female-dominated sectors, such as childcare, do-
mestic work, retail and service sectors. This has 
raised awareness on the need to develop effective 
gender-responsive social protection systems. In 
addition, an increase in unpaid family work (caregi-
ving, household responsibilities) and gender-based 
violence (GBV) from intimate partners or family 

Executive summary



5
members during lockdowns have been noted, as 
well as overloaded health care systems, medical 
supply shortages and a lack of life-saving facili-
ties for women’s and girls’ well-being, undermining 
their psychological, sexual and reproductive health.

Several national and local governments, em-
ployers’ and workers’ organizations, national hu-
man rights institutions, international organizations, 
NGOs and civil society organizations (CSOs) have 
developed migrant-inclusive responses to the pan-
demic. These include the recognition of migrants’ 
skills and knowledge to facilitate access to em-
ployment in varied sectors, such as health care (in 
Argentina, Chile, Peru and Spain) and agriculture 
(in France and Germany). Efforts have also been 
made to ensure the protection of migrants’ human 
rights and access to decent work through renewal 
or extension of work visas (for instance in Bahrain, 
Kenya, Kuwait, Lebanon, Morocco, South Africa, 
Thailand and the United Arab Emirates), residence 
permits (Italy), government funding or support pro-
grammes (in Brazil, Chile, Ireland, New Zealand and 
Tunisia) and COVID-19 related treatment (in most 
EU Member States, Republic of Korea, Thailand). 
Countries such as Colombia (for Venezuelans), 
the Philippines (for overseas Filipino workers) and 
Bangladesh (for return migrants) have included 
migrants in livelihood support and social protec-
tion schemes to address their vulnerabilities in the 
COVID-19 response. 

Legal reforms and programmatic approaches 
based on the 2030 Agenda and the GCM can help 
kick-start socio-economic recovery while building 
resilience to future crises by opening safe, regular 
migration routes. Enabling migrants to enjoy their 
human and labour rights and addressing the fac-
tors that make them more vulnerable to the impact 
of the pandemic is a way to enhance migrants’ 
contribution to sustainable development in coun-
tries of origin, transit and destination.

The pandemic has highlighted the need for accu-
rate data collection and disaggregation on migra-
tion in line with the first GCM objective (“Collect 
and utilize accurate and disaggregated data as a 
basis for evidence-based policies”). This is needed 
for the monitoring of movements and development 
of targeted policies/programmes to address mi-

grants’ needs, including the IOM’s Global Migration 
Data Analysis Centre, the Migration Network Hub, 
the International Data Alliance for Children on the 
Move, the UN Office on Drugs and Crime’s UN Ob-
servatory on the Smuggling of Migrants. 

Many countries have improved access to the de-
velopment and recognition of skills and qualifica-
tions to strengthen migrants’ employability and 
create conditions for development in both coun-
tries of origin and destination, in line with GCM 
objective 19 (“Create conditions for migrants and 
diasporas to fully contribute to sustainable deve-
lopment in all countries”). Some initiatives include 
Technical and Vocational Education and Training 
(TVET) programmes such as language courses 
(Germany), fieldwork vocational training (Canada, 
Finland, Germany, Sweden), programmes targeting 
returning migrants’ reintegration and contribution 
to the local community (the Philippines, Republic 
of Korea) and recognition of prior learning (RPL) 
projects (ILO in Cambodia). Other initiatives in-
clude the implementation of national policies to 
ensure skills training and decent work in countries 
of origin or destination (Bangladesh, Colombia, 
Mexico, Sri Lanka), regional vocational and quali-
fications mechanisms (ASEAN, Caribbean, Europe, 
Pacific) or international documents (GCM, Global 
Skills Partnership on Migration).

Supporting and promoting entrepreneurship, bu-
siness development and financial inclusion of mi-
grants is also crucial to enhance economic growth 
and welfare in origin and destination countries. 
In this context, stakeholders have implemented 
different promising initiatives to support migrant 
entrepreneurs and services, to encourage entre-
preneurship and facilitate economic reintegration 
among returnees. Encouraging rights-based tech-
nological and digital innovations is essential to 
ease migrants’ socio-economic integration in host 
countries. International organizations (for instance, 
ILO, IOM and UNDP), in addition to public and private 
sectors in some countries, have introduced initia-
tives to support migrants with regard to digital work.
Expanding migrants’ and their families’ access to 
social protection without exclusionary laws or po-
licies is a basic human right recognized in interna-
tional human rights law and international labour 
standards, and key to attaining the GCM objectives 
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as well as Goals 1 and 10 of the 2030 Agenda. Des-
pite many multilateral and bilateral social security 
agreements providing for the portability of social 
security benefits, many migrant workers and their 
families remain excluded from adequate social pro-
tection. Owing to their status, type of employment, 
duration of stay or other practical barriers, many 
migrants cannot access social protection, including 
health care. Some developed countries (Australia, 
Canada, EU Member States) have included regular 
migrants in social protection systems, although the 
level of benefits and their portability varies among 
countries. In other countries, migrants have limited 
access to social protection schemes due to de jure 
or de facto exclusion (Indonesia, Singapore, Thai-
land). For this reason, international organizations 
such as ILO, OHCHR and UNICEF have introduced 
guidelines to facilitate migrants’ integration into 
social protection systems and address other signi-
ficant needs.

Governments have initiated promising efforts to 
reduce gender gaps in recognition of migrants’ 
specific needs, particularly of women migrants, in 
terms of training and knowledge about safe migra-
tion, digital services and literacy, as well as female 
returnees’ economic empowerment (Bangladesh, 
the Philippines, Tanzania).

Incidences of stigmatization, discrimination and 
xenophobia have increased during the pandemic. 
Hateful narratives towards migrants, including re-
turnees, have incorporated fake news, social media 
harassment and violent political rhetoric, as well as 
a growing number of assaults, such as harassment, 
shunning, physical assaults, workplace discrimi-
nation or being barred from establishments. This 
has put social cohesion with local communities at 
risk and prevented migrants from seeking aid for 

screening, testing or treatment, and other essential 
services, jeopardizing their safety and public health 
efforts. Social cohesion is vital for socio-economic 
(re)integration. When social cohesion is strong, it 
generally promotes (re)integration, while (return) 
migrants face more challenges when social cohe-
sion is weak.

The uncertainty surrounding the pandemic requires 
social dialogue among governments, employers and 
workerts, on issues such supporting migrant wor-
kers to retain their jobs and work permits, receive 
visa extensions or social assistance irrespective 
of migration status, as well as to reduce tensions 
between nationals and foreigners. In Kenya, for 
example, migrant workers who lost their jobs were 
able to maintain their residency status and work 
permits.

Including migrants in public health responses is 
crucial to contain the spread of the COVID-19 virus. 
Beyond this, governments must ensure that poli-
cies and programmes are inclusive of all migrants, 
regardless of their status, while also addressing 
pre-existing challenges that already affected 
people on the move, and which were exacerbated 
by the pandemic, to leverage migration’s benefits 
and recover from the immediate and long-term so-
cio-economic consequences that COVID-19 is ex-
pected to pose. 

In this regard, governments could consider good 
practices before and during the COVID-19 crisis 
to build upon and scale up. With these efforts to 
integrate migrants, the GCM and the 2030 Agenda 
serve as a powerful framework for governments to 
ensure that, as the world recovers from the pande-
mic, human mobility remains safe and inclusive, 
and respects international law.
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The exponential increase of COVID-19 infections 
and the related policy responses to contain the 
spread of the virus around the globe have had si-
gnificant impacts on international migrants, their 
households, as well as communities of origin, 
transit and destination. The closing of borders has 
made it increasingly challenging or even impos-
sible for people to migrate regularly, leaving thou-
sands stranded in origin, transit and destination 
countries, between borders or at sea with limited 
capacity to continue the journey or return home. 

In addition, many migrants already abroad have 
been adversely affected because lockdowns and 
other policy measures adopted to “flatten the 
curve” have hit the industries in which they work. 
Evidence has also shown that COVID-19 has si-
gnificantly contributed to increases in unemploy-
ment and drops in income among migrants, es-
pecially those working in the informal sector who 
are more vulnerable to exploitation, in addition 
to migrant workers often being excluded from or 
having limited access to social protection sche-
mes (ILO, 2020f; OECD, 2020a). In this regard, 
migrant workers have been, on average, more 
affected than citizens of destination countries. 

Migrants often live and work under precarious 
conditions and lack appropriate access to health 
care systems, hence increasing their risk of expo-
sure to and infection with the virus (IOM, 2020a; 
OECD, 2020a). COVID-19 has also had impacts on 
integration efforts, as social contacts have been re-
duced to a minimum and language and integration 

courses have had to be stopped or changed from 
their usual format, while those perceived as “fo-
reign” suffer from increased racism, hostility and 
discrimination (Bartos et al., 2020). Migrant wo-
men face additional barriers to integration, as 
migrants and as women, and heightened risks 
of exclusion. Likewise, in countries of origin, the 
sudden return of migrant populations has raised 
challenges to often weak economies, which were 
already experiencing significant disruptions due 
to the pandemic (ILO, 2020e; World Bank, 2020b).

At the same time, migrants play a key role in 
many sectors of societies around the world. Their 
contribution has been instrumental in many na-
tional responses to the COVID-19 crisis. They 
have significantly contributed as front-line and 
essential workers in key sectors such as health 
and agriculture (IOM, 2020j). Migrants have also 
continued to support households as other forms 
of financing to developing countries declined. In 
this respect, remittances remained more resilient 
than expected during 2020. “Officially recorded re-
mittance flows to low- and middle-income coun-
tries reached US$540 billion, only 1.6 percent be-
low the $548 billion seen in 2019. Remittances 
exceeded foreign direct investment flows by a 
wider margin in 2020. Excluding China, remit-
tance flows surpassed the sum of foreign direct 
investment and official development assistan-
ce” (World Bank, 2021). Resumption of migration 
will be an important factor in spurring and sup-
porting socio-economic recovery from the pan-
demic in both countries of origin and destination. 

1. Introduction
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Key definitions

International migrants can be defined as individuals who move away from 
their countries of usual residence, temporally or permanently, for a variety 
of reasons. The term “migrants” refers to both individuals who move in a 
regular or documented manner as well as those in irregular situations (based 
on IOM and UN DESA definitions).

Integration may be broadly defined as “…the process by which migrants 
become accepted into society, both as individuals and as groups….
[Integration] refers to a two-way process of adaptation by migrants and 
host societies…[and implies] consideration of the rights and obligations of 
migrants and host societies, of access to different kinds of services and the 
labour market, and of identification and respect for a core set of values that 
bind migrants and host communities in a common purpose” (IOM, 2011, p. 
51).

Reintegration can be understood as the “[r]e-inclusion or re-incorporation 
of a person into a group or a process, e.g. of a migrant into the society of his 
or her country of origin or habitual residence” (IOM, 2011, p. 82).

Social cohesion can be defined as “the extent of trust in government 
and within society and the willingness to participate collectively toward 
a shared vision of sustainable peace and common development goals” 
(UNDP, 2020, p. 11).

Social protection is defined as the set of policies and programmes 
designed to reduce and prevent poverty, vulnerability and social exclusion 
throughout the life cycle. Social protection includes nine main areas: child and 
family benefits, maternity protection, unemployment support, employment 
injury benefits, sickness benefits, health protection (medical care), old-
age benefits, invalidity/disability benefits, and survivors’ benefits. Social 
protection systems address all these policy areas by a mix of contributory 
schemes (social insurance) and non-contributory tax-financed benefits 
(including social assistance)” (ILO, 2017). In most ILO documents, the terms 
“social security” and “social protection” are used interchangeably and 
encompass a broad variety of policy instruments, including social insurance, 
social assistance, universal benefits and other forms of cash transfers and 
measures to ensure effective access to health care and other benefits in kind 
with a view to securing social protection. 
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(i)	 Promoting employment by creating a sustainable institutional and economic 	
	 environment in which: 
	 a.	 individuals can develop and update the necessary capacities and skills 	
		  they need to be productively occupied for their personal fulfilment and the 	
		  common well-being; 
	 b.	 all enterprises, public or private, are sustainable to enable growth and the 	
		  generation of greater employment and income opportunities and prospects 	
		  for all; and 
	 c.	 societies can achieve their goals of economic development, good living 	
		  standards and 	social progress; 
(ii)	 Developing and enhancing measures of social protection – social security and 	
	 labour protection – which are sustainable and adapted to national 			 
	 circumstances, including: 
	 a.	 the extension of social security to all, including measures to provide basic 	
		  income to all in need of such protection, and adapting its scope and 		
		  coverage to meet the new needs and uncertainties generated by the 		
		  rapidity of technological, societal, demographic and economic changes; 
	 b.	 healthy and safe working conditions; and 
	 c.	 policies in regard to wages and earnings, hours and other conditions of 	
		  work, designed to ensure a just share of the fruits of progress to all and a 	
		  minimum living wage to all employed and in need of such protection;
(iii)	 Promoting social dialogue and tripartism as the most appropriate methods for: 
	 a.	 adapting the implementation of the strategic objectives to the needs and 	
		  circumstances of each country; 
	 b.	 translating economic development into social progress, and social progress 	
		  into economic development; 
	 c.	 facilitating consensus building on relevant national and international 	
		  policies that impact employment and decent work strategies and 		
		  programmes; and 
	 d.	 making labour law and institutions effective, including in respect of the 	
		  recognition of the employment relationship, the promotion of good 		
		  industrial relations and the building of effective labour inspection 
		  systems; and 
(iv)	 Respecting, promoting and realizing the fundamental principles and 			
	 rights at work, which are of particular significance, as both rights and 		
	 enabling conditions that are necessary for the full realization of all of the 		
	 strategic objectives, noting:
	 a.	 that freedom of association and the effective recognition of the right to 	
		  collective bargaining are particularly important to enable the attainment of 	
		  the four strategic objectives; and 
	 b.	 that the violation of fundamental principles and rights at work cannot be 	
		  invoked or otherwise used as a legitimate comparative advantage and that 	
		  labour standards should not be used for protectionist trade purposes.

