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Executive summary

• Latest available data indicate a significant decrease in overall migration flows to G20 countries in 2020. In total, 
7 to 7.5 million new temporary and permanent migrants entered G20 countries in 2020, which represents 
about a 40% decrease on average compared to 2019 .

• Despite decreasing inflows, international migrant stocks may have actually increased in a number of G20 
countries because emigration and return migration has also been restrained by the pandemic

• In 2020, international students were generally subject to the same travel restrictions and testing/quarantine 
requirements as all migrants. Some G20 countries reported sharp declines in inflows, while others prioritised 
processing of student visa applications to minimise the impact. 

• By end 2020, G20 countries hosted 7.7 million refugees, representing some 37 per cent of all refugees under 
UNHCR’s mandate. About half of them were in Turkey.

• During 2020, 870 800 new claims for asylum were lodged in G20 countries in ‘first instance’ procedures, 23% 
less than in 2019 . 

• In 2020, refugee resettlement plummeted to its lowest level in almost two decades. Only 34 400 people were 
resettled to 21 countries. This is just one-third of the number resettled in 2019.

• Lockdowns and mobility restrictions caused global working hours to decline by 8.8 per cent in 2020 (relative to 
the fourth quarter of 2019). The G20 countries alone have lost equivalent to 195 million full-time jobs in 2020, 
which led to labour income loss of 8.1 per cent (US$3.2 trillion).

• Migrant workers, who represent 4.9% of the global labour force, have contributed immensely to addressing the 
challenges and consequences of COVID-19 pandemic. Their contribution in  essential sectors was visible across 
the full skill spectrum from medical occupations to agricultural seasonal workers as well as from security and 
cleaning industry to IT services.

• G20 countries have taken bold steps to mitigate the immediate impact of the crisis — including on migrants 
and refugees - but the full economic consequences of the pandemic are still unfolding.

• ILO’s rapid labour market assessments have exposed the vulnerability of migrant workers to the pandemic 
as they are often found in economic sectors that are characterized by high levels of temporary, informal or 
unprotected work with low wages and lack of social protection.

• UNHCR evidence shows that forcibly displaced and stateless people have been among the hardest hit groups 
of society, facing increased food and economic insecurity as well as challenges to access health and protection 
services .

• Millions of migrants have been stranded worldwide as a result of border closures due to the pandemic. The 
Indian evacuation and repatriation mission alone facilitated by November 2020 the return of over 3 million 
Indian nationals. To respond to the complex challenge of return during the pandemic, IOM has established 
COVID-19 Return Task Force, continued to provide return and reintegration programmes and the ILO has 
provided reintegration assistance across all regions facing return of their nationals. 

• Remittance flows remained resilient in 2020, falling much less than initially projected. Officially recorded 
remittance flows to low- and middle-income countries reached USD 540 billion in 2020, just 1.6 per cent below 
the 2019 total of USD 548 billion.
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• Reopening safely borders, enabling people to travel internationally based on proof of a negative test for 
COVID-19 , will become both an economic imperative and a more realistic option as the global vaccination 
campaign gains speed .

• The WHO Interim guidance for developing a Smart Vaccination Certificate, the EU Digital COVID-19 Certificate 
and the OECD blueprint for safer international travel during the COVID-19 pandemic provide useful tools and 
frameworks for reopening borders safely. 

• The pandemic has accelerated ongoing trends towards digitalization and automation. This applies to the 
development of online application systems for residence permits and long stay visas, the use of digital 
technologies in asylum procedures or for integration services etc. Migration and integration systems have 
much to gain from digitalisation, but new frontiers for technology are also new frontiers for governance.

• The changing skills needs in G20 countries may call for developing new and innovative partnerships with 
countries of origin. In this context skills mobility partnerships, as referenced in the Global Compact for Safe, 
Orderly and Regular Migration, can contribute to more effective tapping of the potential of migrants. Some 
interesting developments are already taking place, notably in Africa. 

• The G20 is well placed to move the migration agenda forward by identifying common challenges and 
opportunities, exchanging on good practices and joining forces to improve the availability and quality of 
international data and evidence on migration and forced displacement.
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The 2020 G20 leaders’ declaration (Riyadh, Saudi Arabia) “Emphasized the importance of shared actions to: 
mitigate the impact of the pandemic on those in vulnerable situations, which may include refugees, migrants and 
forcibly displaced people; respond to growing humanitarian needs; and address the root causes of displacement” . 
G20 leaders noted “the 2020 Annual International Migration and Forced Displacement Trends and Policies Report 
to the G20 prepared by the OECD in cooperation with the International Labour Organization (ILO), the International 
Organization for Migration (IOM) and the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR)” and indicated 
their willingness to “continue the dialogue on the various dimensions of these issues in the G20” .

The COVID-19 pandemic has disrupted all facets of life, causing as the 1st of June 2021 over 3.5 million deaths 
around the world and leading to human suffering, loss of jobs and income generating activities, disruptions of the 
global supply chain, restrictions on human mobility and severe limitations on daily life. It had major implications 
for asylum and international migration policies, including labour migration, but also for migrants and forcibly 
displaced people throughout 2020. While immigrants played a key role in essential sectors in a number of G20 
countries during the crisis, they were also at a higher risk of COVID-19 infection and hard hit by the economic 
crisis, together with mobility-specific vulnerabilities such as becoming stranded or deported. Backlogs in visa 
applications, resettlement have increased. Voluntary and forced returns declined, while repatriation of stranded 
migrants had to overcome significant operational challenges. In many ways, the pandemic has revealed and 
exacerbated underlying vulnerabilities in G20 countries and beyond, with migrants and refugees being among 
the most vulnerable groups on the labour market .

As G20 countries look towards economic recovery, COVID-19 will have long-term scarring effects on migrants, 
refugees and their families. Policies that support the protection and socio-economic inclusion of migrants and 
refugees need to be adapted to cope with these challenges. At the same time, the skills needed to support the 
recovery will be quite different from those previously targeted because of the acceleration of the digitalisation of 
the economy and changes in investment strategies. Labour migration governance will also have to adapt to this 
new reality, both to protect national labour markets and to respond efficiently to emerging skills needs, while 
ensuring the protection of all workers. Analysing these changes across G20 countries will be critical to design 
effective post-crisis policy responses.

The present 2021 edition of the joint OECD, ILO, IOM & UNHCR Annual International Migration and Forced 
Displacement Trends and Policies Report for the G20 is composed of three main parts. The first part of the report 
presents the latest figures on migration flows and stocks in G20 countries, including student migration and forced 
displacement. The second part analyses how G20 countries adjusted management of migration in reaction to the 
pandemic. It includes a contribution from WHO on its efforts to support migrants and refugees. The third part 
looks at the adaptation of migration governance to the recovery challenge. The report concludes noting shared 
upcoming challenges for the G20.

Introduction
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1. Recent trends in migration and 
refugee movements in G20 countries 

Migration flows in 2020 
After several years of continuous growth, the latest available data indicate a significant decrease in overall 
migration flows to G20 countries in 2020 (Table 1). In total, 7 to 7.5 million new temporary and permanent 
migrants entered G20 countries in 2020, which represents about a 40% decrease on average compared 
to 2019 . 

The United States remains the main G20 destination country in 2020, with more than 1 million new regular 
permanent migrants in FY 2020. For the first time, Germany places second, with almost one million new migrants, 
mostly temporary and from other EU Member States. Saudi Arabia ranks third with almost 800 thousand migrant 
workers in 2020 following a steep decline of inflows in 2020 (-50%). Significant declines were also registered 
notably in Brazil (-75%), Japan (-63%) and Korea (-44%). 

Despite pandemic-related declines, other G20 countries also reported a large number of new migrants in 2020, 
including China (530 000, -41%), the Russian Federation (350 000, -30%), France (221 000, -21%) and the United 
Kingdom (492 000, -30%). In the latter two countries the figures reflect a mitigating effect of an increase in 
in-country status change and a high number of incoming international students.

Total migration to the EU, excluding intra-EU movements, declined by 36 per cent at about 1.9 million in 2020 
with the most important declines recorded in Poland, Czech Republic and Ireland. Furthermore, the composition 
of migration shifted towards an increasing share of family migrants and international students, and in most 
countries, a smaller share of migrant workers and refugees.

Annual data for 2020 do not however always portray the magnitude of pandemic-related declines, since effects 
in most countries were not visible until the second quarter. Indeed, the first quarter in many G20 countries was 
stable or even higher than the previous year. Figure 1 shows quarterly variations of issuance of permanent or 
work visas for the main G20 destination countries. After a sharp drop in admission in the second quarter of 
2020, some G20 countries have witnessed a rapid rebound of migrant admission in the third or fourth quarter 
(e.g. Saudi Arabia and the United Kingdom). Other countries however, maintained strict travel restrictions that 
kept numbers far below previous years (Australia, United States). Overall the effects of the pandemic are still 
felt in most G20 countries, as international travel currently remains heavily restricted and immigration services 
disrupted . 

To prevent the spread of COVID-19, most G20 countries indeed imposed restrictions on international 
travel and on the admission of migrants. Nationals and permanent residents have, however, generally been 
able return to their country of residence, although in some cases with strict quarantine in state-monitored facilities 
for fixed periods upon arrival. Most G20 countries have also applied some exceptions to entry restrictions, for 
certain narrowly defined purposes. 

As of early March 2020, the European Commission, for example, recommended to EU Member States not to apply 
travel restrictions to certain categories of travellers with an essential function or need (e.g. healthcare professionals, 
frontier workers; transport personnel, humanitarian aid workers, passengers travelling for imperative family 
reasons or persons in need of international protection). The category of seasonal workers in agriculture was 
subsequently added in recognition of the labour market demand requiring a supply of migrant workers. Similarly, 
in other G20 countries and globally, increasing flexibility has been applied to general rules throughout the year 
(Figure 2). 
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Source: National Data sources, OECD calculations.

Figure 1. Quarterly migration trends in selected G20 countries 2019-20
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Figure 2. Exemptions to entry restriction issued worldwide March-December 2020
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Despite decreasing inflows, international migrant stocks may have actually increased in a number 
of G20 countries because emigration and return migration has also been restrained by the pandemic. 
In this context, most EU and other OECD countries used automatic extensions of residence permits, tolerated 
stays or non-execution of obligation to leave, and/or the suspension/extension of procedural deadlines, to 
ensure that migrants did not fall into an irregular situation. Some facilitated status changes toward permanent 
residency (e.g. Canada) and a few undertook regularisation programmes (e.g. Italy).1

In the meantime, a still pressing issue relates to the significant number of migrants who continue to lose their 
lives trying to reach many G20 destinations. Since March 1st, 2020, the IOM Missing Migrants Project has recorded 
the deaths and disappearances of 4 630 migrants. The majority of these deaths and disappearances (2 900) 
were recorded along migratory routes across the Mediterranean and across the Atlantic Ocean from West and 
North Africa to the Canary Islands.

