
  

 

COVID-19 Analytical Snapshot #38: Social protection of migrants  

Understanding the migration & mobility implications of COVID-19 

The importance of social protection amid  

the COVID-19 pandemic 

With projections that the pandemic could push around 49 
million people worldwide into extreme poverty, social pro-
tection has become an essential component of  COVID re-
sponses to ensure access to health care, as well as job and 
income security. As noted by ILO, evidence from past cri-
ses shows that countries providing robust universal social 
protection systems are better prepared to respond to cri-
ses such as the current pandemic and its socioeconomic 
impacts.  

Between 1 Feb and 12 May, the ILO Social Protection Mon-
itor recorded 915 social protection measures taken by 168 
countries around the world to respond to the crisis (see 
figure below for regional shares). 

 
Migrants are particularly at risk of being left out of these 
social protection measures, especially temporary/seasonal 
migrant workers, those self-employed, working in the in-
formal economy and irregular migrants.   
 

These COVID-19 Analytical Snapshots are designed to capture the latest information and analysis in a  
fast-moving environment.  Topics will be repeated from time to time as analysis develops.  

If you have an item to include, please email us at research@iom.int. 
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New research & analysis on so-

cial protection & COVID-19  

Social protection for migrants dur-

ing the COVID-19 crisis: The right 

and smart choice, by Mauro 

Testaverde  

Migrant farmworkers face height-

ened vulnerabilities during COVID-

19, by Ella Haley et al.  

Social protection and jobs respons-

es to COVID-19: A real-time review 

of country measures, by Ugo Genti-

lini, Mohamed Almenfi and Ian Or-

ton  

Social protection response to the 

COVID-19 crisis: Options for devel-

oping countries, by François 

Gerard, Clément Imbert and Kate 

Orkin 

Did you know…? 

In 2017, it was estimated that only 
45% of the global population was 
effectively covered by at least one 
social benefit, with 4 billion left 
without any such protection.  

https://blogs.worldbank.org/opendata/impact-covid-19-coronavirus-global-poverty-why-sub-saharan-africa-might-be-region-hardest
https://guardian.ng/appointments/ilo-seeks-strengthening-of-social-protection-systems-to-combat-covid-19/
https://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---ed_protect/---soc_sec/documents/publication/wcms_742337.pdf
https://www.social-protection.org/gimi/ShowWiki.action?id=3417
https://www.social-protection.org/gimi/ShowWiki.action?id=3417
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2020/apr/16/stranded-or-shunned-europes-migrant-workers-caught-in-no-mans-land
https://publications.iom.int/books/world-migration-report-2020-chapter-11
https://publications.iom.int/books/world-migration-report-2020-chapter-11
https://blogs.worldbank.org/voices/social-protection-migrants-during-covid-19-crisis-right-and-smart-choice
https://blogs.worldbank.org/voices/social-protection-migrants-during-covid-19-crisis-right-and-smart-choice
https://blogs.worldbank.org/voices/social-protection-migrants-during-covid-19-crisis-right-and-smart-choice
https://foodsystemsjournal.org/index.php/fsj/article/view/810/793
https://foodsystemsjournal.org/index.php/fsj/article/view/810/793
https://foodsystemsjournal.org/index.php/fsj/article/view/810/793
http://documents.worldbank.org/curated/en/377151587420790624/pdf/Social-Protection-and-Jobs-Responses-to-COVID-19-A-Real-Time-Review-of-Country-Measures-April-3-2020.pdf
http://documents.worldbank.org/curated/en/377151587420790624/pdf/Social-Protection-and-Jobs-Responses-to-COVID-19-A-Real-Time-Review-of-Country-Measures-April-3-2020.pdf
http://documents.worldbank.org/curated/en/377151587420790624/pdf/Social-Protection-and-Jobs-Responses-to-COVID-19-A-Real-Time-Review-of-Country-Measures-April-3-2020.pdf
https://econfip.org/policy-brief/social-protection-response-to-the-covid-19-crisis-options-for-developing-countries/
https://econfip.org/policy-brief/social-protection-response-to-the-covid-19-crisis-options-for-developing-countries/
https://econfip.org/policy-brief/social-protection-response-to-the-covid-19-crisis-options-for-developing-countries/
https://www.social-protection.org/gimi/ShowWiki.action?id=3417
https://www.ilo.org/global/publications/books/WCMS_604882/lang--en/index.htm
https://www.ilo.org/global/about-the-ilo/newsroom/news/WCMS_601903/lang--en/index.htm


  

 

This COVID-19 Analytical Snapshot has been produced by IOM Research (research@iom.int).  