Decent work comprises four strategic objectives: 
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Nonetheless, the pandemic has exacerbated many 
of the issues that many migrants already faced, 
especially with regard to their vulnerable situation 
when it comes to enjoying protection and rights 
(UN, 2020c). This paradox is also acknowledged in 
the Global Compact for Safe, Orderly and Regular 
Migration (GCM), which recognizes the great po-
tential benefits of migration, while highlighting the 
lack of rights protection and challenges created by 
poorly governed human mobility. 

The different COVID-19 variants and inequitable 
access to vaccines have delayed the potential end 
of the pandemic that the rollout of vaccinations 
suggested since late 2020. However, it is timely to 
consider addressing issues concerning migrants’ 
situation not only within the COVID-19 response 
and post-COVID-19 recovery processes, but also in 
the longer term once the virus no longer represents 
a threat.

In this respect, this paper focuses on migrants’ so-
cio-economic (re)integration, both the integration 
of immigrants into the societies and labour mar-
kets of their host countries, and the sustainable 
reintegration of returnees into their origin coun-
tries. Socio-economic (re)integration, in line with 
best practices, international norms and standards 
in terms of human rights, labour standards, gender 
equality and social cohesion, is key to fostering in-
tegration that supports the positive effects that mi-
gration can have for sustainable development and 
is a central component of coherent migration poli-
cies. The 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development 
recognizes migration as a core development consi-
deration (IOM, 2016). Respect for migrants’ human 
rights is of central importance in building resilient 
and sustainable societies in line with the vision of 
the GCM, the 2030 Agenda and its promise to leave 
no one behind. Fully empowered and integrated mi-
grants are best placed to make vital contributions to 
States’ recovery and to “building back better” for the 
benefit of countries and communities of origin, tran-
sit and destination alike (UN, 2020b).

Therefore, even as most countries across the wor-
ld are still in the midst of the pandemic, the full so-
cio-economic inclusion of migrants and the mutual 

engagement of receiving communities and mi-
grants should be a priority, in line with Objective 
16 of the GCM (“Empower migrants and societies 
to realize full inclusion and social cohesion”). For 
those migrants who have returned as a result of 
the pandemic, efforts to ensure that their return 
is safe, dignified and accompanied by support to 
ensure their sustainable reintegration, as outlined 
in GCM Objective 21 (“Cooperate in facilitating 
safe and dignified return and readmission, as well 
as sustainable reintegration“) is essential to help 
countries of origin manage the consequences of 
COVID-19-induced return.

Several other objectives of the GCM, the inclusion of 
migration in the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable De-
velopment and international human rights and la-
bour standards also highlight the importance of so-
cio-economic (re)integration of migrants. It should 
therefore be a priority in recovering from the pan-
demic to further work towards meeting these goals. 
Working jointly towards the inclusion of immigrants 
and returnees in the respective societies will ensure 
that future crises will not have similar adverse ef-
fects on migrants. 

Against this backdrop, and in line with the purpose of 
the UN Network on Migration’s COVID-19 portal,1 this 
paper assesses the socio-economic impact of the 
COVID-19 pandemic on migrants, especially those 
already in countries of destination, and returnees in 
countries of origin, as well as their communities. The 
paper also discusses some of the policy and pro-
gramme responses that different stakeholders, at 
local, national and international levels, have adopted 
to address this impact, as well as the costs asso-
ciated with a lack of integration policies. The paper 
finally makes specific recommendations aimed at 
promoting migrants’ socio-economic (re)integration 
and social cohesion. Within this framework, a broad 
approach to integration and reintegration is taken, 
looking at issues such as labour markets, gender 
equality, social protection and peaceful coexistence, 
both in countries of destination and upon return in 
countries of origin.2 Focus is placed on rights-based 
and gender-responsive policies and programmes 
looking especially at recovery and longer-term de-
velopment plans.

1  https://migrationnetwork.un.org/covid-19

2 The paper focuses on the socio-economic integration of immigrants in countries of destination and returnees’ reintegration in countries of origin. It does not 

analyse the impact of the COVID-19 crisis on remittances, nor the role that diasporas have played in helping their countries of origin face the consequences of 

the pandemic.
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2. The socio-economic impacts 
of the COVID-19 crisis on migrants

Governments across the world have imposed va-
rious movement restrictions to “flatten the curve” 
of the COVID-19 pandemic. The policies and mea-
sures include travel bans, border closures as well as 
nationwide or localized lockdowns (IFRC, 2020a), 
which have disproportionately affected popula-
tions in vulnerable situations, especially migrants. 
Migrant workers work predominantly in the infor-
mal economy, or are engaged in temporary forms 
of work, and as such have been particularly affec-
ted, facing loss of income, often without access to 
social protection measures or financial support. 

In some countries, labour migration has been sus-
pended temporarily (IOM, 2020a), while others have 
returned thousands of migrants to their countries 
of origin (World Bank, 2020b). Border and port clo-
sures have prevented people from accessing safety 
and protection of their human rights elsewhere 
(Guadagno, 2020) and left large numbers of mi-
grants stranded in countries of origin, transit or 
destination, at sea and between borders with limited 
preparation, support and unable to return home or 
continue their journeys (İçduygu, 2020; IOM, 2020j). 

These restrictions have not halted migration enti-
rely, but they have changed migration patterns by 
decreasing the number of international migrants 
and increasing return migration, with concerning 
impacts for migrants’ human rights. According to 
the latest migration report by the Population Divi-
sion of the United Nations Department of Economic 
and Social Affairs, the growth of global numbers of 
migrants was slowed down by about 27 percent, 
or two million migrants, in 2020 (UN DESA, 2020a). 

When it comes to returns, some governments have 
organized repatriation flights (see Section 2.1.4) 
and covered expenses (such as transportation, me-
dical certificate in specific timeframe, and pre-de-
parture accommodation) partially or fully. While the 
United Nations Network on Migration has called 
for the suspension of forced returns in response 
to COVID-19 to uphold migrants’ human rights re-
gardless of their migratory status, some countries 
continued such returns (UNICEF, 2020h). On the 
other hand, the difficulty of travelling in the context 
of mobility disruptions due to changing laws, limited 
capacity to organize return compared to demand, 

Before considering the socio-economic responses 
to the COVID-19 pandemic and socio-economic (re)
integration in the light of post-pandemic recovery, 
it is important to take stock of the impacts that the 
crisis has had on migrants and their communities.
 
Before the pandemic, migrants already faced mul-
tiple disadvantages, affecting their enjoyment of 
human and labour rights. For example, data from 
a number of high-income and low- and middle-in-
come countries found that migrant workers earned 
between 12.6 percent and 17.3 percent less per 
hour than nationals, while women paid a double 
wage penalty as women and migrants, with mi-
grant women in high-income countries earning 

20.9 percent less than non-migrant men (ILO, 
2021e). Border and mobility restrictions im-
posed due to the pandemic reduced internatio-
nal migration to destination countries. Migrants 
who had already been working in these coun-
tries were affected in different ways. Migrants 
faced challenges both with regards to accessing 
health, social protection and other essential ser-
vices, and in terms of education and employment, 
including discrimination in wages and working 
conditions. Return migration during and as a re-
sult of the pandemic shaped international migra-
tion patterns from the beginning of the pandemic, 
posing several challenges for returnees themsel-
ves and their communities in countries of origin. 

2.1  Impact of border and mobility restrictions
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Prior to the pandemic, migrants in many contexts 
already faced denials of their rights to access basic 
services despite the call in GCM Objective 15 to “[p]
rovide access to basic services for migrants”. Migrants 
lacked access to essential services including health 
care systems, education and training and social 
protection, due to legal, cultural and linguistic barriers, 
as well as fear of arrest, detention or deportation 
(Hui et al., 2019). This was particularly true in 
contexts where firewalls between service providers 
and immigration authorities were not in place. 
COVID-19 has exacerbated these vulnerabilities 
(IFRC, 2020a). In a UNICEF survey of 159 countries 
where it has an operational presence, half the 
countries reported a reduction in health care among 
migrant children during COVID-19 (UNICEF, 2020a). 

While all migrants, regardless of their nationality 
or migration status, have an equal right to social 
protection, including health care, they often face 
obstacles in accessing it, including language and 
cultural barriers, costs, lack of information and the 
wide-reaching consequences of xenophobic atti-
tudes and behaviours (OHCHR, 2020a). Migrants 

in an irregular situation are often unable or unwill
ing to access health care or provide information on 
their health status for fear of being reported to the 
immigration authorities, detained or deported (Hui 
et al., 2019; OHCHR, 2020a). In addition, many mi-
grants in regular situations may not be able to af-
ford social protection, including health care, or mi-
ght rely on their employers to do so (ILO, 2020a). 

Migrants might furthermore be excluded from CO-
VID-19 treatment plans (Capps and Gelatt, 2020; 
KFF, 2020). For instance, the “Public Charge Final 
Rule” prevented immigration applicants in the United 
States of America (people with Deferred Action for 
Childhood Arrivals of Temporary Protected Status, 
temporary visas) from accessing health care ser-
vices, health treatment coverage, nutrition assistan-
ce, or seeking other support until it was lifted in March 
2021. Thus, even when state authorities such as the 
New York State authorized access to COVID-19-re-
lated health services for low-income migrants re-
gardless of status (Mixed Migration Centre, 2020), 
migrants did not use these services out of fear of 
affecting their chances of remaining in the U.S with 

and costs imposed by cancelled or rescheduled 
travel have restricted people’s ability to return 
(IOM, 2020b). Others seeking to move have seen 
the costs of migration increasing as recruiters, 
travel agents, smugglers and others charge higher 
fees to respond to movement restrictions, impac-
ting the finances of migrant families, and causing 
many to incur debt to cover these costs, or ma-
king them more vulnerable to abuse, exploitation 
and human trafficking (Guadagno, 2020). Smug-
glers have not stopped their operations and in-
creasingly turned to more perilous routes to avoid 
the more patrolled areas, thus further endangering 
the lives of migrants. It is expected that the econo-
mic consequences of the pandemic will lead to an 
increase in migrant smuggling (UNODC, 2020a).

Furthermore, the impacts on migrant workers, who 
numbered 169 million in 2019, have been acute in all 
regions (ILO 2021d, ILO 2020f). Travel bans prevented 

migrant workers with visas from taking up employ-
ment abroad, while migrant workers in destination 
countries who lost their jobs risked moving into ir-
regular status and being forced to return due to loss 
of temporary visas or work or residence permits (ILO 
2020c, ILO 2020f). Governments have struggled to 
provide timely and sufficient information on proce-
dures and restricted consular and visa processing 
support (IOM, 2020b; UN, 2020c). This situation 
has hindered migrants’ ability to return to their jobs, 
studies or families while also exposing them to the 
risk of falling into irregularity by overstaying their 
visas and associated risks of marginalization, de-
tention, deportation and penalties (Bernal, 2020). In 
addition, the lack of cooperation (legal, political and 
operational) between origin and destination coun-
tries has worsened existing difficulties regarding 
movement between countries for migrant workers 
and people seeking international protection un-
der international human rights law (IOM, 2020b).

2.2  Access to health and other basic services
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their families, making them more vulnerable (Gon-
zales, 2020). Moreover, administrative barriers, such 
as Social Security numbers or documentation requi-
rements, limited access to reliable information and 
longstanding mistrust in government services, often 
stemming from discriminatory attitudes among ser-
vice providers, further discouraged migrants from 
accessing health care services (Lebano et al., 2020).

Where migrant families are excluded from so-
cio-economic recovery programmes, lose their li-
velihoods and fall into poverty, children from the 
most disadvantaged communities are at an in-
creased risk of child labour, child marriage and 
child trafficking as families are pushed into ne-
gative coping mechanisms (UN DESA, 2020b; 
ILO-UNICEF, 2020). Moreover, in a UNICEF survey 
of 159 countries in which it has an operational 
presence, 36 percent report reduced protection 
services for migrant children (UNICEF, 2020a).

Another major challenge is the inclusion of mi-
grants, regardless of their nationality and migration 
status, in COVID-19 vaccination strategies to en-
sure their right to health and non-discrimination. 
Within this it is crucial to consider migrants’ risks 
and needs; the provision of accessible information; 
firewalls between immigration enforcement and 
COVID-19 vaccine provision to prevent fears of re-
porting, detention and deportation; and cooperation 
and assistance to ensure access to vaccination glo-
bally, especially for countries facing economic and 
financial difficulties (CMW et al., 2021; UN Network 
on Migration, 2021b). In this context, the Migration 
Network Hub provides guidance on access to vac-
cines and the prioritization of those most exposed 
and vulnerable to COVID-19, including migrants. 

Delivery of migrant-focused services is limited by 
data gaps. National and local authorities often do 
not know the exact number of migrants and their 
distribution across the territory, making it difficult 
to obtain information about, monitor and trace af-
fected populations (Guadagno, 2020). This situa-
tion limits the inclusion of migrants in health poli-
cies or schemes and, in the COVID-19 context, the 
effectiveness of schemes such as health promo-
tion, disease prevention, treatment and care, and 
financial protection in reducing the virus’s spread 
and negative impacts (IFRC, 2020a; WHO Europe, 

2020). When addressing data gaps, it is crucial 
to collect and manage data in a manner that pre-
serves the privacy and confidentiality of personal 
information in accordance with international ethi-
cal rules on data protection (including the right to 
privacy in the collection, use and dissemination of 
data, and effective firewalls between public ser-
vices and immigration authorities) (GCM, 2017).

Lack of culturally and linguistically appropriate 
information also hinders migrants’ awareness of 
existing rights and social protection programmes, 
preventing them from seeking medical aid (ILO, 
2020a). States have not always provided trans-
lated information on COVID-19-related preventive 
measures, recommended practices and service 
options, despite their obligation to do so. In turn, 
this information circulates unevenly in key loca-
tions of migrants’ communities or along their jour-
ney routes via individuals, international organiza-
tions and NGOs trusted by migrants (Arfaat, 2020).