The impact of the pandemic on international student migration
International students flows to and from G20 countries have increased significantly in recent years to 
reach almost 4.2 million in 2019. The main receiving countries were the United States, followed by Australia and 
the United Kingdom (Table 2). Canada and Turkey both saw sharp annual increases. In Europe, most international 
students are at master level or higher, while in Asia, Mexico or the Russian Federation a large share of international 
students are in undergraduate programmes . 

Table 2 . International students enrolled in G20 countries, 2019

2019 (000s)
2018-19  

(%)
MASTER 

(%)
PHD
(%)

Africa
(%)

Oceania
(%)

Northern 
America

(%)

Latin America 
and the 

Caribbean
(%)

Asia
(%) 

Europe
(%) 

Argentina* 109  n.a.  n.a.  n.a.  n.a.  n.a.  n.a.  n.a.  n.a.  n.a.
Australia 509 15 37 4 2 1 1 4 86 3
Brazil 22 3 7 12 23 0 3 49 12 11
Canada 279 24 14 7 9 0 3 6 70 10
China* 201  n.a.  n.a.  n.a.  n.a.  n.a.  n.a.  n.a.  n.a.  n.a.
European Union (incl. UK) 1 159 -10 50 10 16 0 2 7 27 42
France 246 7 52 10 50 0 2 6 22 17
Germany 333 7 53 7 9 0 3 5 38 37
India* 47  n.a.  n.a.  n.a.  n.a.  n.a.  n.a.  n.a.  n.a.  n.a.
Indonesia* 8  n.a.  n.a.  n.a.  n.a.  n.a.  n.a.  n.a.  n.a.  n.a.
Italy 55 -49 47 8 9 0 2 6 48 32
Japan 203 11 17 8 1 0 1 1 94 3
Korea 99 17 24 11 2 0 1 1 94 1
Mexico 33 361 18 11 1 0 48 45 2 4
Russian Federation 283 8 30 3 5 0 0 1 77 15
Saudi Arabia* 73  n.a.  n.a.  n.a.  n.a.  n.a.  n.a.  n.a.  n.a.  n.a.
South Africa* 42  n.a.  n.a.  n.a.  n.a.  n.a.  n.a.  n.a.  n.a.  n.a.
Spain 77 9 48 21 5 0 3 45 9 38
Turkey 155 23 21 5 14 0 1 0 72 13
United Kingdom 489 8 36 9 6 1 5 2 55 31
United States 977 -1 44  5 1 3 8 77 7

Total G20 4 198 n.a. n.a. n.a. n.a. n.a. n.a. n.a. n.a. n.a.

n .a . – Not available .
* latest available year.
Source: OECD Education database.

1. A more detailed analysis of the measures taken by EU and other OECD countries on migration management in response to the 
pandemic can be found here: 

• OECD (2020), Managing international migration under COVID-19, Policy Brief, June.
• EMN/OECD (2021), Umbrella Inform The impact of COVID-19 in the migration area in EU and OECD countries, April.

https://www.oecd.org/coronavirus/policy-responses/managing-international-migration-under-covid-19-6e914d57/
https://www.oecd.org/els/mig/00-eu-emn-covid19-umbrella-inform-en.pdf
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2. For more information see EMN/OECD (2020), Inform #2 Impact of COVID-19 on international students in EU and OECD member states .
3. End-year statistics are still being compiled for a number of countries, including some G20 countries. All data should therefore be 
considered provisional and subject to change. UNHCR’s 2020 Mid-Year Trends report, December 2020 .

In all G20 countries, Asian international students account for an important share. This exceeds 70 per cent in 
Japan, Korea but also in Australia, Canada, the United States, the Russian Federation and Turkey. Even in the 
European Union, on average more than one in four international students is from Asia.

In 2020, international students were generally subject to the same travel restrictions and testing/quarantine 
requirements as all migrants. Some G20 countries reported sharp declines in the number of new international 
students by the end of 2020, while many others - notably Canada and in Europe - prioritised processing of student 
visa applications to ensure entry. Migration authorities used online visa issuance or residence permit procedures, 
and some countries showed leniency or provided extended deadlines for the provision of documents needed for 
the application process. Many G20 countries increased the maximum working hours applicable to international 
students and/or granted access to national grants or other financial programmes.2

Refugee stocks, asylum applications, resettlement and complementary pathways 
for those in need of international protection 
While the full impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on wider cross-border migration and displacement globally is 
not yet clear, Provisional data indicates that by the end of 2020, the number of people forcibly displaced due to 
persecution, conflict, violence, human rights violations and events seriously disturbing public order is very likely 
to have exceeded 80 million, which is about double the level of a decade ago (41 million in 2010). As a result, 
above one per cent of the world’s population – or 1 in 95 people – is now forcibly displaced. This compares with 1 
in 159 in 2010. International protection, addressing the root causes of forced displacement and access to asylum, 
therefore, continue to be life-saving for many. 

By end-2020, the global refugee population exceeded 26 million,3 including 5.7 million Palestine refugees 
under UNRWA’s mandate. G20 countries hosted 7.7 million refugees, representing some 37 per cent of all refugees 
under UNHCR’s mandate. About half of them were in Turkey. This proves that large movements of refuges are a 
global concern with humanitarian, political, social and economic consequences.

Table 3. Stock of refugees in G20 countries
2015 2016 2017 2018 2019 2020

Argentina 3187 3267 3 332 3 442 3857 4 045
Australia 36 917 42 187 48 480 56 934 58 529 57 451
Brazil 8703 9 674 10 260 11 304 32 844 59 147
Canada 135 890 97 322 104 768 114 101 101 757 109 264
China 301 044 317 254 321 714 321 758 303 379 303 410
France 273 117 304 527 337 158 368 345 407 915 436 100
United Kingdom 123 051 118 973 121 821 126 708 133 083 132 349
Germany 316 098 669 468 970 357 1 063 835 1 146 682 1 210 636
India 201 379 197 848 197 142 195 887 195 103 195 403
Indonesia 5 954 7 824 9 782 10 786 10 287 10 134
Italy 118 036 147 362 167 330 189 227 207 602 128 033
Japan 2 479 2 512 2 189 1 893 1 463 1 137
Korea 1 455 1 798 2 238 2 890 3 196 3 498
Mexico 2 904 6 178 8 993 16 530 28 517 45 469
Other European Union countries 503 478 648 388 692 293 741 432 829 150 882 430
South Africa 121 635 91 018 88 694 89 285 78 395 76 754
Russian Federation 314 498 228 981 126 021 77 382 42 413 20 325
Saudi Arabia 122 136 153 263 315 340
Turkey 2 541 348 2 869 419 3 480 350 3 681 688 3 579 531 3 652 362
United States of America 273 198 272 963 287 135 313 242 341 715 340 881

Total 5 284 493 6 037 099 6 980 210 7 386 932 7 505 733 7 669 168

Source: UNHCR .

https://data2.unhcr.org/en/documents/details/84158
https://ec.europa.eu/home-affairs/system/files/2020-09/00_eu_inform2_students_final_en.pdf
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People were forced to flee their homes throughout the year despite an urgent appeal from the UN Secretary-
General on 23 March 2020 calling for a global ceasefire to enable a concerted response to the pandemic.4 Several 
crises — some new, some resurfacing after years – forced people to flee within or beyond the borders of their 
country. Afghanistan, Somalia, the Democratic Republic of the Congo, Libya and Yemen continued to be hotspots 
with acute protection and assistance needs, while the conflict in the Syrian Arab Republic (Syria) stretched into its 
tenth year. In the Sahel region of Africa, nearly three-quarters of a million people were newly displaced in what is 
perhaps the most complex regional crisis worldwide. 

For four decades, Pakistan and the Islamic Republic of Iran have hosted millions of Afghan refugees. A further 
3.5 million people remain displaced by violence within the country — an increase of more than half a million since 
the start of this year. Most have no regular channels through which to seek safety, and with millions in dire need 
of help, the humanitarian response inside Afghanistan is still desperately underfunded. 

In Ethiopia, more than one million people were displaced within the country during the year, while more than 
54 000 fled the Tigray region into eastern Sudan. In northern Mozambique, hundreds of thousands escaped 
deadly violence. The outbreak of hostilities between Armenia and Azerbaijan left a devastating impact on civilians 
in both countries and displaced tens of thousands of people. In addition, more than 140 000 Venezuelans lodged 
new asylum applications in 2020 with 4 out of 5 registered in countries in the Americas (Box 1).

4 . See Global Ceasefire | United Nations .
5 . See UNHCR’s Displaced on the frontlines of the climate emergency.

Box 1. Outflows from Venezuela and international protection requirements 

People continue to leave the Bolivarian Republic of Venezuela due to the complex socio-economic, human rights 
and political situation. By December 2020, some 5.4 million Venezuelans have left, mainly to neighbouring 
countries, with limited prospects of return in the short to medium term. The region of Latin America and the 
Caribbean hosts 4.5 million people, around 80% of the total outflow. Venezuelans’ primary destinations were 
Colombia, Peru, Chile, Ecuador, Spain, the United States of America, Brazil, Argentina, Panama, the Dominican 
Republic and Mexico. According to figures provided by host governments, more than 1.1 million Venezuelans 
lodged new asylum claims since the beginning of 2014, with 40% of them in 2019 alone. The number of new 
applications by Venezuelans fell sharply to 147 100 in 2020. This dramatic decrease in asylum applications 
is largely related to travel restrictions, and the closure of borders and asylum institutions, in the face of the 
COVID-19 public health emergency. Three quarters of asylum applications by Venezuelans were registered in 
Latin America or the Caribbean with the rest in North America and some European countries. 

By December 2020, host countries had granted some 2.5 million residence permits and other forms of 
regular status to Venezuelans. However, the majority remains in an irregular situation. Without access to a 
legal status, they are at a higher risk of violence, exploitation, sexual abuse, forced labour, trafficking, and 
discrimination. While the responses of States are generous, host communities receiving Venezuelans are 
under increasing strain as they extend assistance, such as food and shelter, and services, including access to 
health and education systems, to those arriving. More support by the international community is needed to 
complement their efforts. 

Source: All figures are available at the regional inter-agency coordination platform : r4v.info.