Important disclaimer: The opinions expressed in this document are those of the authors and do not neces-
sarily reflect the views of IOM.  The inclusion or presentation of material does not imply the expression of 
any opinion whatsoever on the part of IOM, or of any of its members or partners.  

Access to health care  

With only 33 to 49% of the 

world’s population covered by es-

sential health services in 2017, mi-

grants often do not have or have 

insufficient access to health care, 

let alone heath coverage. Recog-

nizing the global health risks, mi-

grants in some countries have 

been granted free access to COVID

-19 testing and treatment, such as 

temporary migrant workers in Ka-

zakhstan, migrant workers in 

South Korea or irregular migrants  

in Malaysia.  

Irregular migrants 

The situation remains difficult for irregular mi-

grants who often fall outside support pro-

grammes and measures. Some States and local 

authorities have however included irregular 

migrants in their COVID-19 responses:  

  The Pandemic Unemployment Payment in 

Ireland applies irrespective of migration 

status for “employees or self-employed 

people who have lost their job or have 

been laid off due to COVID-19”. 

 The US state of California is giving cash pay-

ments to irregular migrants affected by the 

pandemic as they were left out from the 

pandemic stimulus package.  

Welfare and social safety net measures 

Social safety nets involve direct provision of cash, 

goods or services (food or accommodation, such as 

Indonesia’s ‘rice ATMs’) to alleviate impacts of the 

pandemic. Some countries have extended eligibility 

of such programmes to migrants, including by tempo-

rarily regularizing migrants and asylum seekers who 

had applied for residency (Portugal).  

Other countries, such as Italy, New Zealand, Australia, Myanmar, and Uzbekistan, have 

adopted new programmes to respond to the pandemic which cover as well migrants, es-

pecially those with a residence permit or temporary working visa. Specific measures tar-

geted at migrants have also been adopted in some countries, such as in Panama for 

some 2,500 stranded migrants through the provision of food and accommodation.  

Indonesia’s ‘rice ATMs’ provide rice for 

eligible residents (Source: AP A. Ibrahim)  

https://www.iom.int/migration-research
https://www.healthpolicy-watch.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/09/Full-report.pdf
http://documents.worldbank.org/curated/en/428451587390154689/pdf/Potential-Responses-to-the-COVID-19-Outbreak-in-Support-of-Migrant-Workers-April-21-2020.pdf
http://documents.worldbank.org/curated/en/428451587390154689/pdf/Potential-Responses-to-the-COVID-19-Outbreak-in-Support-of-Migrant-Workers-April-21-2020.pdf
https://www.japantimes.co.jp/opinion/2020/05/05/commentary/world-commentary/south-korea-stopped-covid-19-early/#.Xrvi4GgzaUk
https://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---asia/---ro-bangkok/documents/briefingnote/wcms_741512.pdf
https://www.infomigrants.net/en/post/24566/falling-through-the-cracks-undocumented-workers-in-portugal
https://www.infomigrants.net/en/post/24566/falling-through-the-cracks-undocumented-workers-in-portugal
https://www.iom.int/sites/default/files/documents/covid-19_analytical_snapshot_22_cities_and_local_authorities.pdf
https://www.iom.int/sites/default/files/documents/covid-19_analytical_snapshot_22_cities_and_local_authorities.pdf
https://www.mrci.ie/2020/03/30/covid19-social-welfare-supports-for-workers/
https://www.nytimes.com/2020/05/18/us/coronavirus-undocumented-california.html
https://www.abc.net.au/news/2020-05-13/coronavirus-indonesia-rice-atms-unemployment-poverty/12239456
http://documents.worldbank.org/curated/en/428451587390154689/pdf/Potential-Responses-to-the-COVID-19-Outbreak-in-Support-of-Migrant-Workers-April-21-2020.pdf
http://documents.worldbank.org/curated/en/428451587390154689/pdf/Potential-Responses-to-the-COVID-19-Outbreak-in-Support-of-Migrant-Workers-April-21-2020.pdf
https://www.sbs.com.au/news/federal-government-considers-special-welfare-payments-for-temporary-migrants
https://www.iom.int/news/iom-panama-prepare-covid-19-response-2500-migrants-stranded-borders
https://www.abc.net.au/news/2020-05-13/coronavirus-indonesia-rice-atms-unemployment-poverty/12239456