Lack of access to the right to adequate housing has 
had major impacts for migrants. Overcrowded living 
conditions such as workers’ dormitories or immi-
gration detention centres without basic sanitation 
and water or with insufficient medical personnel 
are a major challenge in this regard. This situation 
hinders migrants’ ability to adhere to public health 
measures such as physical distancing, self-isola-
tion, proper hand hygiene, increasing their potential 
to contract COVID-19 (Bukuluki et al., 2020; Kluge 
et al., 2020). For example, Singapore was ranked 
among the top ten countries of infection rates per 
million in June 2020 and the majority of cases were 
from migrant workers living in dormitories (Subra-
maniam, 2020a). Migrants living in bunk rooms 
and lacking proper hygiene facilities accounted 
for more than 90 percent of COVID-19 cases in the 
country (Kaur-Gill, 2020). The surge of cases in mi-
grant worker dorms forced the country to enforce 
several measures such as a nationwide lockdown 
and movement restrictions for foreign workers. 

In opposition to GCM Objective 13 (“Use migra-
tion detention only as a measure of last resort 
and work towards alternatives”), in some coun-
tries authorities have conducted a number of 
raids and arrested significant numbers of mi-
grants since the beginning of the pandemic. 
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Detainees are at risk being placed in overcrowded 
detention centres, undermining efforts to fight 
the pandemic. In this context, the United Nations 
Network on Migration has released guidance for 
States and stakeholders focused on preventing and 
responding to COVID-19 in the context of immigra-
tion detention (UN Network on Migration, 2020a). 

Most countries around the world have closed 
schools at some point during the pandemic, which 
has negatively affected children, especially mi-
grant children, by disrupting education, social 
and psychological support, child protection ser-
vices, protection from abuse at home, and access 
to school feeding programmes. It has led to an 
increase in child marriages due to schools’ clo-
sure (UNICEF, 2021; You et al., 2020). For instance, 
distance learning can result in a disadvantage for 
migrant children, who might not speak the host 
country language fluently or who, due to their pa-
rents’ limited resources, might not have access to 
a computer or internet connection (OECD, 2020a).
 
At least a third of the world’s schoolchildren were 
unable to access remote learning during school 
closures and children on the move have been dis-
proportionately affected (UNICEF, 2020b). In this 
regard, 58 percent of UNICEF country offices sur-
veyed reported inadequate remote learning options 
for vulnerable child populations, including migrants 
(UNICEF, 2020a). In Colombia, UNICEF mobile edu-
cation teams targeted hard-to-reach Colombian 
families and migrant families from Venezuela in 

spontaneous settlements and on the streets with 
educational activities, psychosocial support, and 
hygiene promotion (UNICEF, 2020c). In this context, 
it is also important to mention that the burden of 
unpaid care work has increased for many women, 
including migrants, due to the closures of schools 
and other child-care services (UN Women, 2020a). 
School closures have also inhibited the reporting of 
child maltreatment cases and overall adverse ef-
fects on children have been noted (UNESCO, 2020). 

The pandemic has also affected other services for 
migrants. For example, many integration sche-
mes have been suspended, while government 
restrictions have also closed community centres 
or limited the delivery of assistance and services 
upon which migrants might rely for their well-
being (Guadagno, 2020). Migrant Worker Resource 
Centres (MRCs) also partially had to stop opera-
tions or at least scale them down. Many shifted 
their focus to the increased needs of return mi-
grants (ILO, 2020f). Access to justice has further 
been challenged by the closing or reduced opera-
tivity of courts and the uneven use of substitute 
technological means (UNODC 2020b). It is also well 
documented that only a small share of sexual vio-
lence suffered by women is formally reported to law 
enforcement authorities and it is likely that national 
lockdown measures limited the access of women 
to those reporting channels, with police, first res-
ponders and health services being overburdened 
and operating at limited capacity (UNODC 2020c).

COVID-19 has had a differentiated socio-economic 
impact on migrants’ livelihoods, largely depending on 
their respective working conditions.3 Migrant workers 
are disproportionally represented in the informal eco-
nomy characterized by decent work deficits, such as 
lack of secure status and low-paid work, and in sec-
tors that remained operational with in-person work 
throughout the pandemic (health care, agriculture, 
agro-food processing, logistics and delivery, manu-
facturing, retail and wholesale, cleaning services) 
(ILO, 2020a, ILO 2020f). In the US, for example, they 

constituted 19 percent of the workers in such front-
line sector (Gelatt, 2020). In this sense, migrants were 
over-represented in sectors highly affected by the cri-
sis and in industries essential to COVID-19 responses, 
where in most cases working from home was not an 
option. Inadequate provision of personal protective 
equipment and adherence to workplace safety mea-
sures increased their risk of exposure to COVID-19. 

During the pandemic, migrant workers were more 
likely to lose their jobs and be excluded from 

3  This also applies to refugee workers, who have faced many of the same employment challenges during the pandemic.

2.3	 Impacts on jobs and livelihoods
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assistance and stimulus packages (Gelatt, 2020; 
ILO 2020f, UN Women, 2020a). In OECD coun-
tries, around 30 percent of the workforce in the 
hardest-hit sectors was foreign born (UN, 2020a), 
pushing migrants towards underemployment and 
unemployment, and the risk of falling into irre-
gularity. In addition, migrant entrepreneurs have 
also been significantly affected by lockdowns 
and other measures implemented in many coun-
tries as part of the COVID-19 response. Micro, 
small- and medium-enterprises (MSMEs) and 
own-account work are an important income 
source for migrants when access to employment 
is limited. COVID-19 has led to challenges regar-
ding income generation for such self-employed 
workers, including for setting up new businesses 
and keeping existing ones profitable (ILO, 2020g).

Despite migrant workers being major contributors 
to socio-economic development and welfare sys-
tems, they are more likely to be excluded from or 
have limited access to social protection schemes 
due to the length of their employment, residence in 
the country, nationality, nature of the employment, 
such as seasonal agricultural work, self-employ-
ment, domestic work, or unavailability of social se-
curity agreements (ILO, 2020a). Such restrictions 
on rights to social protection prevent migrants from 
being compensated for job dismissal and income 
loss, due to lockdown, business failure or closure, 
layoffs or working hours’ reduction (ILO, 2020a; UN 
Women, 2020a). In Lebanon, for example, many 
employers dismissed migrant workers without pre-
vious notice or stopped paying their salaries as a re-
sult of mandatory businesses closures (ILO, 2020c).

This situation affects migrants’ livelihoods direc-
tly and increases the risks of exploitative working 
conditions, violence and abuse while hindering 
their re-entry into the workforce, access to inco-
me and, therefore, ability to meet basic needs and 
stay healthy (Gavlak, 2020; ILO, 2020a; World Bank, 
2020a). For instance, a survey conducted in 2020 
from late March to end April found that 32 percent 
of employed ASEAN migrant workers reported facing 
employment challenges and abuses during the 
pandemic (ILO, 2020b). These included contract 
termination, compulsion to work against their will, 
forced unpaid leave, inability to refuse work during the 
lockdown, reduced working days and pay, threats, 

harassment or violence from employers as well 
as withheld salaries and legal documents. Being 
overrepresented among domestic and care wor-
kers, with limited labour law protection, migrant 
women were particularly vulnerable to these abu-
sive practices (ILO, 2020b). When migration sta-
tus is tied to being employed and holding a regu-
lar contract, workplace closures might also result 
in the possibility of non-renewal or withdrawal of 
residence or work permits, making migrants fall 
into an irregular situation and, therefore, become 
ineligible for social protection entitlements, basic 
services or be forced to return (European Migration 
Network, 2020; Guadagno, 2020). In this sense, the 
economic downward spiral has seriously harmed 
migrants working in the low-wage informal eco-
nomy who had limited access or were excluded 
from social protection measures (UN, 2020c).

The loss of employment and wages among mi-
grant workers has also resulted in a decline in 
remittances which, although less than feared, is 
nonetheless significant and has affected vulne-
rable communities in origin countries. Millions of 
people live in low- and middle-income countries, 
in households that receive money or other forms 
of support from a family member abroad that are 
allocated in different ways such as addressing 
basic needs, accessing health services and ac-
cessing education (World Bank, 2021; Zambra-
na-Cruz and Rees, 2020). UNICEF has found that 
in 30 percent of remittance-receiving households 
with children, children’s nutrition has been affec-
ted as households reduced the number of meals or 
their nutritional value (Blume and Moussa, 2020).

Discrimination and xenophobic sentiments 
towards migrants and minorities associated 
with migration saw a notable rise with the 
COVID-19 outbreak in all regions across the 
world (IOM, 2020g). In South-East Asian coun-
tries such as Malaysia, for example, it was an-
nounced that the distribution of aid during the 
lockdown to migrant workers’ buildings was a 
responsibility of the home country and not of the 
Malaysian Government. Even though migrant 
workers did receive food supplies from govern-
ment agencies and Civil Society Organizations 
(CSOs), there was a diversity of xenophobic 
sentiments on social media where Malaysians 
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questioned the government actions to supply 
food to migrant workers (Subramaniam, 2020b). 
Moreover, according to UNICEF (2020a), children 
on the move have also experienced increasing 
hostility, a trend that is expected to intensify as 
the socio-economic crisis generated by COVID-19 
worsens and millions of migrants return home to 
countries with increasing rates of unemployment.

Women represent around 42 percent of all migrant 
workers (ILO 2021d), and COVID-19 has placed 
them in a particularly vulnerable situation due to 
their disproportionate representation in the informal 
economy, often with irregular status, as well as the 

extra burden of unpaid care work that they bear (UN 
Women, 2020a; 2020b; ILO, 2020a). Women migrant 
workers in front-line work such as domestic workers, 
care workers and cleaners also faced a high risk of 
infection, especially when they had limited access 
to culturally and linguistically appropriate informa-
tion (ILO, 2020a). Women migrant workers were of-
ten unable to reach their homes and were trapped 
in workplaces, accommodations or quarantine fa-
cilities where they were at risk of experiencing abu-
sive practices, human trafficking or gender-based 
violence (GBV) with limited options to benefit from 
social and protective networks or services (UN 
Women, 2020a) (also see Section 3.2.2 and 4.1.6).

The COVID-19 pandemic has translated into a si-
gnificant decrease in the global growth rate of in-
ternational migrants (UN DESA, 2020a). This is due 
to the fact that pandemic responses have slowed 
down new migration, while return migration in-
creased in late 2020 after initial periods of migrants 
being stranded in destination and transit countries. 
In this respect, return movements that occurred du-
ring, and as a result of, the crisis were complex and 
varied by the circumstances and motivations that 
caused them. In addition to forced returns, which 
several countries maintained despite the crisis, 
many voluntary returns were the result of the lack 
of economic alternatives and access to rights in 
countries of destination. This has been the case for 
many migrant workers in the countries of the Gulf 
Cooperation Council (GCC). In this context, large 
numbers of migrants returned at once to their home 
countries, posing specific challenges to these coun-
tries (IOM, 2020f). While ensuring that nationals are 
received and readmitted, in accordance with the 
human right to return to one’s own country and the 
obligation of States to readmit their own nationals, 
mass returns have made additional vulnerabilities 
among returnees difficult to detect and manage 
(for example, identifying children in need of protec-
tion, including unaccompanied child migrant wor-
kers and the children of migrant workers in situa-
tions of vulnerability, and victims of trafficking or 
forced labour, including among domestic workers), 
leading to the risk of further victimization and ex-

ploitation. In addition, non-payment of wages and 
other worker entitlements is particularly hard to 
address in these conditions, compounding the lack 
of access to justice frequently experienced by mi-
grant workers (UN Network on Migration, 2021a). 

Job losses were the main motivation for return mi-
gration. Such trends were observed, for example in 
the context of the GCC countries, from which thou-
sands of migrants returned to countries of origin like 
Bangladesh, India and Pakistan. India repatriated 
more than 600,000 migrants through special flights 
and boats by October 2020 (World Bank, 2020b), 
while more than 230,000 Filipino workers were re-
patriated to their country by October 2020. Around 
120,000 migrant workers returned from Thailand to 
Cambodia and around 2 million Ukrainians abroad 
returned to their country due to COVID-19. Fur-
thermore, around 2 percent of the 4.3 million Vene-
zuelans in South America returned (OAS, 2020). In 
this context, the Organization of American States 
reported an estimated 6,000 returns from Brazil 
and 105,000 from Colombia between March and 
September 2020 (OAS, 2020; Mazza, 2020). Such 
a sudden increase of return migrants put pressure 
on the communities to which they returned. Initial-
ly, returnees need quarantine facilities and, in many 
cases, assistance upon arrival such as reintegra-
tion counselling, psychosocial support, food pro-
vision, onward transportation and accommoda-
tion, and medical screenings (World Bank, 2020b).

2.4  The challenges of return and reintegration
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In the case of children, return must be a sustai-
nable solution in the child’s best interests. Du-
ring the pandemic, thousands of children of all 
ages (unaccompanied, separated and with their 
families), have been sent back using approaches 
that lack child sensitivity, including child safe-
guarding protocols, with no screening of asylum, 
protection and family reunification claims, and 
without conducting best-interest procedures, 
vulnerability assessments or family tracing (UN 
Network on Migration, 2021). This situation puts 
children at risk of violence, abuse and exploita-
tion before, during and upon their return, as well 
as stigma and exclusion in their communities of 
origin. Moreover, the high number of returns in 
the context of COVID-19 has resulted in little fol-
low-up of returned children due to limited availa-
bility and capacity of child protection and social 
services in countries of return, coupled with a 
lack of access to services for reasons including 
increased insecurity and mobility restrictions in 
the context of lockdowns (IOM and UNICEF, 2020). 