Climate change is also driving displacement and increasing the vulnerability of those already forced to 
flee.5 Forcibly displaced and stateless people are on the front lines of the climate emergency. Many are living in 
climate “hotspots” where they typically lack the resources to adapt to an increasingly inhospitable environment. The 
dynamics of poverty, food insecurity, climate change, conflict and displacement are increasingly interconnected and 
mutually reinforcing, driving more and more people to search for safety and security as illustrated in the Sahel region.

https://www.un.org/en/globalceasefire
https://storymaps.arcgis.com/stories/065d18218b654c798ae9f360a626d903
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During 2020, 870 800 new claims for asylum were lodged in G20 countries in ‘first instance’ procedures, 
23 per cent less than in 2019. These constituted three-quarters of all new asylum applications globally. 

Achieving durable solutions for forcibly displaced populations was already challenging, as conflicts go unresolved 
and insecurity remains widespread in many countries of origin. With many governments closing borders for 
extended periods of time and restricting internal mobility, only a limited number of refugees and internally 
displaced people were able to avail themselves of solutions such as voluntary return or resettlement to a third 
country. At the same time, resettlement countries are accepting smaller numbers of refugees, and host countries 
are struggling to integrate displaced populations. Restrictions on movement and concerns about transmission of 
the virus resulted in resettlement and other third country solution being put on hold for several months.

In 2020, refugee resettlement plummeted to its lowest level in almost two decades. Only 34 400 people 
were resettled to 21 countries, according to government statistics, two-thirds of them with UNHCR and IOM’s 
assistance. This is just one-third of the number resettled in 2019 (107 700) and 2018 (92 400).

As a result, the gap between global resettlement needs and the number of places offered by States continues 
to widen. More than 1.4 million refugees were estimated to be in need of resettlement in 2020,6 but barely 
2.4 per cent of them actually arrived. More positively, some countries became more flexible in the way they process 
resettlement cases and took steps to safely manage resettlement travel with recommended protocols in place.

6. See UNHCR (2021), Projected Global Resettlement Needs 2021 .

https://www.unhcr.org/protection/resettlement/5ef34bfb7/projected-global-resettlement-needs-2021-pdf.html
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2. Managing migration in times 
of COVID-19

The key role of migrant workers in essential sectors 
Migrant workers make up a significant share of the labour force in many countries (Box 2). They are 
key in several essential economic sectors and have contributed immensely to addressing the challenges and 
consequences of COVID-19 pandemic. Lockdowns and mobility restrictions caused global working hours to decline 
by 8.8 per cent in 2020 (relative to the fourth quarter of 2019), equivalent to 255 million full-time jobs.7 The G20 
countries have lost 8.5 per cent, which is equivalent to 195 million full-time jobs (assuming a 40-hour working 
week) in 2020, which led to labour income loss of 8.1 per cent (US$3.2 trillion). The estimates for 2021 also show 
the decline in working hours and labour income, though not at the same rate (Table 4). In this context, the demand 
for labour has remained strong or increased in essential sectors. 

7 .  ILO (2021), ILO Monitor: COVID-19 and the world of work. 7th edition .

Box 2. ILO global estimates on the stock of international migrant workers in 2019 
In 2019, the number of international migrant workers in the world is estimated at 169 million. It increased 
by 5 million, which is a 3 per cent increase from 2017. They constitute 4.9 per cent of the global labour force.
The majority of international migrant workers are men (58.5 per cent), while women represent 41.5 per cent. 
The large majority of international migrant workers (86.5 per cent) consists of prime-age adults (aged 25-64). 
The results show that most of migrants are concentrated in services (66.2 per cent). The rest are in industry 
(26.7 per cent) and 7.1 per cent are in agriculture. However, the gender distribution shows that four fifths 
of women migrant workers are concentrated in services compared to 56.4 per cent of men. A higher 
representation of women migrant workers in services may, in part, be explained by a growing labour demand 
in the care economy, including health and domestic work. These sub-sectors have a predominantly female 
labour force and rely heavily on women migrant workers. Men migrant workers are more present in industry, 
finding work in the manufacturing and construction sub-sectors.
More than two-thirds (67.4 per cent) of international migrant workers are concentrated in high-income 
countries. However, the share of migrant workers in these countries has fallen from 74.7 per cent in 2013 
to 67.4 per cent in 2019, while the respective share in upper-middle-income countries increased from 11.7 
per cent in 2013 to 19.5 per cent in 2019. This may have to do with the rising employment opportunities in 
upper-middle-income countries, demographic changes, as well as evolving migration policies. 

Source: ILO (2021), ILO Global Estimates on International Migrant Workers: Results and Methodology, 3rd ed.

Table 4 . Impact of COVID-19 on the labour market
Working hour losses in G20 countries, 2020 and 2021 estimates  
(full-time equivalent jobs and percentage)

Share and amount of labour income lost  
due to working-hour losses in G20 countries

Full-time equivalent – 
40 hours per week

(in millions)

Full-time equivalent – 
48 hours per week

(in millions)
Hours lost  

(percentage)
Labour income loss  

(trillions $US)
Labour income loss  
(per cent of total)

2020 195 163 8.5 2020 3.2 8.1
2021 68 57 3.0 2021 (first half) 1.1 5.0

Note: Labour incomes have been aggregated using purchasing power parity exchange rates. Any income support measures 
(such as transfers and benefits) have not been taken into account.
Source: ILOSTAT, ILO modelled estimates, April 2021.

https://www.ilo.org/global/topics/coronavirus/impacts-and-responses/WCMS_767028/lang--en/index.htm
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The contribution of migrant workers in the essential sectors was high even before the COVID-19 pandemic and 
is visible across the full skill spectrum from medical occupations to agricultural seasonal workers as well as from 
security and cleaning industry to IT services. 

While the number of medical and nursing graduates has increased significantly in the majority of the G20 countries 
over the past two decades, the shares of foreign-trained or foreign-born doctors and nurses have also continued 
to rise. As a result, across the OECD countries, nearly onequarter of all doctors are born abroad and close to 
onefifth are trained abroad. Among nurses, nearly 16 per cent  are foreign-born and more than 7 per cent are 
foreign-trained. Their enormous contribution during the pandemic has been recognized in several G20 countries 
with fast-track access to permanent residency, citizenship or indefinite visa extension (e.g. Canada, France, United 
Kingdom).8 

Non-OECD G20 countries make a large contribution to the health workforce in OECD countries, notably 
India, China and the Russian Federation, and to a lesser extent South Africa notably for migrant doctors (Figure 3). 

Source: OECD (2020), Contribution of migrant doctors and nurses to tackling COVID-19 crisis in OECD countries .

Figure 3. Top 20 countries of origin for foreign-trained and foreign-born doctors  
and nurses in the OECD 
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8 . OECD (2020), Contribution of migrant doctors and nurses to tackling COVID-19 crisis in OECD countries, Policy Brief, May.

https://www.oecd.org/coronavirus/policy-responses/contribution-of-migrant-doctors-and-nurses-to-tackling-covid-19-crisis-in-oecd-countries-2f7bace2/
https://www.oecd.org/coronavirus/policy-responses/contribution-of-migrant-doctors-and-nurses-to-tackling-covid-19-crisis-in-oecd-countries-2f7bace2/
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Similarly, migrant workers make an important share of the workforce in agriculture and other essential 
sectors. Italy relies on about 370 000 foreign seasonal workers,9 while 80 per cent of the seasonal workforce 
force in French agriculture is foreign.10 Migrants accounted for 12 per cent of the labour force in retail trade in the 
EU, 15 per cent in the US and 28 per cent in Canada, while in health sector 11, 15 and 27 per cent respectively.11 
Reportedly, 50 to 80 per cent of Germany’s meat processing workforce is migrant labour.12 The pandemic has 
somehow revealed this situation as countries could not afford to do without the foreign workforce despite travel 
bans and border closures. Exemptions have been applied in most countries to enable notably seasonal agricultural 
workers to enter as illustrated in Figure 4 for the United States.13

Source: US State Department data, OECD calculations.

Figure 4 . Monthly visa issuance to temporary foreign workers in the United States  
(seasonal agricultural work and other types of entry categories), 2019-20.
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At the same time, work in essential sectors during the pandemic has made migrant workers even more 
vulnerable to risks, particularly health-related ones. Many essential jobs cannot be conducted remotely, and 
migrant workers were thus more likely to be required to report to work during lockdowns and less likely to be 
able to work remotely. The proportion of migrant workers who could work from home is at least 5 percentage 
points below that of the native population in threequarters of OECD countries.14 In-person work heightens health-
related risks, including daily exposure to COVID-19 while commuting to work and carrying out their tasks. Migrants 
are also exposed during travel and upon arrival in countries of destination and origin. They may lack access to 
personal protective equipment, and have difficulties in keeping physical distancing, or facilities for washing their 
hands .15 The risk of infection is also high among migrant workers due to inadequate living conditions. Many live in 
crowded accommodation, or are kept in quarantine camps upon arrival or immigration detention facilities, where 
social distancing has been difficult to ensure.16, 17, 18 

9. ILO (2020), COVID-19 and the impact on agriculture and food security, Sectoral Brief, April.
10. ILO (2020), Seasonal Migrant Workers’ Schemes: Rethinking Fundamental Principles and Mechanisms in light of COVID-19, Brief, May. 
11. OECD (2020), What is the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on immigrants and their children?, Policy Brief, October.
12. ILO (2021), Impact of COVID-19 in the meat processing sector, Sectoral Brief, February. 
13. For more information on the policy response in OECD countries to maintain labour migration in essential sectors in times of 
pandemic see EMN-OECD (2020), Inform #3 Maintaining labour migration in essential sectors in times of pandemic. Specifically on 
seasonal agriculture see IOM (2020), COVID-19: Policies and Impact on Seasonal Agricultural Workers .
14. ADBI, OECD and ILO (2021), Labor migration in Asia: Impacts of the COVID-19 crisis and the post-pandemic future .
15. ILO (2020), Protecting migrant workers during the COVID-19 pandemic: Recommendations for Policy-makers and Constituents, 
Policy Brief, April.
16. ILO (2020), Ensuring fair recruitment during the COVID-19 pandemic, Brief, May.
17. ADBI, OECD and ILO (2021), Labor migration in Asia: Impacts of the COVID-19 crisis and the post-pandemic future .
18. ILO (2021), Impact of COVID-19 in the meat processing sector, Sectoral Brief, February.

