
  

 

COVID-19 Snapshot #65: Irregularity, protection & smuggling Update   

Understanding the migration & mobility implications of COVID-19 

This snapshot provides an update to snapshot #13. These COVID-19 Analytical Snapshots are designed to capture the 
latest information, research 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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Building back better: Improving access to 

rights for vulnerable migrants is key to 

lasting resilience 

 
As States being to prepare for the aftermath of 
the pandemic, while still battling resurgence, con-
cerns grow over migrant communities being left 
behind, in particular those most at risk of exploi-
tation and in need of protection. 
 
“In a context of a continuing global health crisis 
that also has a severe impact on the governance 
of migratory movements, we must remind States 
to treat all migrants with dignity and provide 
them with equal access to services, benefits, in-
formation, and assistance.” 
 
- UN and Regional Experts Felipe González Mo-
rales, Can Ünver , Siobhán  Mullaly, Julissa Mantil-
la Falcón  and Sahli Fadel Maya 
- 
Click here for the press briefing note.  

New research and analysis on COVID-19 and irregularity, smuggling and protection 

 

Migrants with irregular status during the COVID-19 pandemic: Lessons for local authorities by Maria Mallet-Garcia and 

Nicola Delvino 

Assessing the impact of Covid-19 on the EU’s response to irregular migration by Nadia Petroni 

Stranded: The Impacts of COVID-19 on Irregular Migration and Migrant Smuggling by Gabriella Sanchez and Luigi Achilli 

Protection of forced migrants with irregular status during the pandemic generated by Covid-19: An analysis of the Inter-
American Court of Human Rights on Migrants’ Rights by Eveline Viera Brigido and Fabiola Wust Zibetti 
 
Moving Beyond Pandemic: Human Smuggling in an Age of Pandemic  Audio interview with Matt Herbert 
  
How COVID-19 restrictions and the economic consequences are likely to impact migrant smuggling and cross-border 
trafficking in persons to Europe and North America by UNODC Research 

 Regularization 

Falling into irregularity exposes migrants 
to vulnerability and precarious life con-

ditions. As a result of the pandemic, at least ten 
European countries introduced measures to main-
tain or extend legal status. Elsewhere,  at least five 
countries in Asia and three in Africa, have done the 
same.   
Governments of Italy and Thailand have introduced 

large-scale regularizations for undocumented work-

ers which could benefit up to 220,000 and 800,000 

migrants respectively. Regularization is a key means 

to reduce the exploitation of migrants in irregular 

situations and to guarantee access to vital health 

services during the Covid-19 pandemic.  Other 

countries considering similar measures include Ire-

land where a commitment to regularizing undocu-

mented migrants was introduced in the latest Pro-

gramme for Government and South Africa where 

an extension of the Documentation of Zimbabwe-

ans Project (DZP) is to be decided this year.   

 

https://www.ohchr.org/en/NewsEvents/Pages/DisplayNews.aspx?NewsID=26618&LangID=E
https://www.ohchr.org/en/NewsEvents/Pages/DisplayNews.aspx?NewsID=26618&LangID=E
https://www.ohchr.org/en/NewsEvents/Pages/DisplayNews.aspx?NewsID=26618&LangID=E
https://www.ohchr.org/en/NewsEvents/Pages/DisplayNews.aspx?NewsID=26618&LangID=E
https://www.compas.ox.ac.uk/wp-content/uploads/CMISE-Impact-of-COVID-on-access-to-services-for-irregular-migrants.pdf
https://blogs.lse.ac.uk/europpblog/2020/09/23/assessing-the-impact-of-covid-19-on-the-eus-response-to-irregular-migration/
https://cadmus.eui.eu/bitstream/handle/1814/67069/PB_2020_20_MPC.pdf?sequence=1&isAllowed=y
https://siaiap32.univali.br/seer/index.php/nej/article/view/17169
https://siaiap32.univali.br/seer/index.php/nej/article/view/17169
https://www.migrationpolicy.org/multimedia/moving-beyond-pandemic-human-smuggling-age-pandemic
https://www.unodc.org/islamicrepublicofiran/en/how-covid-19-restrictions-and-the-economic-consequences-are-likely-to-impact-migrant-smuggling-and-cross-border-trafficking-in-persons-to-europe-and-north-america.html
https://www.unodc.org/islamicrepublicofiran/en/how-covid-19-restrictions-and-the-economic-consequences-are-likely-to-impact-migrant-smuggling-and-cross-border-trafficking-in-persons-to-europe-and-north-america.html
https://picum.org/regularising-undocumented-people-in-response-to-the-covid-19-pandemic/
https://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---ed_protect/---protrav/---migrant/documents/publication/wcms_743268.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/migrant-integration/news/italian-government-adopts-targeted-regularisation-for-migrant-workers
https://www.japantimes.co.jp/news/2020/12/30/asia-pacific/thailand-work-permits-covid-19/
https://www.unodc.org/documents/human-trafficking/2013/2013_GMG_Thematic_Paper.pdf
https://www.ohchr.org/EN/NewsEvents/Pages/DisplayNews.aspx?NewsID=25774&LangID=E
https://www.gov.ie/en/publication/7e05d-programme-for-government-our-shared-future/
https://www.gov.ie/en/publication/7e05d-programme-for-government-our-shared-future/
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/full/10.1177/0002039720925826
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/full/10.1177/0002039720925826


  

 

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.  