It is important to recognize that many migrant 
workers bring skills and talent that can help eco-
nomies in their countries of origin rebuild better 
after the pandemic. However, the key to unlocking 
this potential is the establishment of rights-
based return and reintegration systems, access 
to social protection and proper skills recognition. 
In addition, policies on return and reintegration 
should be compatible with existing economic, 
employment and labour market policies. This can 

facilitate better skills and jobs matching and in-
crease productivity for national industries. At the 
same time, there is often a lack of human and 
financial resources to provide targeted employ-
ment support for return migrants. Existing poli-
cies should create labour market opportunities 
that are inclusive of return migrants and their 
skills, avoiding the necessity for specific support 
measures (ILO, 2020e; Wickramasekara, 2019).
 
Many return migrants also faced stigmatization and 
exclusion (also see Section 3.2.1) besides shame at 
the self-perception of being a failure for not having 
secured an income, which increases the importance 
of enhancing psychosocial support for migrants 
(Pujol-Mazzii, 2019). At the early stages of the 
pandemic, for example, many Senegalese migrants 
returned because they feared being stranded in Eu-
rope without an income. Because Senegal closed 
its borders, returnees either travelled through Mali 
or paid fishermen to bring them into their home 
country via sea. Yet, in some cases, residents tried 
to prevent the boats from docking because of the 
stigma that return migrants were bringing CO-
VID-19 into the country (IOM, 2020c; Neveu Kringel-
bach, 2020). Such issues are also common in other 
countries, including a number of South Asian coun-
tries and Venezuela (ILO, 2020j; Moloney, 2020). As 
another example, UNICEF reports that as of May 
2020, more than 2,000 unaccompanied children 
returning from the United States to Mexico and 
northern Central America had been victims of acts 
of violence and discrimination (UNICEF, 2020d).



19

Responses to the pandemic that addressed mi-
grants’ needs and vulnerabilities focused on 
the different areas in which they were impacted, 
as outlined in the previous section. Responses 
grounded in rights-based and decent work ap-
proaches, such as those incorporating enhancing 
the skills and knowledge of migrants, ensuring 

the protection of their rights, and migrant-in-
clusive social protection and livelihood support 
programmes, could serve as useful practices and 
a basis for launching post-pandemic socio-eco-
nomic recovery and (re)integration for migrants 
in their countries of origin and destination.

3. Socio-economic responses to the 
COVID-19 crisis: innovations and 
exacerbated challenges

Recognizing the diverse impacts of COVID-19, 
a variety of stakeholders, including national 
and local governments, national human rights 
institutions, international organizations, and non-

governmental and civil society organizations, 
developed policy and programme responses, often 
inclusive of or specifically targeted at migrants 
and their communities. 

3.1.1	 Protection of migrants’ rights

3.1  Migrant-inclusive responses to the COVID-19 crisis

Most countries around the world extended visas, 
work and residence permits, an important first res-
ponse to ensure the protection of migrants’ rights. 
Failure to extend such documents exposes mi-
grants to the risk of becoming irregular and puts 
them in potentially vulnerable positions. Countries 
such as Bahrain, Kenya, Kuwait, Lebanon, Moroc-
co, South Africa, Thailand and the United Arab Emi-
rates provided migrants opportunities to extend 
work visas or introduced other measures to limit 
constraints migrant workers and their families 
faced in countries of residence (ILO, 2020f). In other 
countries, conditions for the renewal or extension 
of a residence permit, such as minimum incomes, 
were relaxed, to prevent income losses due to 
COVID-19 from putting migrants at risk of losing 
their status (European Migration Network, 2020). 

As migrant workers’ movement became more diffi-
cult, some countries and organizations took mea-
sures to ensure that migrant workers could move 
safely and under fair recruitment conditions. For 
example, in Mexico the recruitment agency CIER-
TO took steps to ensure that all migrant workers 
had access to health coverage, regular COVID-19 
testing, and vaccines, in addition to existing mea-
sures to ensure that migrant workers did not pay 
fees to migrate. Meanwhile the Guatemalan Au-
tonomous Popular Union Movement and the Glo-
bal Unions of Guatemala added an annex to their 
strategy on labour migration and fair recruitment 
on prevention and mitigation of COVID-19 in the 
workplace, to ensure that migrant workers could 
move safely and enjoy their rights in the workplace.
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Some States have taken positive actions under 
GCM’s Objective 15 on migrants’ access to ba-
sic services, and particularly on COVID-19 re-
lated health care services. For instance, in March 
2020 more than half of the EU and OECD Member 
States reported that irregular migrants had ac-
cess to COVID-19-related treatment services, 
while among these countries some of these ser-
vices’ costs were reimbursed or covered by the 
State (European Migration Network, 2020). In 
March 2020, the Government of Portugal issued 
Order No 3683-B/2020 to temporarily regularize 
the residency status of immigrants with pending 
residence applications and asylum seekers (who 
claimed international protection before 18 March) 
to ensure access to health care and public ser-
vices (Moore and Kortsaris, 2020). In the Republic 
of Korea, medical institutions have been exempted 
from reporting the undocumented migration status 
of their patients to immigration authorities, making 
COVID-19 testing and treatment more accessible 
for irregular migrants (Hyun-ju, 2020). In Thai-
land, Universal Health Coverage, already available 
since 2013 to migrants regardless of their status, 
included the provision of COVID-19 related health 
services to everyone, including undocumented 
migrants (Greater Mekong Subregion, 2020). The 
Italian Government “relaunched” Decree-Law No. 
34/2020 dedicated to irregular migrant workers’ 
status regularization in response to the labour 
shortages experienced during the COVID-19 crisis 

in sectors such as agriculture (livestock, fisheries 
and aquaculture), personal care and domestic work 
(Giovine, 2020). The Decree created two pathways 
for irregular migrants who had already worked in 
these sectors and had lost their jobs, allowing em-
ployers of irregular migrants to regularize their sta-
tus, or migrants in irregular status to apply for per-
mits to seek work in the relevant sectors (European 
Commission, 2020; Human Rights Watch, 2020a).4  

As discussed in Section 2.1, migrant workers, es-
pecially women, often engage in informal employ-
ment. The consequences of COVID-19 hit them 
even harder than other groups (ILO, 2020a; 2020f). 
However, as outlined there, migrants in formal em-
ployment were also adversely affected by the pan-
demic, which further highlights the importance of 
including migrants in overall COVID-19 response 
plans. Several countries took measures to support 
workers who faced income losses as a result of the 
pandemic, and some explicitly included migrants 
in these initiatives. In Brazil, for example, migrant 
workers, both regular and irregular, as well as re-
fugees were eligible for a support programme for 
the unemployed. Other countries, including Chile, 
New Zealand and Tunisia, gave migrants access 
to unemployment benefits, although they did so 
only for those with regular status (ILO, 2020f).

Singapore also committed to improving living stan-
dards and building new dormitories, guaranteeing 

4 The effort has been criticized because if the migrant workers have not obtained a regular contract at the end of the six months, they fall back into an irregular 

status (Giovine, 2020).

Facilitate fair and ethical recruitment and 
safeguard conditions.

	
Enhance availability and flexibility of pathways 
for  regular migration.

Provide access to basic services for migrants.
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more space, lower occupancy and better ventilation 
(Bloomberg, 2021). Countries such as Bahrain have 
also mandated specific responsibilities of employers 
and workers in the private sector to guarantee ap-
propriate accommodation and facilities for migrant 
workers during the pandemic, such as fewer wor-
kers per room, three metres’ distance between in-
dividuals, toilets and sanitation items (ILO, 2020f). 

When it comes to vaccinations, the United Na-
tions Network on Migration has called on States 
to ensure that migrants are included in COVID-19 
vaccination plans, regardless of their status (UN 
Network on Migration, 2021b). Some countries 
have provided different initiatives to approach 
migrants’ inclusion in COVID-19 national cam-
paigns. European countries, such as France, Italy, 
the Netherlands, Spain and the United Kingdom, 

are including irregular migrants in their vaccina-
tion campaigns. Belgium has announced the in-
clusion of undocumented migrants but remains 
uncertain if it will be implemented as part of a na-
tional plan (Zivkovic, 2021). Others have included 
migrants through indirect means. For instance, in 
February 2021 Colombia introduced a temporary 
legal status for 10 years for around 1.7 million Ve-
nezuelans who entered the country before 2021. 
This regularization of migrants provides protec-
tion and access to Colombia’s COVID-19 vaccina-
tion plan (Sköld, 2021; MedGlobal, 2021). Further, 
the Qatar Red Crescent announced a $100 million 
“Leave no one behind” initiative in cooperation with 
the World Health Organization to provide COVID-19 
vaccines to migrants in over 20 countries across 
Africa, Asia and the Middle East (Al Jazeera, 2021).

The COVID-19 pandemic led several countries to 
include migrants in social safety and protection 
schemes. Livelihood support was also offered 
to marginalized groups, which in many cases 
includes migrants, in different countries. Many 
countries, for example Ireland, Italy and New 
Zealand, included migrants in their more general 
support packages for those affected by the pan-

demic. Ireland, for instance, initiated a COVID-19 
unemployment payment (EUR 350 per week) for 
a maximum of 12 weeks for both employees and 
self-employed workers. The financial support 
is available to students, non-EEA nationals and 
part-time workers aged 18 to 66 who lost their 
employment due to the pandemic and had not 
been diagnosed with COVID-19 (ILO, 2020a). 

3.1.2 Livelihood support and social protection

Address and reduce vulnerabilities in migration.

Establish mechanisms for the portability 
of social security entitlements and 
earned benefits.

	
Provide access to basic services for migrants.
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Moreover, rapid assessment surveys in diffe-
rent countries, such as Iraq, Jordan, Lebanon 
and ASEAN countries, were supported by the 
ILO to identify needs, based on which recom-
mendations for social protection measures for 
workers, including migrants, could be deve-
loped (ILO 2020a; 2020b). Securing the right 
to social protection, including health care ser-
vices, is also a crucial element of the COVID-19 
response (ILO, 2020a) and many countries en-
sured this, as already discussed in Section 2.1.2.

Addressing the specific vulnerabilities, inclu-
ding those caused by the pandemic, faced by the 
large number of Venezuelans in the region, ILO 
and UNDP supported the launch of a strategy 
on socio-economic integration of migrants with 
the Quito Process (ILO, 2021b). The Colombian 
government developed a plan to facilitate their 
inclusion in the country’s COVID-19 response, 
and ultimately to foster social cohesion (see 
Section 4.2). The inclusive and comprehensive 
plan addresses the following six main points: 

	 •      Responsible border management;

	 •      Access to health services on an equal basis with Colombian nationals; 

	 •      Adaptation of support programmes for migrants (cash-based 				  
                     programmes for housing and food purposes, WASH assistance, and 
	        health and shelter services were strengthened);

	 •      Attention to vulnerable Venezuelans (enrolment in governmental 			 
	        assistance initiatives such as «Solidarity Income Programme» and 
	        «School Feeding Programme»; delivery of food kits); 

	 •      Focusing programmes on high-impact areas;

	 •     Greater coordination and information (UNHCR, 2021). 

Supporting the livelihoods of migrant workers 
was also a priority of the Philippines through 
its Overseas Workers Welfare Administration. 
The government created an emergency fund 
that provided one-time cash assistance ($200) 
to more than 320,000 overseas Filipino workers 
(OFW) who had been displaced due to COVID-19 

regardless of their status (ILO, 2020a; Patinio, 
2020). To support returning migrants, the Ban-
gladeshi government arranged for assistance for 
every returnee on arrival at the airport (Tk5,000, 
equivalent to $34) as well as options for small 
loans to start economic activities (The Business 
Standard, 2020).



23

The recognition of skills has in some cases fa-
cilitated access to employment, particularly in 
the health care sector, during the COVID-19 res-
ponse where there was an increased demand for 
workers with relevant skills in many countries. In 
Argentina and Peru, expedited procedures for the 
recognition of skills of Venezuelans were imple-
mented, at least for the duration of the pandemic 
(ILO, 2020f). In Argentina, the recognition of diplo-
mas normally requires a valid identity document, 
in addition to the cost and time (generally more 
than a year). Therefore, the Ministry of Education 
approved a temporary and exceptional proce dure 
in some jurisdictions, in which expert commissions 
convened by the ministry could validate degrees 
in certain professions. The procedure is free and 
takes less time while allowing the applicant to work 

for two years in the jurisdiction that requested it 
(ILO, 2021c). In the same vein, Germany included 
foreign doctors in the COVID-19 response even be-
fore they obtained the license they would usually 
need to practice (ILO, 2020g).

Such initiatives were not limited to the health care 
sector. Migrants also contributed to other sec-
tors with their skills and labour. Some countries 
also made efforts to facilitate the recognition and 
use of return migrants’ skills. In Egypt, for exa-
mple, the government attempted to connect re-
turned Egyptians with trainings or jobs to foster 
their reintegration into the country’s labour mar-
ket based on information collected during qua-
rantine about their qualifications and areas of ex-
pertise (Egypt Independent, 2020; Hause, 2020).

3.1.3	 Recognition of migrants’ skills  and knowledge

Invest in skills development and facilitate 
mutual recognition of skills, qualifications 
and competences.

3.2	 The costs of non-integration

The COVID-19 pandemic also highlighted several 
pre-existing structural challenges that migrants 
faced related to integration, or rather a lack thereof. 
Two significant issues in this regard, as outlined 
earlier, are discrimination and xenophobia (linked to 
lack of rights protection) as well as gender and so-
cial protection gaps.  These structural challenges 
predated the pandemic: For example, migrant wor-
kers in high-income countries earned 13 percent 
less than national workers, enjoyed less secure 

contractual status and were more likely to be wor-
king part-time (ILO, 2021e). The pandemic served 
to widen these gaps, further eroding the position of 
migrant workers.