https://www.ilo.org/sector/Resources/publications/WCMS_742023/lang--en/index.htm
https://www.ilo.org/global/topics/labour-migration/publications/WCMS_745481/lang--en/index.htm
https://www.ilo.org/sector/Resources/publications/WCMS_769864/lang--en/index.htm
https://www.oecd.org/migration/mig/00-eu-emn-covid19-umbrella-inform-en.pdf
https://www.iom.int/sites/default/files/documents/seasonal_agricultural_workers_27052020_0.pdf
https://www.oecd.org/migration/mig/adbi-book-labor-migration-asia-impacts-covid-19-crisis-post-pandemic-future.pdf
https://www.ilo.org/global/topics/labour-migration/publications/WCMS_743268/lang--en/index.htm
https://www.ilo.org/global/topics/labour-migration/publications/WCMS_748839/lang--en/index.htm
https://www.oecd.org/migration/mig/adbi-book-labor-migration-asia-impacts-covid-19-crisis-post-pandemic-future.pdf
https://www.ilo.org/sector/Resources/publications/WCMS_769864/lang--en/index.htm
https://www.oecd.org/coronavirus/policy-responses/what-is-the-impact-of-the-covid-19-pandemic-on-immigrants-and-their-children-e7cbb7de/
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Concerns have also been raised regarding violations of labour rights of migrant workers . Some migrant 
workers reported deferment, reduction or non-payment of wages, while others were required to take unpaid 
leave or sick leave .19 Further, the rules regarding physical distancing and other occupational safety and health 
measures have not been applied, and restrictions on working hours and basic standards on accommodation have 
not been respected .20 At the same time, there have been significant concerns about some COVID-19 related items, 
being the product of forced labour as well as overall concerns regarding an increase in trafficking in persons. 
To ensure that national COVID-19 policies are effective and cover migrant workers too, employers’ and workers’ 
organizations through social dialogue should be fully involved in their design and implementation. International 
labour standards provide a foundation for the formulation of inclusive and sustainable responses to COVID-19 
pandemic, and to recovery measures that leave no one behind.21 

Addressing refugee and migrant vulnerabilities 
While most G20 countries are gradually reopening their economy after strict confinement phases at 
the peaks of the COVID-19 crisis, labour market impact is likely to extend well into the future. Changes 
in unemployment rates since the onset of the COVID-19 crisis have varied widely across countries, reflecting 
fundamental differences in policy responses but also the complexity of collecting and comparing labour market 
statistics in times of a pandemic. In a number of advanced economies the impact of the crisis has been until now 
tempered by generous job retention schemes and other support measures that have benefited both native-born 
and foreign-born in a regular situation. The full economic impact of the pandemic on business and employment 
remains to be seen and there are many reasons to believe that migrants may be on the frontline of exposure to 
job loss.22

The ILO has carried out a series of rapid assessments in various countries and regions in order to assess the impact 
of COVID-19 on labour migration governance, recruitment practices, and migrant and refugee workers. These 
rapid assessments have exposed the vulnerability of migrant workers23 to the pandemic as they are often found in 
economic sectors that are characterized by high levels of temporary, informal or unprotected work with low wages 
and lack of social protection.24 Further, they were often the first to experience layoff during the pandemic, further 
reducing or eliminating already low incomes; migrant workers reported they were dismissed ahead of nationals in 
some regions. An estimated 700 000 migrant workers lost their jobs in Thailand since the outbreak of COVID-19,25 
a development also observed in Mexico and Guatemala by the ILO rapid assessment.26

In many mid- and lower income countries, because of their over-representation in temporary and 
informal work, migrant workers are often excluded from social protection coverage, including to access 
health care and benefit from a minimum level of income security, which has made them more vulnerable to the 
health and socio-economic impacts caused by the current pandemic.27 But even when eligible for cash support 
measures, administrative barriers or lack of information prevented migrants in some countries from actually 
accessing such support measures. Medical care or adequate health testing may also be inaccessible. 

19. ILO (2020), Experiences of ASEAN migrant workers during COVID-19: Rights at work, migration and quarantine during the 
pandemic, and re-migration plans, Brief, June. 
20. ADBI, OECD and ILO (2021), Labor migration in Asia: Impacts of the COVID-19 crisis and the post-pandemic future .
21. ILO (2020), ILO Standards and COVID-19 (coronavirus): FAQ . 
22. See OECD (2020), for an initial assessment of the impact of the crisis on migrants and their children in OECD countries What is the 
impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on immigrants and their children?
23. ILO (2021), Locked down and in limbo: The global impact of COVID-19 on migrant worker rights and recruitment, forthcoming.
24. ILO (2020), Protecting migrant workers during the COVID-19 pandemic: Recommendations for Policy-makers and Constituents, 
Policy Brief, April.
25. ILO (2021), Locked down and in limbo: The global impact of COVID-19 on migrant worker rights and recruitment, forthcoming.
26. ILO (2020), Evaluación preliminar sobre el impacto de la pandemia de COVID-19 en la migración laboral y las prácticas de 
contratación: corredor migratorio Guatemala – México. The evaluation is based on the results and findings obtained through 79 
questionnaires, responded by different stakeholders, among them 21 migrant workers.
27. ILO (2020), Social protection for migrant workers: A necessary response to the COVID-19 crisis, Brief, June. 

https://www.ilo.org/asia/publications/issue-briefs/WCMS_746881/lang--en/index.htm
https://www.ilo.org/asia/publications/issue-briefs/WCMS_746881/lang--en/index.htm
https://www.oecd.org/migration/mig/adbi-book-labor-migration-asia-impacts-covid-19-crisis-post-pandemic-future.pdf
https://www.ilo.org/global/standards/WCMS_780445/lang--en/index.htm
https://www.ilo.org/global/topics/labour-migration/publications/WCMS_743268/lang--en/index.htm
https://www.ilo.org/global/topics/labour-migration/publications/WCMS_763744/lang--es/index.htm
https://www.ilo.org/global/topics/labour-migration/publications/WCMS_763744/lang--es/index.htm
https://www.ilo.org/secsoc/information-resources/publications-and-tools/Brochures/WCMS_748979/lang--en/index.htm
https://www.oecd.org/coronavirus/policy-responses/what-is-the-impact-of-the-covid-19-pandemic-on-immigrants-and-their-children-e7cbb7de/
https://www.oecd.org/coronavirus/policy-responses/what-is-the-impact-of-the-covid-19-pandemic-on-immigrants-and-their-children-e7cbb7de/
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In June 2021, ILO constituents adopted two documents28 that underline the urgency to extend coverage and 
to guarantee universal access to comprehensive, adequate and sustainable social protection for all, including 
migrant workers, refugees and their families. 

To that end, short-term measures include ensuring access to healthcare and benefits such as paid sick leave, 
providing income support, and information on protection, prevention and treatment of COVID-19 and on migrants 
and refugees’ right to social protection. In addition, medium- to long-term policy responses include the ratification 
and implementation of international standards; the development of inclusive national social protection strategies 
and legal frameworks, including social protection floors, and the conclusion of bilateral/multilateral social security 
or labour agreements .

Some countries, however, have implemented measures to extend social protection to vulnerable populations, 
including migrant workers and refugees. For instance, the Republic of Korea extended sickness benefits to migrant 
workers who had to be quarantined;29 Saudi Arabia extended access to free emergency services and to COVID-19 
testing and treatment for migrant workers in an irregular situation.30 France and Spain extended the residence 
permits of migrant workers for three additional months in 2020 to ensure broad access to health care, while 
Portugal temporarily regularized the status of non-nationals, including asylum-seekers with pending applications, 
giving them certain rights and support, including health care, social support, employment and housing.31 Brazil 
introduced a monthly emergency basic income to be paid for up to three months, including for migrant workers 
with irregular status.32

An ILO global guide on Extending Social Protection to Migrant Workers, Refugees and their families will be 
launched in 2021 to provide policymakers, practitioners, migration specialists, social protection specialists and 
other stakeholders with practical guidance on addressing the many barriers that impede migrant workers’ full 
access to social protection. This Guide provides a variety of policy and administrative options for consideration and 
adaptation to specific groups and situations, taking the complexity of current migratory movements into account 
and the current COVID-19 pandemic. The policy measures presented are accompanied by selected country and 
regional practices .

Inadequate housing facilities, where many migrant workers often live, make it difficult to ensure physical 
distancing, increasing the risk of COVID-19 infection. Outside of the G20, in Singapore for example, 93 per 
cent of all cases in December 2020 were migrant workers living in dormitory facilities.33 More generally, there is 
clear evidence that migrants and refugees have been at higher risk of COVID-19 infection and in many countries 
require specific support in terms of accessing health care services (Box 3).

Evidence shows that forcibly displaced and stateless people have been among the hardest hit groups 
of society, facing increased food and economic insecurity as well as challenges to access health and protection 
services .34 Measures to contain the spread of COVID-19 have directly impacted the functioning of asylum systems 
all over the world. The closure of borders and movement limitations have affected individuals’ ability to seek 
protection and safety in the face of war and human rights violations. This scenario has led many countries to 
adapt their asylum procedures, shifting to remote registration and adopting medical screenings at borders and 
quarantine measures.

28. The Global call to action for a human-centred recovery from the COVID-19 crisis that is inclusive, sustainable and resilient and the 
Resolution concerning the second recurrent discussion on social protection (social security) . 
29. UN ESCAP and ILO (2021), The Protection We Want: Social Outlook for Asia and the Pacific . 
30. UN ESCWA, UNHCR, ILO (2020), Impact of COVID-19 on Migrants and Refugees in the Arab Region, Technical Paper.
31. ILO (2021), Social Protection Spotlight: Towards solid social protection floors? The role of non-contributory provision during the 
COVID-19 crisis and beyond, Brief, January.
32. ILO (2020), Social protection for migrant workers: A necessary response to the COVID-19 crisis, Brief, June. 
33. ADBI, OECD and ILO (2021), Labor migration in Asia: Impacts of the COVID-19 crisis and the post-pandemic future .
34. IOM (2020), Populations at risk: Implications of COVID-19 for hunger, migration and displacement .

https://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---ed_norm/---relconf/documents/meetingdocument/wcms_806092.pdf
https://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---ed_norm/---relconf/documents/meetingdocument/wcms_806099.pdf
https://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---asia/---ro-bangkok/documents/publication/wcms_758165.pdf
https://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---arabstates/---ro-beirut/documents/publication/wcms_764756.pdf
https://www.ilo.org/secsoc/information-resources/publications-and-tools/Brochures/WCMS_766884/lang--en/index.htm
https://www.ilo.org/secsoc/information-resources/publications-and-tools/Brochures/WCMS_766884/lang--en/index.htm
https://www.ilo.org/secsoc/information-resources/publications-and-tools/Brochures/WCMS_748979/lang--en/index.htm
https://www.oecd.org/migration/mig/adbi-book-labor-migration-asia-impacts-covid-19-crisis-post-pandemic-future.pdf
https://docs.wfp.org/api/documents/WFP-0000120687/download/?_ga=2.152268281.1145715555.1622630395-850409522.1603897768
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Box 3. WHO support to migrants and refugees 

In 2020, WHO’s ApartTogether survey35 captured self-reported impact of COVID-19 on 30 000 refugees 
and migrants living in 170 countries and originating from 159 countries or territories. The respondents 
indicated that since the start of the pandemic they were feeling significantly more depressed, worried, 
anxious, lonely, angry, stressed, irritated, and hopeless, were having more sleep-related problems and used 
more drugs and alcohol (Figure 5).