Alarming Trends 
 

Since the start of the Covid-10 pandemic there 

were several reports from Asia and Europe of 

migrants being stranded, at risk to their lives, re-

sulting from States failing to respond to situations 

of distress, including when adrift at sea. Else-

where, in Africa and North America, summary 

returns, excessively lengthy border procedures 

and inability to access protection led to precari-

ous and dangerous conditions and even deaths.  

Recently, IOM has expressed concern over re-

ports of pushbacks at the EU border with Turkey, 

and has called on Greek authorities to investigate 

these allegations, which according to the Council 

of Europe may result in migrants being at risk of 

inhuman and degrading treatment. UN agencies 

and humanitarian organizations have also alerted 

to the deteriorating situation at the location of 

the former Lipa Camp in Bosnia and Herzegovina, 

were stranded migrants’ lives are at immediate 

risk due to a lack of adequate shelter solutions.   

Accessing International Protection 

States have an obligation to protect 

public health and to let asylum-seekers access 

international protection procedures. Many 

states have managed to strike the balance 

through screening and quarantine measures. 

Nonetheless, currently 64 countries impose re-

strictions in access to their territory, which may 

adversely impact on the right to seek asylum. 

 

During the first wave of the pandemic, many 

countries halted procedures, including recep-

tion, registration and documentation. Over the 

past months, practices have significantly im-

proved, and 111 countries have been able to 

maintain their asylum procedures fully or par-

tially operational despite second and third 

waves.  

 

Source: UNHCR COVID-19 Platform – Temporary 

Measures and Impact on Protection 

 Access to healthcare and vaccinations 

In response to the pandemic, a number of 

countries and local authorities have extended partial or 

full healthcare coverage to undocumented migrants.  

Examples at a national level include Ireland and Portugal, 

and at a regional or local level: Ontario, California,  

Gdansk and Milan. 

IOM has urged governments to include all migrants, irre-

spective of legal status in their vaccination plans, and the 

WHO has called for their inclusion in prioritization 

roadmaps. Concerns have been raised about barriers in 

accessing vaccines for undocumented migrants in the 

USA, Colombia and in Europe.  

Uninsured rates among the non-elderly population  

by Immigration status in the USA, 2019 

   

  

  

 

Source: Immigrant Access to COVID-19 Vaccines: Key Issues 

to Consider 

https://www.iom.int/migration-research
https://www.iom.int/news/joint-statement-unhcr-iom-and-unodc-protection-sea-bay-bengal-and-andaman-sea
https://www.ohchr.org/EN/NewsEvents/Pages/DisplayNews.aspx?NewsID=25875&LangID=E
https://www.reuters.com/article/uk-safrica-zimbabwe-border/at-least-15-dead-in-delays-at-south-africa-zimbabwe-border-tv-news-idUKKBN28Z0NV
https://www.hrw.org/report/2021/01/06/im-drowning/children-and-families-sent-harm-us-remain-mexico-program
https://www.iom.int/news/iom-alarmed-over-reports-pushbacks-greece-eu-border-turkey
https://rm.coe.int/1680a06a86
https://rm.coe.int/1680a06a86
https://bih.iom.int/pbn/joint-press-statement
https://im.unhcr.org/covid19_platform/#_ga=2.66742638.1789881933.1594899720-611184440.1594056193
https://im.unhcr.org/covid19_platform/#_ga=2.66742638.1789881933.1594899720-611184440.1594056193
https://emn.ie/new-migration-and-asylum-measures-introduced-in-response-to-covid-19/
https://multimedia.getresponse360.pl/icf-zSG2y/documents/f835ea24-11c1-442a-a45a-49627b57f624.pdf
https://news.ontario.ca/en/release/56401/ontario-expands-coverage-for-care
https://covid19.ca.gov/guide-immigrant-californians/
https://www.gdansk.pl/koronawirus/english,a,167474
https://multimedia.getresponse360.pl/icf-zSG2y/documents/f835ea24-11c1-442a-a45a-49627b57f624.pdf
https://www.iom.int/press-room/press-releases?page=3
https://www.who.int/docs/default-source/immunization/sage/covid/sage-prioritization-roadmap-covid19-vaccines.pdf?Status=Temp&sfvrsn=bf227443_2
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-usa-mexico-immigration-vaccines/mexican-president-offers-to-vaccinate-unlawful-migrants-in-u-s-idUSKBN29B2IN
https://www.theguardian.com/global-development/2020/dec/22/colombia-coronavirus-vaccine-migrants-venezuela-ivan-duque
https://eupha.org/repository/advocacy/MIG_statement_on_COVID19.pdf
https://www.kff.org/racial-equity-and-health-policy/issue-brief/immigrant-access-to-covid-19-vaccines-key-issues-to-consider/
https://www.kff.org/racial-equity-and-health-policy/issue-brief/immigrant-access-to-covid-19-vaccines-key-issues-to-consider/