The following subsections will present responses 
by different stakeholders to strengthen migrants’ 
rights to address the issues that arose or were exa-
cerbated during the pandemic. 
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Stigmatization, social exclusion and xenophobia 
are recurrent reactions towards migrants during 
and in the aftermath of crises such as terrorism 
and disease outbreaks, and the way policymakers 
and the media address such issues can have signi-
ficant negative impacts on migrant communities 
and social cohesion. During COVID-19, those per-
ceived or portrayed as foreigners have often been 
falsely accused of spreading the virus and endan-
gering communities (IFRC, 2020a; IOM, 2020d). For 
instance, based on UNICEF’s socio-economic im-
pact survey of the COVID-19 pandemic, 39 percent 
of UNICEF Country Offices surveyed reported an 
increase in tensions around migrants and dis-
placed persons, with the share in fragile contexts 
even higher at almost 50 percent (UNICEF, 2020a). 

Tensions can spill over into violence and desta-
bilize communities, and also deter migrants and 
displaced persons from accessing public services 
and push them into negative coping mechanisms 
(Hennebry, 2020; WHO, 2020a). This can lead to 
a significant number of undetected cases, per-
petuating transmission of COVID-19, harming 
migrants and jeopardizing wider public health 
responses to the virus (IFRC, 2020a). Since the 
early stages of the pandemic, media sources in 
some countries and political figures have refer-
red to COVID-19 as the “Chinese virus”, which 
promoted stigma, discrimination and racist inci-
dents against Asian migrants and their descen-
dants. For instance, in the United States around 
1,843 cases of anti-Asian xenophobic incidents 
and crimes (harassment, shunning, physical as-
saults, spitting and coughing, workplace discri-
mination, being barred from establishments) were 
reported between 19 March 2020 and 13 May 

2020 (8 weeks) to the Stop AAPI Hate Reporting 
Centre in the US (Xu et al., 2020; Neuman, 2020).

As already outlined in Section 2.2, returning mi-
grants also faced discrimination in their home 
countries, resulting in verbal and physical harass-
ment, threats and acts of exclusion by nationals or 
government representatives (ILO, 2020j; Janetsky, 
2020; Jha, 2020; Moloney, 2020). In Nepal, some 
Dalit (lower-caste) returnees from India who tested 
positive for COVID-19 faced discrimination, haras-
sment and humiliation even after recovering from 
the infection (ILO, 2020j). Venezuelan migrants re-
turning home were also stigmatized and blamed for 
spreading the virus (Moloney, 2020). 

Through social media, the WHO has endeavoured to 
show solidarity in support of migrants and counter 
false messaging or narratives. Initiatives include 
evidence-based reporting, involving social influen-
cers and sharing stories and images of those who 
have recovered from COVID-19 to amplify their 

5  Note that the ILO has recently developed Template Terms of Reference on ‘How to mainstream conflict-sensitivity, social cohesion and peacebuilding in COVID-19 

socio-economic/labour market assessments. https://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---ed_emp/documents/instructionalmaterial/wcms_742185.pdf

3.2.1	 Increased discrimination and xenophobia5 

Eliminate all forms of discrimination and 
promote evidence-based public discourse to 
shape perceptions of migration.
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voices (WHO, 2020b). In line with GCM’s Objective 
17, and within the COVID-19 context, Colombia 
UNHCR launched a media anti-xenophobia media 
campaign called “Somos Panas Colombia” to in-
centivize solidarity towards the Venezuelan popu-
lation, providing information on issues such as ac-
cess to health, work and protection of rights to guide 
migrants from Venezuela. The campaign has also 
promoted actions to reduce xenophobia against 
Venezuelans (UNHCR, 2020), and is complemented 

by the “Super Panas” campaign that targets and
mobilizes youth to stand up to stigmatization 
through a social media campaign (UNICEF, 2020e). 
OHCHR’s #StandUpForMigrants campaign and 
toolkit to reshape narratives on migration illus-
trates ways everyone can contribute to narrative 
change and elevate the voices of migrants, the 
communities that welcome them and those who 
defend their rights, including those showing solida-
rity in Europe during the pandemic (OHCHR, 2020b).

Women migrants face multiple challenging forms 
of discrimination exacerbated by COVID-19, such 
as inadequate working conditions (overwork, pre-
carious employment, wage discrimination com-
pared to non-migrant women and migrant men (ILO, 
2021e), lack of access to adequate personal protec-
tive equipment), unpaid caregiving responsibilities 
and gender-specific limitations in migration policies, 
finding themselves trapped in places where they mi-
ght be endangered due to risks of gender-based 
violence (GBV) and sexual exploitation and abuse 
(Hennebry, 2020; UN Women, 2020c; World Bank, 
2020a; OHCHR, 2020d; WFP, 2020). COVID-19 has 
also intensified the risk of GBV at all stages of 
migration, particularly among women with an ir-
regular status who might experience barriers to 
reporting cases of violence due to fear of arrest 
or deportation (WFP, 2020; UN Women, 2020a).

Migrant domestic workers, already vulnerable 
to abuse due to lack of protection under labour 
law, have been disproportionately affected by 
lockdowns that have isolated them in employers’ 

homes, potentially subject to discrimination and 
sexual and gender-based violence and abuse 
without recourse to help (OHCHR, 2020a). 
GBV cases from intimate partners have also in-
creased during lockdown measures, when women 
may be forced to live with potential perpetrators or 
in abusive relationships (WFP, 2020; UN Women, 
2020a), with limited access to means of reporting 
abuse and accessing support (UNODC, 2020c). 
Some States acted to mitigate gender-based vio-
lence. Portugal, Spain and the state of New York 
(USA) declared that gender-based violence protec-
tion and assistance services were essential to keep 
operational during the lockdown. Other countries 
have implemented proactive initiatives to alert au-
thorities and protect victims. France introduced the 
code word ”Mask 19” so victims of domestic vio-
lence can go to pharmacies and report their cases 
using the code, while Argentina launched a cam-
paign for women to call or go to pharmacies asking 
for a “red surgical mask” as a code to seek help 
(OHCHR, 2020d).

3.2.2	 Gender and social protection gaps

Address and reduce vulnerabilities in migration.
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Overloaded health care systems, reallocation of 
resources, shortages of medical supplies and 
lack of lifesaving support facilities for women’s 
and girls’ well-being have undermined their psy-
chological, sexual and reproductive health (ac-
cess to maternal and newborn care, safe abor-
tion, menstrual health items, contraception) 
(WFP, 2020; OHCHR, 2020d). States have imple-
mented promising gender-responsive initiatives 
to ensure the availability and accessibility of 
sexual and reproductive health services. Midwife 
teams in the Netherlands have equipped hotels 
(that were closed during the pandemic) to pro-
vide maternity care. The United Kingdom Midwi-
fery Unit Network, following the Dutch initiative, 
also recommended establishing makeshift bir-
thing centres near hospitals, while the govern-
ment changed its regulation to allow women to 
resort to emergency contraception at home du-
ring the pandemic instead of traveling to a cli-
nic. France guaranteed the delivery of contracep-
tive pills to women, including those who were 
unable to renew prescriptions (OHCHR, 2020d).

COVID-19 has also raised awareness about the 
imperative of building effective rights-based, 
migrant-inclusive and gender-responsive social 
protection systems to ensure that they proper-
ly account for the different realities of men, wo-
men and persons with diverse gender identities, 
including the LGBTI community. These schemes 
should include access to quality health care, 
enhanced income security through cash trans-
fers, protection of workers in the informal eco-
nomy, ensuring decent income and jobs as well 
as extending the coverage of social health pro-
tection mechanisms during and after the crisis 
(ILO, 2020d). For instance, the LBGTI commu-
nity faces specific challenges such as de-prio-
ritization from health services including hor-
monal, HIV or gender affirming treatment, or 
stigmatization and discrimination, which may 
increase negative health outcomes due to fear 
of arrest (in countries with laws that target gen-
der identity or expression) or violence while ac-
cessing health care services (OHCHR, 2020c).

After looking at the socio-economic responses to 
challenges faced by migrants and their communities 
during the COVID-19 crisis, this section takes a 
longer-term view and looks beyond recovery, while 
including pre-pandemic good practices that states 
and other stakeholders could build upon and scale 
up further. As outlined earlier, many issues that 
migrants faced were caused by a lack of sustainable 
integration prior to the pandemic. It is, threfore,
important to consider gender-responsive, child-
sensitive and human rights-based options 
for policy and programmes that address such 
challenges and provide comprehensive and 
coherent approaches to the socio-economic (re)
integration of migrants and social cohesion, also 
in the light of the potential contributions that 

migrants can make to sustainable development. 
This would entail legal reforms and programma-
tic approaches based on the 2030 Agenda and the 
GCM that focus on realizing the human and labour 
rights of migrants, including women, drawing on 
whole-of-society and whole-of-government ap-
proaches, supported by international organizations 
(Objectives 7, 16, 18, 19, 20). Such interventions 
can help kick-start socio-economic recovery from 
the pandemic while building societal resilience to 
future crises by opening safe, regular migration 
routes. These would enable migrants to enjoy their 
human rights and contribute to sustainable deve-
lopment in countries of origin, transit and destina-
tion, and address the factors that make migrants 
vulnerable to the negative impacts of the pandemic.

4. Beyond recovery: socio-economic 
(re)integration and social cohesion
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As the first of 23 objectives, the GCM calls for the 
collection and use of “accurate and disaggregated 
data as a basis for evidence-based policies” (UN 
General Assembly, 2019, p.6). The GCM suggests 
a need for accurate, reliable and comparable 
data, which can be disaggregated by characteris-
tics such age, gender, origin, destination location 
(rural/urban) and migratory status (UN General 
Assembly, 2019). The COVID-19 pandemic has 
further highlighted challenges with existing data 
sources, revealing significant gaps in the informa-
tion currently available. These limitations hindered 
the real-time monitoring of migration movements 
throughout the crisis, especially in terms of return 
migration (World Bank, 2020b). Very little was and 
is generally known about the specific needs of im-
migrants and returnees. This, in turn, hinders the 
development and implementation of targeted po-
licies and programmes, necessary to foster the 
sustainable socio-economic (re)integration of mi-
grants. It is key that data is collected and managed 

in a manner that contributes to evidence-based mi-
gration policy and protection of the human rights 
of migrants, including the right to privacy and data 
protection, while maintaining firewalls between 
service providers and immigration enforcement 
agencies and protecting migrants’ privacy rights.

The realization of the need for better data on migra-
tion has, among other initiatives, resulted in the set-
up of IOM’s Global Migration Data Analysis Centre 
(GMDAC) and its Migration Data Portal, launched at 
the end of 2017. This initiative aims to function as 
a platform that brings together comprehensive and 
timely data on migration at the global level (Glo-
bal Migration Data Portal, 2021). Another recent 
example is the Migration Network Hub, launched 
in March 2021. The tool is a “platform intended to 
share migration knowledge, expertise, good prac-
tices and initiatives related to GCM among Member 
States, practitioners and UN system” to provi-
de evidence-based migration policy (IOM, 2021). 

4.1.1 Improving data collection and disaggregation on migration

Collect and utilize accurate and disaggregated 
data as a basis for evidence-based policies.

4.1 Fostering migrants’ socio-economic (re)integration

This subsection focuses on different approaches 
aimed at facilitating the socio-economic inte-
gration and reintegration of migrants, drawing 
from programmes and policies implemented du-
ring and prior to the pandemic, which can pro-
vide examples of ensuring socio-economic (re)
integration. Key areas include improving the 
collection and analysis of data on migration, 
the development and recognition of skills and 

qualifications as well as strengthening the em-
ployability of and fostering entrepreneurship 
among migrants. Furthermore, access to social 
protection, in addition to being a right recognized 
in international labour standards and human 
rights law, is key to fostering migrants’ (re)inte-
gration, as is the reduction of gender gaps. Final-
ly, encouraging digital innovations that can sup-
port migrants is gaining increasing importance.
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At the same time, the United Nations Department 
of Economic and Social Affairs is producing data 
and estimates on migrant stocks (UN DESA, 2019) 
and the ILO has established the largest global da-
tabase on labour migration statistics, covering 124 
countries and 51 indicators. Through the Interna-
tional Conference on Labour Statisticians (ICLS), 
states have comprehensive and consistent guide-
lines, terms and concepts for data collection, as 
well as global and regional estimates on interna-
tional migrant workers and gathering and presen-
ting data on labour migration on its ILOSTAT da-
tabase. The latest global and regional statistics on 
migrant workers were released in June 2021 (ILO, 
2021d). In addition, the ILO ASEAN triangle pro-
ject gathers data on migrant flows in South-East 
Asia (ILO, 2021a), while the Southern Africa Migra-
tion Management Project is setting up a Migration 
Data Repository covering Member States of the 
Southern African Development Community (ILO, 
n.d.b). ILO is also the co-custodian with the Wor-
ld Bank of Sustainable Development Goal target 
10.7.1 (“Recruitment cost borne by employee as 
a proportion of yearly income earned in country of 

destination”), working with countries to gather data 
on recruitment costs and support national statisti-
cal offices to build capacity around this indicator.