Figure 5 . Respondents identifying deterioration of mental health since the COVID-19 
pandemic according to their housing condition 
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Note: Number of respondents for each issue: 15 278 depressed, 15 483 worry, 15 291 anxiety, 14 730 loneliness, 13 340 anger, 13 454 
reminders, 12 344 physical stress reactions, 13 343 irritable, 13 314 hopelessness, 13 232 sleep problems, 8 915 drugs and alcohol (survey 
question used this term); number of participants differed by housing situation, e.g. for depression the numbers responding were 13 562 for 
house/apartment, 359 for asylum centre, 1 190 for refugee camp, 167 for on the streets or in insecure accommodation.
Source: WHO (2020), Apart Together survey: preliminary overview of refugees and migrants self-reported impact of COVID-19 .

The survey also showed that refugees and migrants experienced significant discrimination. Respondents 
living on the streets and in other precarious conditions, such as those on unpaid work or sent home without 
pay, were more likely to feel discriminated.

In addition to the survey findings, a recent WHO report ‘Refugees and migrants in times of COVID-19: 
mapping trends of public health and migration policies and practices’ investigated a broad variety of 
national adaptation policies adopted during the pandemic namely border policies, migration policy 
responses to COVID-19 for foreigners within national borders, and policies on access to health care for 
migrants and refugees and identified a significant range of practices in line with international conventions 
protecting the rights of refugees and migrants. The report found that such population groups have been 
disproportionately affected by both the direct effects of the pandemic and indirect effects. The latter refer, for 
example, to border closures, suspension of resettlement programs and processing of asylum applications 
as well as social and economic consequences of the pandemic.  The report shows that countries’ responses 
varied considerably across the globe. Many countries ensured access to health care for refugees and 
migrants regardless of their migration status. Suspension of forced returns and prioritizing alternatives to 
immigration detention have also been widespread.  

…35. WHO (2020), Apart Together survey: preliminary overview of refugees and migrants self-reported impact of COVID-19 . 

https://www.who.int/publications/i/item/9789240017924
https://www.who.int/publications/i/item/9789240017924
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Besides obstacles to seeking protection, forcibly displaced and stateless persons have increasingly encountered 
difficulties in accessing essential services and goods during the pandemic. More than 85 per cent of refugees 
are hosted in low- and middle-income countries, where, prior to the pandemic, health systems were already 
overburdened and services limited outside urban areas, including refugee hosting sites. Inadequate living 
conditions and limited access to health services, water and sanitation put forcibly displaced and stateless persons 
among the hardest groups to reach during the pandemic . 

School closure has dramatically impacted access to education by forcibly displaced children, leading to 
learning losses and increased risk of school dropout. In 2020, 1.6 billion students in over 190 countries were affected 
by the fullor partial closure of schools and universities.36 Refugee children have most likely been disproportionally 
affected, as they were already in a situation of disadvantage prior to the pandemic. For example, refugee children 
tend to be twice as likely to be out of education than other children,37 and forcibly displaced children face greater 
challenges to access care and protection services with the disruption of services provided by governments and civil 
society organizations.38 These are coupled with the negative socioeconomic impacts of the pandemic, which may 
increase protection risks to children and may prompt families to adopt negative coping mechanisms, such as child 
labour. As such, the negative economic impact brought by the pandemic risks fuelling future conflicts as livelihood 
and food insecurity increase in many countries.

To address all these challenges, communication with the general public and with migrants has been 
key during the pandemic (see Boxes 4 & 5). Firstly, in order to limit the spread of the virus, it was important 
to provide all parts of the population, including migrants and refugees, with timely and accurate information 
on the pandemic, public health measures taken in a language that they understand, as well as ensuring their 
inclusion in national COVID-19 policy responses and social protection,39 including access to medical services . 

The inequity in the global vaccine supplies and distribution in low to middle-income countries, and barriers 
to access to vaccination services, particularly for migrants in irregular situation, are nonetheless of concern. 
To support the global response and recovery from the pandemic, WHO joined the efforts to contain and 
respond to the pandemic through high-level advocacy for the inclusion of refugees and migrants in the 
global, regional and national COVID-19 response plans including vaccination. 

WHO reviewed all 104 national vaccine deployment and vaccination plans (NDVPs) submitted to the COVAX 
Facility and led the global advocacy efforts with partners such as IOM, UNHCR, UNICEF, Gavi, and the UN 
Network on Migration for the equitable access to COVID-19 vaccination programmes. The majority of 
countries participating in the COVAX Facility at present reported to include refugees and more countries 
have included migrants in their national vaccination programmes. A platform for real time vaccination 
monitoring has been established through joint work with IOM, UNHCR and UNICEF. 

Finally, WHO has adapted the Global Competency Framework for Universal Health Coverage to define the 
competency standards in providing health services to refugees and migrants. It specifically informs the 
development of adapted curricula to support mobile and refugee populations’ health needs, specifies the 
range of services to be provided, and defines occupational scopes of practice. The competency standard is 
very relevant to strengthen health care workforce, during the pandemic and beyond for better preparedness 
and building back better . 

Source: WHO.

36.  UNESCO (2021), On International Day of Education, UNESCO promotes learning recovery for students affected by COVID-19, 
Article, January. 
37. UNICEF (2020), Migrant and displaced children in the age of COVID-19: How the pandemic is impacting them and what can we do 
to help. Migration Policy Practice. April - June. 
38. IOM (2020), Time for a reset: Implications for child migration policies arising from COVID-19, August. 
39. ILO (2020), A policy framework for responding to the COVID-19 crisis. Policy Brief, May.

https://en.unesco.org/news/international-day-education-unesco-promotes-learning-recovery-students-affected-covid-19
https://www.unicef.org/media/68761/file
https://www.unicef.org/media/68761/file
https://publications.iom.int/system/files/pdf/implications-for-child.pdf
https://www.ilo.org/global/topics/coronavirus/impacts-and-responses/WCMS_739047/lang--en/index.htm
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Second, it was essential to ensure the continuation of migration and integration processes, including through 
skills development and providing access to skill recognition processes, where available. Last but not least, it 
proved to be necessary to counter prejudice against migrants and refugees in relation to the spread of the virus.

Box 4. Countering xenophobia and racial discrimination against migrants and refugees 
during the pandemic 

Hate and discrimination against migrants in many countries globally is currently exacerbated due to 
misinformation and fears associated with the COVID-19 pandemic. Since the beginning of the pandemic 
numerous xenophobic incidents, hate speeches and crimes against persons, on the basis of their real or 
perceived national origin, have been reported. On 8 May 2020, the Secretary General of the UN referred 
to “a tsunami of hate and xenophobia”. The Special Rapporteur on contemporary forms of racism, racial 
discrimination, xenophobia and related intolerance expressed concern about these acts and underlined 
that they are inconsistent with States’ international human rights law obligations.

Solutions to xenophobic attacks and hate speeches in the context of a pandemic should develop along 
two main lines of interventions: the adoption of solid legal and policy frameworks aimed at preventing 
xenophobia and hate crimes against migrants and at sanctioning those responsible, while promoting 
peaceful living in our societies (a); and community-based approaches to reduce prejudice and facilitate 
social cohesion (b).

For more information and good practice example see IOM (2021) Countering xenophobia and stigma to 
foster social cohesion in the COVID-19 response and recovery .

Box 5. Communicating with migrants and refugees during the pandemic 

Due to confinement measures and temporary breaks in public services - including integration programmes 
for migrants and refugees — many governments have adapted their communication strategies towards 
immigrants in order to help limit the spread of the virus, while at the same time mitigating the negative 
impact of the health crisis on immigrant integration. 

The implementation of extensive online campaigns, new increased efforts to provide official information 
in multiple languages and the co-operation between national governments, local actors and communities 
themselves in the context of COVID19 may have a long-lasting impact on the ways in which governments 
will communicate about migration and integration even beyond the current crisis.

While the use of digital media has been an important component of these communication efforts, common 
communication challenges remain, such as limited internet access of certain groups of immigrants, as 
well as limited knowledge and data regarding the media usage, information needs and communication 
preferences of migrants.

For more information and good practice example see OECD (2021) How best to communicate on migration 
and integration in the context of COVID-19 .

Supporting stranded migrants and facilitating return migration 
Border closures and travel restrictions created new vulnerabilities for migrants, many of whom found 
themselves stranded. IOM Report on COVID-19’s Impact on Migrants, detailed the plight of at least nearly three 
million migrants stranded worldwide by mid-July. Many more migrants are believed to have been stranded in the 
subsequent months. 

https://www.iom.int/sites/default/files/documents/countering_xenophobia_and_stigma_130720.pdf
https://www.iom.int/sites/default/files/documents/countering_xenophobia_and_stigma_130720.pdf
http://www.oecd.org/coronavirus/policy-responses/how-best-to-communicate-on-migration-and-integration-in-the-context-of-covid-19-813bddfb/
http://www.oecd.org/coronavirus/policy-responses/how-best-to-communicate-on-migration-and-integration-in-the-context-of-covid-19-813bddfb/
https://www.iom.int/sites/default/files/documents/issue_brief_return_task_force.pdf
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The issue of return took first and foremost the form of stranded migrant workers unable to work at destination 
and to go back to their country of origin.  Some countries in the Gulf region, and particularly the Kingdom of Saudi 
Arabia (KSA), addressed the situation of stranded migrants by embarking on IOM’s assisted voluntary return (AVR) 
programmes for the first time. This has allowed the development of systems that are set to assist migrants beyond 
the pandemic. The visibility of AVR programmes, in countries that have not traditionally engaged in this return 
mechanism, has allowed for discussions and burgeoning cooperation through the United Nations Network on 
Migration (UNNM) between destination and origin countries (especially KSA and Ethiopia).

Meanwhile, countries of origin had to face a significant number of returns and repatriations of migrant workers, to 
an economic situation no better than before departure with limited employment prospects. The Indian evacuation 
and repatriation mission by November 2020 facilitated the return of over 3 million Indian nationals.40 Migrant 
workers quite often left their countries of destination without having received all or part of the wages and benefits 
that were due to them, and in most cases they lack access to redress mechanisms.41 Returnees in several countries 
experienced difficulty finding jobs due to a lack of demand and businesses closures; women reported more 
difficulties finding employment than men.42 

Countries of destination had to face also the question of processing forced and voluntary returns. In May 2020, 
the United Nations Network on Migration (UNNM) called on States to suspend forced returns during the COVID-19 
pandemic, in order to protect the health of migrants and communities, and uphold the human rights of all migrants, 
regardless of their status. In most cases, forced returns plummeted during the early months of the pandemic and 
escorted forced returns almost completely ceased. Voluntary return continued to some extent, despite pandemic-
related difficulty in providing post-return support in origin countries. The European Commission for example 
adopted guidance on implementation of the Return Directive under COVID-19 in April 2020, which was followedby 
several Member States as a tool to manage different aspects of return during the pandemic.43

Border closures, besides resulting in increase of the number of stranded migrant workers, have made them more 
vulnerable to the risks associated with smuggling routes, including being exploited by traffickers. The loss of 
income prompted some migrant workers to have recourse to smugglers in order to return home, exposing them 
to hazardous routes and to being exploited by traffickers.44

IOM is an important partner for G20 countries in the field of return and reintegration. To respond to the 
complex challenge of organizing returns during the pandemic, IOM has established a COVID-19 Return Task Force. 

Up to 2 67745 stranded migrants were supported worldwide by the Return Task Force to return home in a safe and 
dignified manner, through both commercial and charter flights. IOM closely coordinated with the governments of 
both host and origin countries, which opened borders on an exceptional basis when commercial flights were not 
possible. As part of a comprehensive support package, a total of 107 212 individuals received some sort of return-
related assistance in 2020. In addition to return support, IOM has been providing assistance to meet stranded 
migrants’ needs, such as food and shelter, childcare, and health assistance including psychosocial counselling, risk 
communication, and COVID-19 preventative measures. Globally in 2020, a total of 73 869 vulnerable or stranded 
migrants were assisted with case management services in light of COVID-19. 

IOM’s Global Assistance Fund, which provides protection and assistance services to migrants vulnerable to violence, 
exploitation and abuse, provided comprehensive protection and assistance services to 229 highly vulnerable 
migrants (15 boys, 1 girl, 104 men and 109 women) between April and December 2020. 

40. ADBI, OECD and ILO (2021), Labor migration in Asia: Impacts of the COVID-19 crisis and the post-pandemic future .
41. ILO (2021), World Employment and Social Outlook: Trends 2021 .
42. ILO (2021), Locked down and in limbo: The global impact of COVID-19 on migrant worker rights and recruitment, forthcoming.
43. See OECD/EMN (2021), for more information on the policy responses in EU and non-EU OECD countries regarding return and 
reintegration during the pandemic Impact of COVID-19 pandemic on voluntary and forced return procedures and policy responses .
44. ILO (2021), World Employment and Social Outlook: Trends 2021 .
45. Task Force funding supported 1 100 beneficiaries for return, with IOM missions assisting an additional 1 577 beneficiaries in 
coordination with the Task Force.

https://migrationnetwork.un.org/un-network-migration-official-statement-forced-returns-migrants-must-be-suspended-times-covid-19
https://www.oecd.org/migration/mig/adbi-book-labor-migration-asia-impacts-covid-19-crisis-post-pandemic-future.pdf
https://www.ilo.org/global/research/global-reports/weso/trends2021/WCMS_795453/lang--en/index.htm
https://ec.europa.eu/home-affairs/sites/default/files/docs/pages/00_eu_inform5_return_en.pdf
https://www.ilo.org/global/research/global-reports/weso/trends2021/WCMS_795453/lang--en/index.htm
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In addition to the return and reintegration activities in the context of COVID-19, in 2020, IOM assisted a total of 
42 18146 migrants in their safe and dignified return home through AVRR programmes. The trend of decreasing 
returns from the European Economic Area (EEA) and an increase from other regions, particularly West and 
Central Africa, continues. However, in 2020, the EEA continued to be the main host region for beneficiaries of 
AVR (39.4 per cent of the total). In 2020 IOM provided 106 230 reintegration services to returnees in 121 country 
worldwide. Reintegration assistance encompassed counselling, social, psychosocial and economic support at the 
pre-departure and post-arrival stages.47 

The ILO has also provided reintegration assistance to countries across all regions facing return of their 
nationals. For example, in Ethiopia the ILO has been supporting the development of reintegration guidelines 
for returnees and has implemented a project that provided technical and financial support for improved 
reintegration assistance to Ethiopian returnees through a holistic and coherent economic and social 
empowerment approach. It focused on individualised and rights based reintegration assistance to returnees.48 
During the COVID-19 pandemic, the ILO among others, provided emergency response and reintegration 
services to returned migrant workers through Migrant Worker Resource Centres (MRCs) across several ASEAN 
countries .49 In 2020, the ILO and UNHCR began the implementation of a regional project to promote the 
socio-economic integration of refugees and forcibly displaced persons in Mexico, Costa Rica and Honduras. 
The project seeks to strengthen public employment services, enhance technical and professional training and 
facilitate financial inclusion and access to social protection for the tens of thousands of people who have been 
forced to flee in the region.50

Analysing the short and medium term impact on remittances 
Despite the COVID-19 driven global economic slowdown, remittance flows remained resilient in 2020, 
falling much less than initially projected. Officially recorded remittance flows to low- and middle-income countries 
(LMICs) reached USD 540 billion in 2020, just 1.6 per cent below the 2019 total of USD 548 billion. The decline 
in recorded remittance flows in 2020 was smaller than the decline during the 2009 global financial crisis 
(4.8 per cent). Further remittance flows to LMICs surpassed foreign direct investment (USD 259 billion) and ODI 
(USD 179 billion) in 2020,51 providing important external finance during the COVID-19 pandemic.52 In 2020, the 
short to medium term trends in remittance flows were varied by region and country, due to a complex mix of 
economic, financial, health and job market related factors (Figure 6).

On the one hand, flows dropped for Europe and Central Asia (9.7 per cent), East Asia and the Pacific (7.9 per cent), 
and sub-Saharan Africa (12.5 per cent)53 owing to differing factors including a concentration of migrant 
communities in the destination countries most affected by lockdowns or economic slowdown, or concentrated in 
sectors deeply affected by the pandemic such as transport and tourism. 

46. Assisted Voluntary Return and Reintegration (AVRR) programme (37 043 migrants), Voluntary Humanitarian Returns (4 038) and 
returns organized with the funding support of the COVID-19 Return Task Force (1 100).
47 . Return and Reintegration Key Highlights 2020 | IOM Publications Platform .
48. ILO (2020), An assessment of labour migration and mobility governance in the IGAD region: Country report for Ethiopia; ILO (n.d.) 
Support to the Reintegration of Returnees in Ethiopia .
49. See, for example, ILO TRIANGLE in ASEAN Programme Quarterly Briefing Notes: Myanmar, Cambodia .
50. ILO (2020), Employment and decent work in refugee and other forced displacement contexts: Compendium of ILO’s lessons 
learned, emerging good practices and policy guidance .
51. World Bank (2021), Resilience COVID-19 Crisis Through a Migration Lens. Migration and Development Brief 34. May. 
52. For a detailed discussion on the effects of the pandemic on remittances from the EU and other OECD non-EU countries see 
OECD / EMN (2020), The impact of COVID-19 on remittances in EU and OECD countries, December. 
53. According to the World Bank, the decline in remittance flows to Sub-Saharan Africa, was almost entirely due to a 27.7 per cent 
decline in remittance flows to Nigeria, which alone accounted for over 40 per cent of remittance flows to the region. Excluding 
Nigeria, remittance flows to Sub-Saharan African increased by 2.3 per cent.

https://publications.iom.int/books/return-and-reintegration-key-highlights-2020
https://www.ilo.org/africa/technical-cooperation/free-movement/WCMS_740549/lang--en/index.htm
https://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---africa/---ro-abidjan/---sro-addis_ababa/documents/publication/wcms_624045.pdf
https://www.ilo.org/asia/publications/WCMS_735107/lang--en/index.htm
https://www.ilo.org/asia/publications/WCMS_735105/lang--en/index.htm
https://www.ilo.org/global/topics/labour-migration/publications/WCMS_763174/lang--en/index.htm
https://www.ilo.org/global/topics/labour-migration/publications/WCMS_763174/lang--en/index.htm
https://www.knomad.org/sites/default/files/2021-05/Migration%20and%20Development%20Brief%2034_1.pdf
https://www.oecd.org/migration/mig/EMN-OECD-Inform-01122020.pdf
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On the other hand, COVID-19 pandemic underscored the counter-cyclical nature of remittances. Migrants indeed 
tend to remit more in times of crisis to support their family and communities back home, notably to mitigate the 
impact on living conditions, education, nutrition, and health. South Asia, Latin America and the Caribbean and 
the Middle East and North Africa saw increases in remittance flows of 5.2 per cent, 6.5 per cent, and 2.3 per cent, 
respectively. Notable country examples include Mexico, Bangladesh, Pakistan.

A combination of factors are behind this rise in reported remittances: a move from informal channels (e.g. carrying 
cash across borders) towards more formal channels; an increase in the digitalization of financial transfers; relatively 
stable economic conditions in some destination countries due to strong fiscal stimulus packages or softer lockdown 
measures/early elimination of COVID-19 restrictions; and cyclical movements in oil prices or currency exchange 
rates .54 However, while there has been an increase in the use of digital transfers, access to digital platforms such 
as mobile wallets remain uneven and an important focus of expansion.

Several positive policy and market developments also contributed to softening the potentially negative impact 
of the COVID-19 pandemic on remittances. The international community worked intensively to assess the 
development and economic impacts of remittances and formulate responses for governments, the private sector 
and diaspora associations including through the Swiss-UK Call to Action, the IFAD Remittance Community Task 
Force, the UN’s Financing for Development process and the UN Migration Network. Governments took active 
measures to attract these essentially private monetary transfers, with several top 10 recipient countries embarking 
on major remittance inducement policies to support and expand remittance inflows. Greater digitalization in the 
financial sector may cut the cost of remittance transfers bringing it closer to the UN SDG target of 3 per cent, 
potentially formalizing remittance flows and enhancing financial inclusion and financial literacy.

Going forward some of the main remittance issues are the economic, fiscal and labour market impact of the 
evolution of the COVID-19 pandemic, the digitization of financial markets (e.g. use of cryptocurrencies), the impact 
of changing remittance flows on existing migrant debt55 and the contributions of returnees.

Source: World Bank, OECD Secretariat calculations.