The International Data Alliance for Children on the 
Move, an initiative co-led by UNICEF, UNHCR, IOM 
and OECD, was launched in 2018. The Alliance 
aims to improve statistics and data on migrant 
children to support evidence-based policymaking 
for their protection and empowerment (UNICEF, 
2020f). In 2021, UNODC launched the first UN Ob-
servatory on the Smuggling of Migrants, aimed 
at assessing the characteristics, drivers and im-
pacts of migrant smuggling in rapidly changing 
contexts. The Observatory will provide accurate 
and up-to-date evidence on the modus operandi 
of migrant smugglers, smuggling routes, financial 
aspects and the human costs of using smuggling 
services. This information and analysis are es-
sential to better understand the phenomenon of 
smuggling of migrants as well as to better prevent 
and combat migrant smuggling, related human 
rights abuses and other crimes (UNODC, n.d.).
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4.1.2	 Ensuring access to the development and recognition of skills and qualifications

Ensuring the recognition of the skills and qualifica-
tions of migrants in both host and origin countries is 
beneficial not only for developing their own capacity, 
dignity and (re)integration, but also helpful for em-
ployers and the economy (UNESCO, 2018). Therefore, 
many countries have given and/or improved access 
to skills and qualification recognition and develop-
ment for migrants, which can be built upon to foster 
socio-economic recovery and (re)integration. The im-
portance of skills is recognized in objective 18 of the 

GCM and the Global Skills Partnership on Migration, a 
joint initiative by the ILO, the IOM, the United Nations 
Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization 
(UNESCO), the International Employers Organization 
(IOE) and the International Trade Union Confedera-
tion (ITUC). It aims at mobilizing the organizations’ 
technical expertise for the recognition and develop-
ment of migrant workers’ skills, particularly among 
women and youth. In this light, the joint effort aims to 
contribute to:

Cooperate in facilitating safe and dignified 
return and readmission, as well as sustainable 
reintegration.
	

Invest in skills development and facilitate 
mutual recognition of skills, qualifications 
and competences. 

		  •    Sustainable labour market integration and outcomes in origin and 			 
                                destination countries, career development and well-being of migrant workers; 

		  •    Regular labour migration, also through bilateral and multilateral agreements, 		
		        based on skills demand and relevant, quality training provisions for potential 
		        and  return migrant workers; and 

		  •    Enhanced productivity and retention of migrant workers, leading to better 		
		        economic results and business performance (ILO, n.d.a).

The German government provides vocational lan-
guage courses for foreigners. In addition to the lan-
guage, these courses include specific vocational 
components for diverse fields of work. Moreover, 

explicit training programmes such as vocational 
and language training based on the demands in the 
labour market in host countries can build up skills 
and qualifications (UN, 2018a).
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Many other countries are also improving and ensu-
ring access to skills and qualification recognition 
and development for migrants. The Bangladesh 
government developed a National Skill Develop-
ment Policy in 2011 to build up the skills of mi-
grant workers (Government of People’s Republic 
of Bangladesh, 2011). In Colombia, the National 
Training Service provides skills assessments and 
offers certification services to migrants from Ve-
nezuela (ILO, 2020i). Sri Lanka has implemented 
a “skills passport”, a portfolio that documents 
the skills and qualifications acquired informal-
ly by returnee migrant workers or workers in Sri 
Lanka. This platform allows skills matching by 
enabling upward employability and facilitating 
the recruitment of individuals for jobs that re-
quire specific skills, filling the gaps in local and 
overseas labour markets (TVEC and EFC, n.d.).

The issue of recognition of qualifications and skills 
development of migrants is also addressed in several 
regional mechanisms6  (for example, the European 
Qualifications Framework, ASEAN Qualifications 
Reference Framework, Caribbean Vocational Qua-
lifications, Pacific Qualifications Framework). Such 
regional frameworks, by standardizing skills reco-
gnition across countries, facilitate the reintegration 
of migrants in labour markets at appropriate levels, 
preventing brain waste and promoting decent work. 

Moreover, the ILO has recognized pre-pandemic 
economic difficulties, in addition to the need for 
countries to achieve GCM Objective 21, by develo-
ping guidelines for elaborating return migrant-tar-

geted policies. In this regard, governments should 
coordinate with different actors such as ministries, 
social partners, public employment services, and 
training institutions, and execute concrete actions to 
leverage the professional experience, skills and qua-
lifications that these migrants can bring back home. 
The same report emphasizes the importance of 
collecting information from return migrants for an 
effective assessment of returnees’ skills and qua-
lifications, and requirements for their recognition 
and labour market reintegration. It also remains 
central to adequately identify labour demand 
gaps, which return migrant workers may be able 
to fill (ILO, 2020g). For instance, in Cambodia the 
ILO and the National Committee for Tourism Pro-
fessionals (NCTP) launched a joint pilot project 
targeting the recognition of prior learning (RPL) 
assessment on housekeeping for the Common 
ASEAN Tourism Curriculum Certificate II (Level 1) 
for returning migrant domestic workers. The pro-
ject will enable returnees with some experience in 
the tourism sector to get their acquired skills re-
cognized (Wickramasekara, 2019). In Mexico, the 
programme “Somos Mexicanos” (We are Mexicans) 
has helped Mexican returnees’ reintegration by 
providing multiple services, for example access to 
identification papers, certification of qualifications 
and experience abroad, skills re-training, health 
benefits, information on jobs and investment op-
portunities, and access to an online job bank for 
matching recorded profiles and skills of job see-
kers with potential employers since 2014 (Wickra-
masekara, 2019; Gobierno de Mexico, 2018).
In addition, child-sensitive, cross-border case 

6  For more information and policy measures on skills development, recognition and matching for migrant workers, please consult ILO (2020k).
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management is critical to ensure a continuum 
of care and protection before, during and after 
return. Independent post-return monitoring of 
children and families’ situations in the country 
of origin is also essential for sustainable reinte-
gration. In this regard, IOM and UNICEF have 
jointly developed a child-sensitive module on 
reintegration assistance for returnee migrant 

children and their families called “A Child Rights 
Approach to the Sustainable Reintegration of 
Migrant Children and Families”. The module 
combines an integrated approach across the 
social, economic and psychosocial dimensions, 
while addressing the needs of returnee children 
and their families at the individual, community 
and structural levels (IOM and UNICEF, 2020).

As discussed above, the COVID-19 pandemic has 
highlighted several vulnerabilities faced by people 
on the move around the world when it comes to 
employment. Hence, different actors (especially 
governments and private sector) in host countries 
must act to strengthen migrants’ employability 
both in terms of post-COVID recovery and beyond. 

Various programmes and initiatives have been 
developed by governments, international and civil 
society organizations to strengthen the employa-
bility of migrants. These create conditions for their 
contribution to development in countries of origin 
or destination in line with GCM Objective 19. For ins-
tance, the Toronto Region Immigrant Employment 
Council in Canada and the “100 Club” in Sweden 
aim to strengthen migrants’ employability (OECD 
and UNHCR, 2018). Undoubtedly, such initiatives 
contribute to socio-economic integration of these 
groups and therefore have a positive impact on the 
employability of migrant communities as a whole.

Several countries have also recognized the impor-
tance of enhancing return migrants’ employability 
as part of their reintegration process and contri-
bution to the local community and economy. The 
Philippines has developed the OFW Reintegration 
through Skills and Entrepreneurship Programme, 
a Web-based online training for promoting and 
strengthening OFWs’ skills and entrepreneu-
rial willingness as an option for their economic 
reintegration and livelihood support (Department 
of Labor and Employment, 2020). The Republic 
of Korea created the Happy Return Programme of 
the Employment Permit System to minimize tem-
porary workers’ overstaying in Korea and facilitate 
their reintegration and use of acquired newly skills 
in their home countries. The programme provides 
vocational training and pre-return recruitment 
services such as assistance in applying for jobs in 
Korean companies located in the workers’ home 
country, and administrative support for insu-
rance benefit claims (GFMD, 2014; Wickramase-
kara, 2019). In Ethiopia, 806 vulnerable migrants 
who returned to Ethiopia due to the COVID-19 
pandemic benefited from cash transfers as part of 
a comprehensive initiative supporting the reinte-
gration of migrant workers in the labour market. 

Create conditions for migrants and diasporas 
to fully contribute to sustainable development 
in all countries.

4.1.3	 Strengthening the employability of migrants
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Supporting migrant entrepreneurship can play a vi-
tal role in their socio-economic (re)integration and 
contribute to economic growth in both their coun-
tries of origin and destination (Zhan et al., 2018). 
However, they face challenges, especially in the ear-
ly stages of entrepreneurship. Therefore, to promote 
migrant entrepreneurship in host countries, policy-
makers should consider supporting them through 
administrative and legal advice on the requirements 
to start a business, business training, setting up 
business networks, one-to-one business support, 
transversal support such as communication skills, 
self-confidence and language skills) and access to 
finance and a place to start a business (Solano et al., 
2019). ILO’s Start and Improve Your Own Business 
programme is often used to help train returnees 
and help ensure sustainable entrepreneurship.

Access to and use of financial services is a cru-
cial type of support for migrant entrepreneurs, as 
recognized and included in Objective 20 of the 
GCM. Thus, various countries have started initia-
tives to support entrepreneurs, including migrants, 
such as Kompass – Centre for Entrepreneurship 
in Germany, the Ester Foundation in Sweden (So-
lano et al., 2019) and RAISE (Rural and Agricultu-
ral Integration within a Supportive Environment) 
implemented in Serbia (European Union, 2016). 
According to Atkinson and Messy (2013), finan-
cial education of people, including migrants, 
is pivotal to promote their financial inclusion7. 

Governments have also introduced different ser-
vices for encouraging entrepreneurship among 
returning migrants while facilitating their econo-
mic reintegration in home country communities. 
In Cape Verde, the Portuguese Institute for Deve-
lopment Assistance implemented the Country of  

Origin Migrant Support Centre (CAMPO), which 
facilitates reintegration into the labour market of 
Cape Verdean returnees from EU countries. The 
project provides information about investment op-
portunities, legal steps to start a business, fiscal in-
centives and taxes, labour laws, social assistance, 
access to credit and other relevant topics (Wickra-
masekara, 2019; Camões-Instituto da Cooperação e 
da Língua Portuguesa, n.d.). In the Philippines, the 
government introduced the Livelihood Development 
Assistance Program (LDAP) for assisting OFW re-
turnees’ livelihoods. Since its launch in 2011, the pro-
gramme has reached more than 15,000 beneficiaries 
and livelihood projects such as convenience stores, 
beauty parlours, rice trading, machine shops and 
furniture making, besides providing business enter-
prise start-up kits including materials necessary for 
the beneficiaries’ proposed businesses (MICIC, n.d.). 

7  For an overview of different approaches to delivering financial education for financial inclusion please refer to Atkinson and Messy (2013).

4.1.4	 Promoting entrepreneurship, business development and financial inclusion

Promote faster, safer and cheaper transfer 
of remittances and foster financial inclusion 
of migrants.
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4.1.5	 Expanding migrants’ and their families’ access to social protection

Establish mechanisms for the portability 
of social security entitlements and earned 
benefits.	

Provide access to basic services for migrants. 

Social protection through social security is a human 
right (ILO, 1952; UN General Assembly, 1948; 1966; 
UDHR, 1948, art. 22; CESCR, 2008; OHCHR, 2014), so 
everyone, including migrants, in any country should 
have access to it. This was reiterated at the latest 
International Labour Conference, which adopted 
a resolution calling for greater accessibility and 
portability of social protection for migrant workers 
(ILO, 2021aa). However, in practice, migrants face 
challenges in accessing social protection in many 
countries of destination. These challenges can be 
due to discriminatory or exclusionary laws and 
policies, exploitative work arrangements, inade-
quate duration of their residence permit and em-
ployment, or inadequate or no awareness of their 
rights (ILO, 2015). Expanding migrants’ access to 
and coverage by social protection is essential in 
achieving Goals 1 and 10 of the 2030 Agenda for 
Sustainable Development (UN General Assembly, 
2015) and crucial to attain Objective 22 of the GCM.

In high-income countries such as Australia, Ca-
nada and several European countries, most mi-
grants have legal access to social protection 
(Hagen-Zanker, 2017). However, the level of be-
nefits differs among countries. Within the EU, for 
example, it is based on the living standards of the 
Member States (Poptcheva and Tuchlik, 2015). In 
other countries, migrants have low to no access 
to social services. For instance, migrant wor-
kers in the Gulf Cooperation Council or Southern 
African Development Community countries do 
not have access to social protection after arrival 
(Hagen-Zanker et al., 2017). In the ASEAN region, 

the Philippines has tried to increase social protec-
tion for its overseas workers. Indonesia, Singapore 
and Thailand have only provided access to social 
protection for migrants in case of medical emer-
gency and illness (Hall, 2012). To expand social 
protection for migrants in the ASEAN region, Oli-
vier (2018) concludes that “it is necessary to ap-
preciate and introduce the complementarity of 
unilateral, bilateral and multilateral interventions” 
(p. XVII). Globally, access to social security sys-
tems is mostly guaranteed based on being in a 
regular status or having a regular work contract 
under the national labour law, therefore exclu-
ding those in the informal economy (ILO, 2020a). 

However, even existing agreements do not provide 
sufficient access to social protection for migrants 
in many countries. For example, Van Panhuys et al. 
(2017) studied the existing multilateral and bilate-
ral agreements for social protection in 120 coun-
tries and found inadequate benefits for migrants. 
More specifically, bilateral agreements between 
China and EU member countries have limited im-
pact on labour migrants’ access to social protec-
tion (Lianquan, 2019). The expansion of access 
to social protection for migrants can be challen-
ging financially, as it requires funding and political 
backing (Hagen-Zanker, 2017). The latter is be-
cause immigrants are often viewed as taking more 
benefit from the available social benefits systems 
of the host countries than contributing to the 
economy (European Commission, 2010; Ford and 
Heath, 2014), despite evidence that shows that mi-
grants (and their descendants) generally bring net 
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fiscal gains to countries of destination (UN, 2018b).
To guide migrants’ integration into social protec-
tion schemes, the ILO published comprehensive 
policy guidelines in June 2020, which address 
social protection mechanisms during COVID-19 
and beyond8.  The guidelines advise that in the 
short term, governments considering their social 
protection scheme besides financial and fiscal 
capacity, should ensure migrant workers’ imme-
diate needs such as access to health care and in-
come protection, appropriate working and living 
conditions, and compliance with occupational 
and health safety standards. In Turkey, the Transi-
tion to Formality Programme, implemented by the 
Social Security Institution in cooperation with the 
ILO, is helping employers to formally hire Syrian 
and Turkish workers, including paying social secu-
rity contributions and work permit fees to ensure 
social protection coverage for employed workers 
and their families through employment retention 
(ILO, 2020g). In the medium-to-long-term, coun-
tries should grant migrant workers and their fami-
lies’ access to inclusive national social protection 
systems that are economically sustainable for 
the country (ILO, 2020a). Further comprehensive 
guidance on including migrants in social protec-
tion systems is forthcoming (ILO, forthcoming).