Figure 6. Evolution of remittances to main recipient countries by share of GDP or absolute amount 
received in 2020, million USD and %, 2018-20
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54. World Bank (2021), Resilience COVID-19 Crisis Through a Migration Lens. Migration and Development Brief 34, May.
55. IOM (2019), Debt and the Migration Experience: Insights from Southeast Asia, Author Dr. Maryann Bylander.

https://www.knomad.org/covid-19-remittances-call-to-action/#:~:text=The%20Call%20to%20Action%20%E2%80%9CRemittances,Networks%20(IAMTN)%20and%20the%20International
https://gfrid.org/covid-19/the-remittance-community-task-force/
https://gfrid.org/covid-19/the-remittance-community-task-force/
https://www.un.org/en/coronavirus/financing-development/heads-of-state-and-government-meeting
https://www.knomad.org/sites/default/files/2021-05/Migration%20and%20Development%20Brief%2034_1.pdf
https://thailand.iom.int/sites/thailand/files/document/publications/Debt%20and%20Migration.pdf
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3. Adapting migration management 
to the recovery challenge 

Safely reopening borders and opportunities for regular mobility
Before the COVID-19 crisis health examinations were a standard and longstanding practice for temporary or 
permanent migrants in a number of G20 countries. A few countries had long required a medical check, administered 
by the authorities, as part of their permit issuance procedure. Others excluded persons with certain chronic 
conditions from access to permanent residence. Health assessments are also common for resettled refugees and 
for asylum seekers. Tourists and other short-term visitors (including business visitors, students, transporters etc.) 
were usually exempted from health screening but in some countries may have to prove they have been vaccinated 
for a range of infectious diseases, or that they have health insurance coverage. 

The COVID-19 pandemic has drastically changed the situation and brought this question to the forefront of public 
debate. During the first phase of the pandemic in 2020, countries took a number of (often non-coordinated) 
actions to limit the spread of the virus (Figure 7).56

Source: IOM/MPI (2021), https://publications.iom.int/system/files/pdf/covid-19-and-the-state-of-global.pdf .

Figure 7 . Health requirements implemented worldwide by type, March-December 2020
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Leverage mobility as a means to achieve effective COVID-19 socio-economic recovery and build back 
better. The crisis has highlighted the importance of international mobility, as well as of migrant workers as an 
essential part of the work force and contributors to economic development. The halt in travel and tourism has 
far-reaching impact, given the interlinked nature of the global economy. The OECD estimates, for example, that 
more than a third of the value added generated by tourism in the domestic economy comes from indirect impacts. 
In this context, reopening safely borders, enabling people to travel internationally based on proof of a negative 
COVID test, will become both an economic imperative and a more realistic option as the global vaccination 
campaign gains speed . 

56. See also IOM publications on this topic here: Cross-border human mobility amid and after COVID-19 .

https://www.iom.int/sites/default/files/documents/issue_brief_cross-border_human_mobility.pdf
https://publications.iom.int/system/files/pdf/covid-19-and-the-state-of-global.pdf
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On 17 March 2021, the European Union published a legislative proposal establishing a common framework for a 
Digital COVID-19 Certificate covering vaccination, testing and recovery. This will put in place an EU level approach 
to issuing, verifying and accepting such certificates, to help holders to exercise their right to free movement within 
the EU, as well as making it easier to wind down COVID-19 restrictions put in place in compliance with EU law”. The 
proposal is open to global initiatives and takes into account ongoing efforts of specialised agencies of the United 
Nations such as the WHO and the International Civil Aviation Organization (ICAO), to establish specifications and 
guidance for using digital technologies for documenting vaccination status.

The WHO also issued “Interim guidance for developing a Smart Vaccination Certificate” (19 March 2021).57 The 
“approach is focused on establishing key specifications, standards and a trust framework for a digital vaccination 
certificate to facilitate implementation of effective and interoperable digital solutions that support COVID-19 
vaccine delivery and monitoring, with intended applicability to other vaccines.” This is not, at present, intended to 
be used for travel purposes, but rather for informing vaccination rollout and policies. However, in principle, it could 
also be used by authorities wishing to take vaccination status into account in their travel policies.

In May 2021, the OECD adopted a blueprint for safer international travel during the COVID-19 pandemic.58 The 
OECD safe travel blueprint is designed to provide a temporary framework in the context of the situation where 
testing certificates will continue to be necessary until the vaccination becomes universal. It is to be implemented 
on a voluntary basis, to promote greater certainty, safety and security in travel as reopening takes place and 
consistent (and complementary) with the most recent certificate initiatives. The OECD blueprint specifies various 
travel protocols to be considered by countries subject to their own considerations of risk associated with importation 
of cases of COVID-19, local rates of vaccination, and other elements of national context. 

Resuming resettlement and expanding complementary pathways   
The year 2020 was a particularly challenging year for refugee resettlement departures. Instead of the 70 000 
departures target planned for 2020 according to the Three-Year Strategy on Resettlement and Complementary 
Pathways,59 only 22 80060 refugees departed with UNHCR and IOM’s assistance, a 64 per cent drop compared to 
2019. Resettlement places allocated by countries already started at a relatively low 57 000 at the beginning of 2020, 
but further dropped to 48 500 places by December. Low departures were due largely to COVID-19, but also to 
unexpectedly fewer resettlement places allocated by countries. Timelines for implementing EU pledges, originally set 
for 2020, were eventually extended to the end of 2021, effectively halving the resettlement quotas allocated for 2020. 

By mid-March 2020, international air travel came to an unprecedented near standstill and resettlement departures 
were limited to a small number of urgent and emergency cases prioritized by UNHCR, IOM, and resettlement 
countries. It was not until approximately July/August 2020 that resettlement departures resumed in significant 
numbers . 

With challenges also came opportunities. As resettlement countries and UNHCR saw their processing capacity of 
resettlement cases dwindle as the dependence on face to face interviews became a liability under COVID-19, new 
mechanisms were required to keep operations moving forward. UNHCR reconfigured its resettlement processing 
modalities to facilitate remote interviews and processing, keeping in mind procedural integrity and safety of 
refugees, UNHCR staff and receiving communities.

Many resettlement states, among them several G20 countries, similarly stepped up to shift to more flexible 
processing through remote virtual interviews and/or expanded dossier consideration of refugee cases. These new 
tools created safer alternatives to ensure the continuance of resettlement activities and sent an important signal to 
host governments and refugees that the pursuit of durable solutions remained a priority throughout the pandemic. 

57. WHO (2021), Interim guidance for developing a Smart Vaccination Certificate, Technical document, March.  
58. OECD (2021), OECD initiative for safe international mobility during the COVID-19 pandemic .
59. UNHCR (2019), Three-Year Strategy on Resettlement and Complementary Pathways .
60. See UNHCR’s Resettlement Data Finder .

https://www.who.int/publications/m/item/interim-guidance-for-developing-a-smart-vaccination-certificate
https://www.oecd.org/health/oecd-initiative-for-safe-international-mobility-during-covid-19-pandemic-including-blueprint.htm
https://www.unhcr.org/protection/resettlement/5d15db254/three-year-strategy-resettlement-complementary-pathways.html
https://rsq.unhcr.org/
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These innovative processing modalities have their limitations but have proven crucial to maintain resettlement 
activities under COVID-19. Although UNHCR submissions of refugees dropped by 52 per cent in 2020 and resettlement 
arrivals fell, without these innovations the impact would have been even more severe. Moreover, these new tools are 
an added resource for the future resettlement processing of refugees in risky or complex situations where face to 
face interviews may not be practical or possible. IOM has also worked closely with resettlement countries to put in 
place critical COVID-19 travel protocols to allow refugees to safely depart on resettlement.  

The second edition of a joint OECD-UNHCR study on the use of safe admission pathways by seven populations with 
a refugee background in OECD countries and Brazil has demonstrated that this avenue continues to be significant 
in scope with substantial potential for expansion.61 The study has shown that almost 1.5 million residence permits 
were granted to these seven population groups62 for family, work or study purposes between 2010 and 2019. 
While family reunification continues to account for almost 69 per cent of permits issued, the report’s findings point 
to the need to lift barriers to accessing family reunification by ensuring the procedures take into consideration the 
refugee character or international protection needs of the reunifying family members. 

Similarly, barriers to access the labour market such as existing costs and documentation requirements continue to 
prevent talented and skilled refugees from accessing these opportunities. States, employers, academic institutions 
and society at large should strive to harness refugees’ existing capacities and skills and expand opportunities for 
them to acquire new skills, knowledge and qualifications. Doing so will not only benefit the individuals but will also 
strategically contribute to the development of the receiving countries and communities and can support post-
conflict stabilization. 

In 2021, the impact of COVID-19 remains significant as resettlement actors struggle to regain their previous 
capacity. Although resettlement innovations have allowed activities to continue, they are more resource intensive 
and slower than pre-pandemic. In some resettlement countries, subsequent COVID-19 waves continue to impact 
communities that receive refugees, while some States continue to restrict arrivals for only the most urgent cases 
or have yet to fully adopt mechanisms that allow for the complete processing of cases. Nevertheless, the United 
States has raised its admission ceiling to 62 500 arrivals for FY2021, and several countries displayed exemplary 
leadership and demonstrated exceptional commitment to not only complete their 2020 targets, even if belatedly, 
but also set new resettlement targets for 2021. It is hoped that the European Union will also come back in 2022 
with strong and increased multiyear commitments to not only resettlement, but also complementary pathways 
and as such further expand access of refugees to solutions and help meet the goals of the Three-Year Strategy on 
Resettlement and Complementary Pathways . 

Making the most of equitable digitalization advancements 
The pandemic has accelerated ongoing trends towards digitalization and automation. Digitalization affects 
all parts of our lives. The expansion of telework, distance learning, online shopping and services is likely irreversible. 
Digitalization has also been critical to cope with the impacts of the pandemic and has pushed governments to 
review their internal processes. Migration and integration are not immune to this transformation — and the 
potential is enormous .

Pre-pandemic, some countries already offered online application for residence permits and long stay visas, but 
the health crisis has created a new impetus to develop such platforms. In 2020, several OECD countries including 
Chile, Greece or France have moved towards web-based applications. More generally, while several G20 countries 
had e-visas (e.g. Australia, Canada, United States, Turkey, India, South Africa) many other countries are now 
considering introducing this in the very short term.

“Digital identities” are becoming more and more entrenched in daily life via social media profiles, search histories, 
GPS location and online purchasing preferences, providing a wealth of data. National governments are starting to 
rely on these sources in migration management, for instance by monitoring Internet and social media searches to 
anticipate migratory movements and for risk assessment in visa applications.

61. See OECD-UNHCR (2021), Safe Pathways II, April.
62. Refers to Afghanistan, Eritrea, Iraq, Islamic Republic of Iran, Somalia, Syria and Venezuela.

https://globalcompactrefugees.org/sites/default/files/2021-05/UNHCR%20Safe%20Pathways%20for%20Refugees%20II%20Web-version001.pdf


2021 ANNUAL INTERNATIONAL MIGRATION AND FORCED DISPLACEMENT TRENDS AND POLICIES REPORT TO THE G20

ADAPTING MIGRATION MANAGEMENT TO THE RECOVERY CHALLENGE 32 

Digital technologies in asylum procedures are already well integrated in some countries including in ID management 
(biometric and alphanumeric identification), speech and dialect recognition, the analysis of mobile data media to 
help determine identity and origin on the basis of metadata stored on the mobile phone (including geodata). 
While some countries use the analysis of facial expressions during asylum hearings to determine honesty and 
truthfulness, others, such as Australia, have chosen not to and have put in place protections such as ensuring that 
adverse decisions such as refusing a visa can only be made by humans, not by automated systems. During the 
lockdown remote interviews with asylum seekers have been used to avoid disruptions in the analysis of asylum 
claims; in many countries, they will be maintained in routine operations. Similarly, digitalization is being more 
commonly used in return operations — notably through remote counselling to help people organise the journey 
home .

Digital technologies can also enable migrants to exercise their rights by widening access to services, such as those 
dedicated to integration, naturalisation, and public health. Online language and orientation courses have been 
made more easily accessible with greater flexibility of use. The pandemic has also prompted the use of online 
platforms to disseminate COVID-19 related information among migrant communities. 

Digitalization can also improve access to opportunity. With teleworking, some (high-skilled) migrants might 
not even have to go through the migration procedure to work in another country. In some cases, indeed, work 
becomes increasingly detached from place of residence and “Digital nomads” may emerge as a new migrant 
category. That said, access to technology and digitization must be equitable and not further perpetuate socio-
economic disadvantages .

Migration and integration systems have much to gain from digitalisation, but new frontiers for 
technology are also new frontiers for governance. It requires robust legislation, monitoring, infrastructure, 
and training for those who are in charge. It also requires that the wealth of available data collected about migrants 
is used responsibly and not to cause harm, for instance through systemic biases and unfair processes.

Careful consideration should be given to the protection of personal data and privacy issues, including for people 
residing abroad who are expressing an interest in migrating and obviously for vulnerable people on the move and 
in need of international protection. Finally, one cannot be assumed that everyone has equal access to connected 
devices. The digitalization of migration and integration services should therefore make sure that it leaves no one 
behind because of a lack of digital skills or barriers to access to technology.63

Building new partnerships 
International cooperation is key to address the challenges associated with international migration and 
instrumental to seize its potential benefits as indicated notably in the Global Compact for Safe, Orderly and 
Regular Migration (GCM). In this context, the idea of skills mobility partnerships has emerged as a way to associate 
migration and skills development, recognition and matching for the mutual benefit of origin and destination 
countries, as well as migrants themselves. 

Skills partnerships can contribute to more effective tapping of the potential of migrants. Migrant workers 
at low- and medium-skill levels are in a particularly vulnerable situation, when it comes to labour exploitation 
and lack of social protection. Skills provide an important avenue to promote migrant workers’ labour market and 
social integration. Upskilling of the workforce in countries of origin is also a powerful tool to promote economic 
development. Lastly, skills needs in destination are often very specific and cannot always be easily matched with 
the workforce abroad. The concept of skills mobility partnership is not new and builds on a variety of bilateral 
agreements already piloted and tested by some G20 countries. However, these programmes have generally 
remained limited in scope and the exception rather than the rule.64 

63. ILO (2021) Digital Refugee Livelihoods and Decent Work – Towards inclusion in a fairer digital economy .
64. See for example OECD (2018) for an in-depth discussion on the concept of Skills Mobility Partnerships .

https://www.ilo.org/global/topics/labour-migration/publications/WCMS_785236/lang--en/index.htm
file:///\\main.oecd.org\Homedir1\Andrzejczak_D\Desktop\What%20would%20make%20Global%20Skills%20Partnerships%20work%20in%20practice
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To address this question, the International Labour Organization (ILO), the International Organization for Migration 
(IOM), the United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO), the International Organisation 
of Employers (IOE), and the International Trade Union Confederation (ITUC) forged the Global Skills Partnership 
on Migration (GSPM) to join forces and mobilise expertise for the development and recognition of skills of migrant 
workers. It aims to support governments, employers and workers as well as their organisations, educational 
institutions and training providers, and other stakeholders to develop and recognize the skills of migrant workers 
with a particular focus on women and youth. 65 To leverage skills mobility to benefit all stakeholders involved, IOM 
has, moreover, formulated in 2019 an approach to effective and sustainable cooperation on skills-based mobility, 
captured in the concept of Skills Mobility Partnerships (SMPs).66

Africa offers great potential for skills mobility partnerships. In this regard, the ILO conducted 13 country 
studies and two sub-regional studies identifying the potential for skills partnerships on migration between 
different countries and skills institutions.67 These studies provided inputs for two tripartite workshops, which 
resulted in the development of partnership opportunities to promote skills training and recognition for migrant 
workers.68 The ILO is already supporting the countries in implementation of partnerships and is currently piloting 
skills training and recognition for migrant workers and refugees in Central Africa to promote skills partnership on 
migration within the Economic Community of Central African States (ECCAS). In West Africa, the ILO is supporting 
Nigeria, Ghana, and Togo in strengthening mutual recognition of each other’s skills and qualifications in key 
sectors / occupations that are most strongly affected by migration between the three countries.69 The ILO is also 
helping Senegal and Mauritania develop their skills partnership around the recognition of prior learning for both 
locals and migrant workers. 

Box 6. The Africa Migration Data Network (AMDN)

On 28 April 2021, the first-ever Africa Migration Data Network (AMDN) was launched by the African Union 
Commission’s Institute of Statistics (STATAFRIC) and IOM’s GMDAC, in close collaboration with Statistics 
Sweden and the OECD. 

The AMDN seeks to a) provide an opportunity to better identify and respond to capacity-development needs 
on the continent, b) promote the sharing of data across countries, and (c) contribute to efforts to harmonize 
migration concepts, definitions and data methods, and to improve the evidence base on migration in Africa — 
in line with IOM’s Continental Strategy for Africa and IOM’s Migration Data Strategy.

Members of the AMDN include officials from National Statistical Offices and key migration-relevant ministries 
from 53 African Union Member States, as well as representatives from 8 Regional Economic Communities 
(AMU, ECOWAS, EAC, IGAD, SADC, COMESA, ECCAS and CEN-SAD) and 4 African development institutions 
(AfDB, UNECA, AFRISTAT and ACBF).

The AMDN is currently managed by a Steering Group (SG), which includes representatives from the AU, IOM, 
Statistics Sweden and OECD. The SG meets on a regular basis to discuss strategic issues and main activities 
of the Network. The establishment of a technical secretariat will be needed for effective coordination and for 
the sustainability of the Network.

65. ILO, IOM, UNESCO, IOE and ITUC (2018), Global Skills Partnership on Migration: Key messages from partners, Information Note. 
66. IOM (2019), Skills-based migration and partnerships: elements and essential prerequisites and IOM (2020) Skills mobility partnerships 
(SMPs). Towards a global approach to skills development and labour mobility . 
67. See IOM (2020), Skills partnerships on migration . 
68. See ILO (2019), Tripartite consultations on skills partnerships on migration: ECOWAS and the Sahel, Workshop Report; and ILO 
(2019), Consultations sous régionales tripartites pour la formulation de partenariats pour les compétences et la migration : CEEAC, 
Rapport d’Atelier . 
69. ILO (2021), Ghana, Nigeria and Togo: Towards mutual recognition of skills in the agriculture and construction sectors .

https://www.ilo.org/skills/pubs/WCMS_653993/lang--en/index.htm
file:///\\main.oecd.org\Homedir1\Andrzejczak_D\Desktop\Skills-based%20migration%20and%20partnerships:%20elements%20and%20essential%20prerequisites
https://eea.iom.int/sites/eea/files/publication/document/Skills-Mobility-Partnerships-Infosheet.pdf
https://eea.iom.int/sites/eea/files/publication/document/Skills-Mobility-Partnerships-Infosheet.pdf
https://www.ilo.org/skills/projects/skill-up/WCMS_745860/lang--en/index.htm
https://www.ilo.org/skills/events/WCMS_729444/lang--en/index.htm
https://www.ilo.org/skills/events/WCMS_729446/lang--fr/index.htm
https://www.ilo.org/skills/pubs/WCMS_790015/lang--en/index.htm
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Beyond, IOM piloted a skills mobility partnership between Belgium and Tunisia that offered Tunisian graduates 
six-month internships in Belgian companies and labour market integration support upon return to Tunisia.70 IOM 
is also providing support to private sector companies in Belgium, the Netherlands, Luxembourg and Italy to recruit 
highly skilled ICT graduates from Senegal and Nigeria, based on the Skills Mobility Partnership model.71 To ensure 
that international mobility of health workers is based on ethical norms and standards and to mitigate the adverse 
effects, the GSPM also provides technical expertise in a research study on the mobility of health workers in Africa. 

To support these policy developments it is important however to improve migration and skills information 
system. In the African context, the African Union Commission’s Institute of Statistics (STATAFRIC) and IOM’s Global 
Migration Data Analysis Centre (GMDAC), Statistics Sweden and the OECD recently launched the Africa Migration 
Data Network (Box 6) to address this gap.

70. See IOM (2020), Paving the way for future labour migration: A Belgian-Tunisian Skills Mobility Partnership . 
71. See IOM (2020), MATCH: Hiring African Talents .

https://eea.iom.int/sites/eea/files/publication/document/Paving-the-way-for-future-labour-migration-Belgian-Tunisian-skills-mobility.pdf
https://belgium.iom.int/sites/belgium/files/Gallery/MATCH_Brochure_EU_final.pdf
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2020 was in many ways an Annus Horribilis that has marked our economies and societies. Migrants and refugees 
have been in the forefront to ensure the continuity of essential services during the pandemic but have also been 
overexposed to the health and economic consequences of the COVID-19. 

G20 countries have, however, taken bold steps to mitigate the immediate impact of the crisis — including on 
migrants and refugees - but the full economic consequences of the pandemic are still unfolding and uncertainties 
remain about the conditions under which borders can be safely reopened and migration and resettlement 
operations resumed, not only to meet protection needs but equally to meet labour market demands through safe 
and legal labour mobility

In the meantime, the crisis may also open the door for systemic transformation and building back better. The use 
of technology and digitalisation contain the promise of more efficient and fair migration and integration systems. 
The changing skills needs in G20 countries may call for developing new and innovative mobility partnerships with 
countries of origin. These opportunities will require interoperability, coordination and international cooperation. 
The G20 is well placed to move this agenda forward by identifying common challenges and opportunities, 
exchanging on good practices and joining forces to improve the availability and quality of international data and 
evidence on migration and forced displacement.

Conclusion 
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