OHCHR’s guidance on COVID-19 and the Human 
Rights of Migrants and UNICEF’s Technical Note, 
Social Protection for Children and Families in the 
Context of Migration and Displacement during CO-
VID-19 (OHCHR, 2020a, UNICEF, 2020g), both pro-
vide recommendations to mitigate the socio-eco-
nomic impact of COVID-19 on migrants, including 
children and families in the context of migration. 
UNICEF’s Technical Note includes recommen-
dations to address barriers to social protection 
services, such as establishing firewalls to ensure 
undocumented migrants can access services wi-

thout being detected, detained or deported by im-
migration authorities or law enforcement. It also 
highlights the importance of keeping remittances 
flowing by mitigating any operational impacts of 
COVID-19, and in the medium term supporting 
emerging remittance models to overcome regula-
tory and infrastructure barriers (UNICEF, 2020g).

The COVID-19 pandemic and its repercus-
sions have highlighted the need for coordinated 
cross-national responses. In the case of internatio-
nal migration, members of families or households 
are distributed across countries. Migrant workers 
earn an income, raise their political voices, care for 
family members and save for retirement in more 
than one country. This raises questions about 
the relative responsibilities of host countries and 
countries of origin, as well as international orga-
nizations, in providing support for the unique si-
tuations of dispersed families and households. 
The need for bilateral and multilateral social pro-
tection systems, which operate according to a 
rights-based approach, has long been recognized. 
Some government social protection schemes do 
cross national borders. COVID-19 brings an unpa-
ralleled impetus to extend such approaches and 
discuss the potential institutional arrangements 
required to provide a genuinely transnational so-
cial protection system to migrant workers and 
their families (Zambrana-Cruz and Rees, 2020). 

8  For a complete overview of ILO’s short-term and medium-to-long-term policy responses, see ILO (2020a).
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Address and reduce vulnerabilities in migration.

4.1.6	 Reducing gender gaps

As highlighted above (see Section 3.2.2), the expe-
riences of migrant women, men and persons with 
diverse gender identities tend to differ, whether 
during the COVID-19 pandemic or more gene-
rally. Migration policy therefore requires specific 
gender-responsive analysis and solutions to fos-
ter the socio-economic (re)integration particular-
ly of women migrants, including legal reform to 
address gaps, bringing domestic work under the 
protection of the labour law, and ratification of re-
levant ILO Conventions, among other actions.9  

Providing information and training targeted spe-
cifically at women that address their specific 
vulnerabilities is also important. For example, 
the Bureau of Manpower, Employment and Trai-
ning (BMET) of the Ministry of Expatriates’ Wel-
fare and Overseas Employment Ministry of Ban-
gladesh offers training to Bangladeshi women 
who want to migrate as domestic workers to the 
Middle East. The training prepares them to make 
informed choices and provides knowledge about 
safe migration, raises awareness about migrant 
rights and measures to be taken if and when their 
rights are violated (ILO, 2019a). Other examples 
are the Philippines’ Women REACH Program (WR) 
and Balik Pinay! Balik Hanapbuhay! Programme. 

The former aims to help OFW women returnees 
start their reintegration process in the Philippines 
while exploring possible economic opportuni-
ties. Women returnees are empowered through 
modules on entrepreneurship training, access to 
start-up assistance, access to microfinance and 
access to a pool of business coaches (Garcia, 
2016; NRCO, n.d.a). The latter focuses on vulne-
rable OFW women returnees, including victims 
of illegal recruitment, human trafficking and dis-
placed women domestic workers, and provides 
skills training to increase their employability or 
to facilitate starting their own businesses (NRCO, 
n.d.b; Kuschminder and Ricard Guay, 2017).

Another gender gap highlighted by the COVID-19 
pandemic has to do with access to digital ser-
vices and digital literacy. In most contexts, men 
are much more likely to use such technologies 
than women. An exception is M-Pesa in Tanza-
nia, a mobile money transfer technology more fre-
quently used by women to transfer money both 
internally and internationally. According to UN Wo-
men, this might be the result of new regulations 
that facilitate financial inclusion of women by the 
Central Bank of Tanzania (UN Women, 2020b).

9  Relevant Conventions include: Migration for Employment Convention (Revised), 1949 (No. 97); Migrant Workers (Supplementary Provisions) Convention, 1975 

(No. 143); Private Employment Agencies Convention, 1997 (No. 181); Domestic Workers Convention, 2011 (No. 189); Violence and Harassment Convention (No. 190)
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Technological and digital innovation can play a vi-
tal role in migrants’ socio-economic integration in 
host countries. Digital platforms for recruitment 
can increase transparency in recruitment proce-
dures, helping ensure fair recruitment (ILO-IOM, 
2020). Technology, especially mobile phones, is 
crucial for migrants throughout their journey and 
when settling in a new country to access infor-
mation and get and stay connected. In addition, 
a need for integration encourages innovations 
(Gelb and Krishnan, 2018). Some international 
organizations including ILO, IOM and UNDP sup-
port and encourage migrants’ digital innovation in 
various countries. Several digital initiatives have 
been developed by public and private sectors in 
host countries for migrants, one is Workeer, an 
online platform in Germany that matches refugees 
looking for a job or internship with employers who 
provide employment, internships, and appren-
ticeships (Bathke, 2019). In the Netherlands, Skill-
Lab – a social enterprise – helps disadvantaged 
job seekers, including migrants, with software, 

such as through a dedicated app, in their economic 
integration with the skills they have. Despite the 
advantages, digital innovations can also margina-
lize those migrants who have no access or have 
had little or no access to digital skills develop-
ment (Patuzzi, 2020). Proactive measures, inclu-
ding rights protection, are required to ensure the 
accessibility of these innovations to all migrants. 

Create conditions for migrants and diasporas 
to fully contribute to sustainable development 
in all countries.

4.1.7	 Encouraging digital innovations

Besides fostering the socio-economic (re)inte-
gration of migrants, it is important to promote 
social cohesion as the nature of the relationship 
between communities and (return) migrants 
also influences the process of (re)integration. 
When social cohesion is strong, it generally pro-
motes (re)integration, while (return) migrants 
face more challenges when social cohesion is 
weak. Discrimination and xenophobia not only 
violate migrants’ human rights, but promote 

inequality in society and the workplace among 
nationals and migrants, and have deeply ad-
verse impacts on social cohesion. Approaches 
to fighting against them are therefore not only 
important to protecting human rights and en-
suring social justice, but underpin our social 
contract. In addition to protecting the rights of 
migrants, community-based approaches as well 
as social dialogue are key to achieving social 
cohesion and will be discussed in turn below.

4.2	 Promoting social cohesion and protecting rights
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The pandemic has only worsened migrants’ 
pre-existing vulnerabilities, resulting in a vicious 
cycle. Precariousness or exclusion from pro-
grammes in response to COVID-19 increases the 
risks of infection and transmission to migrants, 
reinforcing the public perception that those por-
trayed or perceived as foreign pose a danger rather 
than being at risk. This situation, along with mi-
sinformation and fears associated with the pan-
demic, have fed into pre-existing discriminatory 
and xenophobic attitudes, which labelled migrants 
as a “threat” (see for example ILO and UN-Women, 
2019), while impacting the physical and men-
tal well-being of migrants (Hennebry, 2020; IOM, 
2020g).10 As a result, migrants experience rights 
violations and barriers, and inhibit themselves from 
accessing services available to the general popula-
tion, increasing their risk of contracting COVID-19 

or other diseases and affecting the country’s 
public health response (Bauloz et al. 2020).

Discrimination and xenophobic sentiments 
against people perceived as foreigners, in addition 
to the rights violations they cause, might harm the 
health of those who are targeted as well as the 
general population (IOM, 2020e). Similarly, these 
attitudes can promote violent actions and hateful 
rhetoric, besides having a direct detrimental effect 
on the incorporation of migrants in various socie-
tal areas like education, health, employment, hou-
sing, and civic or political involvement or hindering 
their contributions to host societies through trade, 
skills, and cultural exchange (IOM, 2020e). All these 
factors can affect migrants’ safety, sense of be-
longing and harmonious co-existence in the recei-
ving communities, undermining social cohesion.

Eliminate all forms of discrimination and 
promote evidence-based public discourse 
to shape perceptions of migration.

Empower migrants and societies to realize 
full inclusion and social cohesion. 

10  For more information, key solutions, and best practices, please consult IOM (2020g).

4.2.1	 Fighting against discrimination and xenophobia
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Numerous hostile incidents towards migrants 
were documented during the pandemic in different 
countries. However, some governments have 
introduced measures in line with Objective 17 
of GCM to eliminate forms of discrimination, 
stigmatization and xenophobia, and promote social 
cohesion among migrants and host communities 
(Hennebry, 2020; IOM, 2020g). In Austria, the Anti-
Discrimination Office of Styria introduced an app 
“Ban Hate”, which allows people to report hate 
speech online, as there had been an increase of 
posts accusing migrants of spreading COVID-19 
(FRA, 2020a). In Romania, some Roma communities 
experienced total lockdown. The village of ăndărei  
underwent a visible COVID-19 outbreak that was 
associated with returned Roma seasonal workers, 
and broadcast on prime-time television using 
inappropriate racialized language. The National 
Audiovisual Council issued a public warning. 
In addition, the National Council for Combating 
Discrimination sanctioned certain persons, 
including a leading political science professor, for 
distributing an image with racist content related to 
the ăndărei situation (FRA, 2020b).

In May 2020, after many videos of mistreatment 
of Africans living in Guangzhou, China went viral, 
the local authorities introduced new measures 
to reduce the xenophobia against migrants from 
African countries. African migrants had been 
evicted by landlords, rejected in hotels, forced to 
quarantine and banned from restaurants (Gyamfi 
Asiedu, 2020; Human Rights Watch, 2020b). The 
new regulations aimed to provide equal treat-
ment to any specific group in regard to access 
to education, medical service facilities, public 
transport, public venues, hotel accommodation 
and housing (Gyamfi Asiedu, 2020; Elmer, 2020).

UNICEF leveraged existing youth and child-led 
groups to involve children and youth to proactively 
advocate against xenophobia, stigma, and discri-
mination. For instance, in Romania, UNICEF’s Child-
ren’s Board, which includes members of different 
ages, some of them with migration backgrounds, 

created resources on distance and online lear-
ning and messages against stigma and discrimi-
nation towards migrants. Social media channels 
widely amplified these messages. In Guatemala, 
misinformation and stigmatization of returnees, 
including children, is being countered by rai-
sing awareness through radio (UNICEF, 2020c).

Engagement of receiving communities through 
open dialogue, transparency and evidence-based 
information about the positive contribution of mi-
gration and the changing composition of socie-
ties is necessary to improve public confidence 
and dispel misconceptions that feed xenopho-
bic sentiments (IOM, n.d.b). Therefore, to build 
strong communities and foster social cohesion, it 
is essential to design inclusive programmes and 
policies that encompass both different migrant 
groups and host/return communities, and simul-
taneously prevent actions such as discriminatory 
practices and violence among groups that put so-
cial cohesion at risk. In this sense, programmes 
targeting migrants/returnees should also include 
local communities in the design, implementation, 
and other phases of the intervention to address 
underlying inequalities among groups and to avoid 
negative perceptions or tensions of the host com-
munities towards individuals with different cultu-
ral backgrounds or experiences (UNDP, 2009).
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Societies and mainly local communities (indivi-
duals and households) have to develop mecha-
nisms to meet disruptions and restore stability, 
to emerge stronger from crises and anticipate the 
effects of future exposures to disasters, shocks 
or crises that might arise, and prevent rights vio-
lations. Limitations such as strained public ser-
vices and language barriers impede the success-
ful integration of migrants in host communities 
(Pope, 2017). Therefore, authorities at different 
levels (national, federal, local) should incorporate 
commitments and collaborate with other actors 
including international organizations, NGOs, em-
ployers and trade unions to implement adaptive 
grounded community-led responses for empowe-
ring households, while reducing livelihood vulne-
rabilities and fostering resilience (IOM, n.d.a). 

A noteworthy example is the Sub-policy and Natio-
nal Action Plan on Return and Reintegration of Mi-
grant Workers, launched in 2015 by the Government 
of Sri Lanka with support from the ILO. The policy 
includes a comprehensive action plan for addres-
sing returnees as well as their families and com-
munities. Some of the inclusive strategies were: 
setting up a special unit to support safe and digni-
fied return and reintegration; developing “One Stop 
Centres” for the provision of information on eco-
nomic, health and training services to returnees in 
each district/division; and creating an inter-agency 
committee to monitor the reintegration plan’s im-
plementation (Kuschminder and Ricard Guay, 2017).

Economic opportunities and access to infrastruc-
tures and services are key to resilience (IFRC, 2020b). 
However, communities within countries have diffe-

rent characteristics and challenges. The recognition 
of their complexity means that coping actions must 
be tailored to their distinctive needs. The people in 
communities often know how things work in their 
surroundings or are able to identify how their lives 
can be improved. With the support of trusted partners, 
this scenario serves as an opportunity to help com-
munities increase their capacity to prioritize, prepare 
for and respond to critical situations (IFRC, 2020b).

For instance, recognizing the mass returns from 
Saudi Arabia, the ILO, in partnership with the Ministry 
of Labour and Social Affairs of Ethiopia and funding 
from the European Union, developed in the project 
“Support to the reintegration of returnees in Ethiopia” 
in 2015. The project considers community-based 
assistance to avoid preferential treatment and nega-
tive sentiments from host/local communities. It pays 
particular attention to people in vulnerable situations 
among both returnees, including women, youth or 
victims of abuse and exploitation, and in local com-
munities such as unemployed youth, female-headed 
households, and persons with disabilities. In res-
ponse to COVID-19, the project provided cash trans-
fers to 806 people forced to return due to the pande-
mic, as part of a comprehensive initiative supporting 
the reintegration of migrant workers in the labour 
market. In El Salvador, FAO is supporting the go-
vernmental programme “El Salvador es tu Casa” for 
sustainable economic and psychosocial reintegra-
tion, specifically in rural high return areas. The pro-
gramme promotes organization and associativity 
among returnee groups, coordination mechanisms 
to support the implementation of productive pro-
jects in rural areas and their livelihoods’ recovery 
as well as strengthen social cohesion (FAO, 2019).

4.2.2	 Investing in community-led resilience and response systems

Empower migrants and societies to realize 
full inclusion and social cohesion. 
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Addressing vulnerable and crisis-affected groups 
through the principles of inclusion, ownership 
and sustainability is at the core of UNDP’s 3x6 
approach for promoting sustainable liveliho-
ods. This approach, which has been applied in 

human mobility settings, contributes to social 
cohesion and reconciliation in a post-conflict 
context (UNDP, n.d.). The approach entails three 
phases (Kuschminder and Ricard Guay, 2017):

1.INCLUSION: Foreign and local populations voluntarily engage and work together in 
community-defined projects and produce direct dividends; half can be taken, and the other 
half invested.

2. OWNERSHIP: Beneficiaries can work together at the end of the programme to invest their 
own savings and associate to develop projects or businesses, creating livelihood opportunities 
through employment and self-employment. In this approach, the collectively invested amount 
from the savings from the work programme is matched by three times the amount invested by 
UNDP (i.e. $100 invested by the beneficiaries will be matched by UNDP’s $300, resulting in a 
total investment of $400 for the association).

3. SUSTAINABILITY: UNDP assists to ensure the projects’ sustainability and the livelihoods of 
the beneficiaries through the creation of employment and productive capacities.
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All policies should be based upon social dialogue 
among governments, employers’ and workers’ or-
ganizations to ensure their inclusiveness, effec-
tiveness and sustainability. Strengthening social 
dialogue promotes the needed social trust that 
facilitates the implementation of crisis responses 
to protect individuals and contribute to countries’ 
socio-economic sustainability.

Social dialogue mechanisms (agreements and pro-
tocols) to offset the impacts of the pandemic with 
policies to protect workers and create a safe wor-
king environment have been negotiated. The ILO 
counted 381 outcomes achieved through social 
dialogue between 1 February 2020 and 31 Janua-
ry 2021 (ILO, 2021f). This includes the provision 
of safety equipment, improving sanitary provision, 
and reorganizing workplaces and working hours to 
allow for physical distancing (OECD and ILO, 2020). 
The Swedish Public Employment Service in coope-
ration with social partners, for example, has deve-
loped fast tracks for the promotion of fair working 
conditions by allowing recently arrived immigrants 
to enter the domestic labour market and close the 
gaps in sectors experiencing labour shortages.

Social dialogue is also essential to prevent deeper 
economic recessions across countries after CO-
VID-19’s negative impacts on world economies, 
which in turn has intensified the inequalities among 
the population (OECD and ILO, 2020). Governments, 
in cooperation with social partners and stakehol-
ders, may implement alternative work arrange-
ments and commitments based on fairness and 
trust to develop widely accepted social protection 
schemes (ILO, 2020i). The uncertainty surrounding 
the duration of the pandemic and the decline in the 

labour markets requires policies grounded in social 
dialogue including employers and workers’ full in-
volvement for migrant workers to retain their jobs 
and work permits, receive an extension of visas or 
social assistance irrespective of migration status, as 
well as to promote social cohesion by reducing ten-
sions between nationals and foreigners (ILO, 2020g; 
ILO, 2020h). In Kenya, a tripartite Memorandum of 
Understanding containing a package of measures 
was signed on 20 April 2020. It included one parti-
cularly relevant aspect for migrant workers: Those 
who lose their jobs maintain their residency status 
and work permit for the stipulated time frame, with 
no change in their migration status (ILO, 2020f). 

Social dialogue also acts as a connector to create 
a virtuous circle where skills development and li-
felong learning policies can foster productivity and 
accelerate job creation. Investing in skills and life-
long learning can benefit individuals, businesses 
and governments, thus enabling countries to adapt 
to the pressing changes posed by the COVID-19 
crisis and beyond by facilitating sustainable so-
cio-economic development. In some countries, 
Global Union Federations and local trade unions 
such as Southern African Trade Union Coordina-
tion Council, International Transport Workers’ Fe-
deration in the UK, Public Services International, 
and IndustriAll have introduced efforts to advo-
cate for the protection of migrant workers’ rights 
(IOM, 2020d). The Icelandic Confederation of La-
bour (ASI) has implemented the “Equal Rights - No 
Exceptions” campaign to foster decent working 
conditions for young people and migrant wor-
kers by developing communication materials to 
inform companies and migrant workers on col-
lective agreements and most vulnerable workers’ 

4.2.3	 Strengthening social dialogue

Strengthen international cooperation and 
global partnerships for safe, orderly and 
regular migration

Empower migrants and societies to realize 
full inclusion and social cohesion. 
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rights and obligations (OECD and ILO, 2020).
Migrants have been profoundly and negatively 
affected by the COVID-19 pandemic in several 
ways, including in their enjoyment of their hu-
man and labour rights. These negative impacts in 
many ways reflect pre-existing vulnerabilities and 
shortcoming in migration governance systems. 
As a result, migrants often tend to be concen-
trated in poor-quality housing and employment, 
have precarious status and are excluded in im-
portant ways from socio-economic integration. 
The closing of borders and restrictions to mobility 
left migrants stranded in countries of destina-
tion, or forced them to return to countries of ori-
gin in an unplanned and chaotic manner. Those 
who have continued working in jobs essential 
during the crisis have often faced unnecessary 
risks of exposure to the virus in the workplace. 
Others, including those in informal jobs, were 
the first to lose their jobs in many countries, 
leading to sharp increases in unemployment.

Challenges in accessing social protection inclu-
ding health care, combined with a lack of pro-
tection mechanisms, have made migrants more 
vulnerable in many contexts. In several coun-
tries, this has led to a situation where migrants 
have been without livelihoods in the country 
of destination and/or had to return to coun-
tries of origin. COVID-19 has also heightened 
pre-pandemic vulnerabilities that affect female 
migrants, especially risks of GBV and sexual 
exploitation, or abuse in workplaces, homes 
or during migration journeys. Children are also 
particularly vulnerable, through the disruption 
of several protection services including edu-
cation, social and psychological support, ac-
cess to school feeding programmes or child 
marriage increase. Sudden and large-scale 
return migration also has significant impacts 
in places already operating in crisis mode. 

Many of the impacts outlined in this paper can be 
linked to pre-pandemic challenges and gaps in 
terms of migrant rights’ protection and integra-
tion in countries of destination and reintegration 

in countries of origin. Looking at the communities 
in which migrants live, the COVID-19 pandemic 
has made the relevance of human rights and 
social cohesion tangible in new ways. Cases of 
stigma, discrimination and xenophobic attacks 
have been recorded globally. These jeopardize 
the safety and well-being of migrants, while 
hindering social cohesion in the longer term. 

The pandemic is not over, especially as several 
new variants have emerged. However, signs of 
hope are emerging as vaccines roll out, albeit 
unequally, across the world. Countries are be-
ginning to consider reopening economies and 
societies to begin the process of socio-econo-
mic recovery. These measures must include im-
migrants, including migrant workers,  in coun-
tries of destination and returnees in countries 
of origin, as agents and beneficiaries of reco-
very. Socio-economic responses and recove-
ry measures should focus on whole-of-society 
and whole-of-government approaches, and 
address tensions and distrust among different 
groups. This will benefit not only migrants, but 
the societies in which they settle in or return to. 

This is also in line with the GCM, which is based on 
the understanding that migration can only contri-
bute to sustainable development when it is well 
governed. This requires addressing and reducing 
the needs and vulnerabilities of migrants and their 
communities by respecting, protecting and fulfil-
ling their human and labour rights, and providing 
them with care and assistance through effec-
tive and transparent rights-based procedures. If 
poorly managed, migration can generate challen-
ges, including many of those exacerbated by the 
COVID-19 pandemic. For countries of destination 
this means that facilitating the integration of mi-
grants in line with Objective 16 of the GCM should 
be a priority. In this respect, better protection of 
migrants can lead to better living and working 
conditions for them and facilitate positive contri-
butions to development (OECD and ILO, 2018). 
This also requires ensuring coherence of different 
policy areas relevant to sustainable integration 

5. Conclusion 
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and protection, such as migration policies, the re-
cognition of skills and qualifications, active labour 
market measures and social policies, among others.
In countries of origin, return migrants contribute 
to local economies and development, including 
through the transfer of skills and expertise. Howe-
ver, facilitating sustainable reintegration is crucial 
as returnees can face significant challenges and 
re-migration in perilous conditions is common. 
As such, policymakers in origin countries should 
consider safe and dignified return migration in 
national development planning, and sector-spe-
cific action plans and strategies. When return 
migrants come back to environments where so-
cio-economic conditions are difficult and unem-
ployment rates are high, as in the COVID-19 
context, it is important that the often-limited re-
sources dedicated to facilitating income-gene-
rating activities are inclusive of both return mi-
grants and the communities to which they return. 
Otherwise, sustainable reintegration is at risk.

Overall, the GCM serves as a powerful framework 
to ensure that as the world recovers from the 
pandemic, human mobility is safe and inclusive, 
and respects international law, including human 
rights and international labour standards as part 
of a transformative agenda of sustainable deve-
lopment. Many of the socio-economic policy res-
ponses and areas outlined for focus in this pa-
per will remain relevant during the post-recovery 
phase. This necessitates addressing the gaps 
that still exist in the governance of migration and 

integration (UN Network on Migration, 2020b). 
As such, the phase of recovery from the crisis will 
be important to further facilitate the implementa-
tion of the GCM to achieve better governance of 
migration at local, national, regional and global 
levels, and to strengthen the contributions of mi-
grants and migration to sustainable development. 
In this regard it dovetails with other post-COVID 
frameworks, such as the ILO Global Call to Action 
for a human-centred recovery from the COVID-19 
crisis that is inclusive, sustainable and resilient.
Partnerships between different stakeholders 
play a key role in this process. This includes go-
vernments at different levels as well as inter-
national, non-governmental and civil society 
organizations, workers’ and employers’ organi-
zations, and other relevant stakeholders, which 
all have a role to play in fostering migrants’ so-
cio-economic (re)integration. In addition, coun-
tries of origin and destination should cooperate 
throughout the migration cycle to ensure safe 
journeys, human rights protection, decent work 
conditions, access to services and socio-econo-
mic integration in countries of destination and 
sustainable reintegration in countries of origin.

Aspects such as recognition of skills and qualifi-
cations and the portability of social security be-
nefits are examples of areas on which both coun-
tries of origin and destination can work together 
to strengthen the protection of migrants and make 
them less vulnerable during possible future crises.
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https://www.un.org/en/development/desa/population/migration/data/estimates2/estimates19.asp
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https://www.un.org/en/development/desa/population/migration/data/estimates2/estimates19.asp
https://www.iom.int/news/un-network-migration-launches-migration-network-hub-knowledge-and-solutions-platform-global
https://www.iom.int/news/un-network-migration-launches-migration-network-hub-knowledge-and-solutions-platform-global
https://www.iom.int/news/un-network-migration-launches-migration-network-hub-knowledge-and-solutions-platform-global
https://www.iom.int/news/un-network-migration-launches-migration-network-hub-knowledge-and-solutions-platform-global
https://www.iom.int/news/un-network-migration-launches-migration-network-hub-knowledge-and-solutions-platform-global
https://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---dgreports/---stat/documents/meetingdocument/wcms_648922.pdf
https://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---dgreports/---stat/documents/meetingdocument/wcms_648922.pdf
https://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---dgreports/---stat/documents/meetingdocument/wcms_648922.pdf
https://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---dgreports/---stat/documents/meetingdocument/wcms_648922.pdf
https://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---dgreports/---stat/documents/meetingdocument/wcms_648922.pdf
https://www.unodc.org/unodc/en/data-and-analysis/som-observatory.html
https://www.unodc.org/unodc/en/data-and-analysis/som-observatory.html
https://www.unodc.org/unodc/en/data-and-analysis/som-observatory.html
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https://www.ohchr.org/Documents/Issues/Migration/OHCHRGuidance_COVID19_Migrants.pdf
https://www.ohchr.org/Documents/Issues/Migration/OHCHRGuidance_COVID19_Migrants.pdf
https://www.ohchr.org/Documents/Issues/Migration/OHCHRGuidance_COVID19_Migrants.pdf
https://www.ohchr.org/Documents/Issues/Migration/OHCHRGuidance_COVID19_Migrants.pdf
https://www.unicef.org/media/83531/file/Social-Protection-for-Children-and-Families-in-the-Context-of-Migration-and-Displacement-during-COVID-19.pdf
https://www.unicef.org/media/83531/file/Social-Protection-for-Children-and-Families-in-the-Context-of-Migration-and-Displacement-during-COVID-19.pdf
https://www.unicef.org/media/83531/file/Social-Protection-for-Children-and-Families-in-the-Context-of-Migration-and-Displacement-during-COVID-19.pdf
https://www.unicef.org/media/83531/file/Social-Protection-for-Children-and-Families-in-the-Context-of-Migration-and-Displacement-during-COVID-19.pdf
https://www.unicef.org/media/83531/file/Social-Protection-for-Children-and-Families-in-the-Context-of-Migration-and-Displacement-during-COVID-19.pdf
https://www.unicef.org/media/83531/file/Social-Protection-for-Children-and-Families-in-the-Context-of-Migration-and-Displacement-during-COVID-19.pdf
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