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COVID-19 Analytical Snapshot #10: Economic Impacts on Migrants  

Understanding the migration & mobility implications of COVID-19  

The latest available estimates from 

the ILO indicate that there are 164 

million migrant workers around the 

world, accounting for 64% of (the 

then 258 million) international mi-

grants.  
 

 95.7 million (58%) of migrant 

workers are male; 

 111 million (68%) reside in high-

income countries; and 

 99.6 million (61%) reside in one of 

three regions: Northern America; 

Northern, Southern and Western 

Europe; and the Arab States. 

 

While the most immediate impact of COVID-19 is related to health, the pandemic also raises economic 

issues. The International Labor Organization (ILO) has estimated that under an extreme scenario, the pan-

demic’s impact on economic growth could increase global unemployment by 24.7 million. However, the 

ILO have since warned that the true number could be far higher — in the USA alone, almost 16 million 

people have filed new claims for unemployment benefits in the past three weeks. 

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. 

[M]igrants tend to be over-

represented in those sectors 

that are likely to see the 

brunt of this [COVID-19].  

Michael Newson, Senior Labour 

Mobility & Human Development 

Specialist, IOM 

The global economic impact of COVID-19 
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Migrants are particularly vulnerable to the economic im-

pacts of the pandemic: in high-income countries across 

the world, from the EU and the UK to Japan, Argentina 

and the US, they are more likely to work in industries 

that are more disrupted by COVID-19, such as manufac-

turing and hospitality.  

While some countries, including Russia and the UAE, 

have  relaxed rules to make it easier for labour migrants 

to renew their work permits, elsewhere the imposition 

of travel restrictions and halting of the issuing of work 

permits has left some migrants unable to reach their 

place of employment, with no other source of income.  

Even in cases where states are stepping in and replacing 

lost income, workers who cross borders to reach their 

jobs are missing out on vital support.    

The economic impact of COVID-
19 on migrant workers 

Who are migrant workers? 

https://www.who.int/hrh/com-heeg/International_migration_online.pdf
https://publications.iom.int/books/world-migration-report-2020-chapter-2
https://www.ilo.org/global/about-the-ilo/newsroom/news/WCMS_738742/lang--en/index.htm
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-health-coronavirus-unemployment-exclu/exclusive-coronavirus-crisis-could-destroy-far-more-than-25-million-jobs-ilo-official-idUSKBN21D2MM
https://www.nytimes.com/2020/04/09/business/economy/unemployment-claim-numbers-coronavirus.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2020/04/09/business/economy/unemployment-claim-numbers-coronavirus.html
https://twitter.com/UNmigration/status/1241779171195404288
https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/statistics-explained/index.php/People_in_the_EU_-_statistics_on_origin_of_residents#Occupation_by_place_of_birth
https://www.ippr.org/blog/migrant-workers-and-coronavirus
https://www.statista.com/chart/16838/number-of-foreign-workers-in-japan/
https://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---ed_protect/---protrav/---migrant/documents/publication/wcms_634640.pdf
https://www.bls.gov/news.release/pdf/forbrn.pdf
https://www.weforum.org/agenda/2020/03/this-is-the-human-impact-of-covid-19-and-how-business-can-help/
https://www.weforum.org/agenda/2020/03/this-is-the-human-impact-of-covid-19-and-how-business-can-help/
https://www.aa.com.tr/en/latest-on-coronavirus-outbreak/russia-facilitates-foreign-stay-amid-coronavirus-fears/1772279
https://www.arabianbusiness.com/politics-economics/443769-uae-government-announces-automatic-renewal-of-work-permits-visas
https://migration.iom.int/
https://www.reuters.com/article/health-coronavirus-jobs-asia/hungry-stranded-and-broke-coronavirus-travel-bans-hit-migrant-workers-idUSL8N2BA7OW
https://www.reuters.com/article/health-coronavirus-jobs-asia/hungry-stranded-and-broke-coronavirus-travel-bans-hit-migrant-workers-idUSL8N2BA7OW
https://www.irishtimes.com/news/social-affairs/cross-border-workers-denied-covid-19-emergency-benefit-tds-say-1.4217056


COVID-19 and international remittances 

In 2019, migrants are estimated to have sent $551 billion in international remittances to family in low 

and middle income countries, over three times the amount of official aid received. However, as indus-

tries shut down, it is becoming increasingly difficult for migrants to send remittances internationally. 

This is not only a cause for concern for smaller economies that receive large remittances relative to the 

size of their economies, but also for larger economies that rely heavily on international remittances in 

US dollar terms, such as the Philippines and India — these countries are predicted to see a fall in re-

mittances received while at the same time migrant workers are expected to return and add to the 

number of unemployed. Countries that rely on international remittances to alleviate poverty are ex-

pected to be hard hit. In Tajikistan, international remittances were almost 30% of GDP in late 2019, 

contributing to food, shelter and other basic needs. Nearby in Kyrgyzstan, remittances have been esti-

mated to reduce the national poverty rate by 6–7 per cent.  

The impact on seasonal work 

Meeting labour shortages caused by the COVID-19 

travel restrictions is becoming time-critical in the agri-

cultural sector. Long dependent upon migrant labour, 

governments across the developed world are working 

fast to avoid crop losses. 

In Australia and New Zealand, which are both mid-

harvest, governments are seeking to extend the work 

permits of seasonal workers before they expire.  

Where the harvest season is yet to get underway, 

travel restrictions have been modified to allow the 

entry of seasonal workers: to ensure their smooth 

passage the EU has classified these workers as essen-

tial, while the US has removed the requirement for an 

interview prior to arrival. In Germany and Italy, the 

respective agricultural ministers have proposed lifting 

working restrictions on asylum seekers.  

Fighting COVID-19 with visas 

To enable healthcare workers to focus on 

the fight against COVID-19, the UK gov-

ernment has extended the visas of mi-

grant healthcare workers, free of charge, 

for one year, while migrant nurses have 

had the deadline for skill tests extended. 

Similarly, the Australian government has 

lifted restrictions on international nurs-

ing students to allow them to work as 

many hours as non-migrants.  

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 necessarily 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.  

   1 in 6 nurses            
practicing in an OECD country in 

2010/11 were born overseas (15%). 

https://blogs.worldbank.org/peoplemove/data-release-remittances-low-and-middle-income-countries-track-reach-551-billion-2019
http://www.ipsnews.net/2020/04/the-economic-impact-of-covid-19-on-developing-countries/
https://blogs.worldbank.org/peoplemove/data-release-remittances-low-and-middle-income-countries-track-reach-551-billion-2019
https://www.ft.com/content/e71b9fa6-2e94-439b-985d-88b4bbed71b8
https://publications.iom.int/books/world-migration-report-2020-chapter-2
https://www.worldbank.org/en/topic/migrationremittancesdiasporaissues/brief/migration-remittances-data
https://publications.iom.int/system/files/pdf/wmr_2020_en_ch_3_1.pdf
https://migration.iom.int/
https://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---ed_protect/---protrav/---migrant/documents/publication/wcms_538710.pdf
https://www.migrationpolicy.org/news/meeting-seasonal-labor-needs-age-covid-19
https://www.migrationpolicy.org/news/meeting-seasonal-labor-needs-age-covid-19
https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/ip_20_545
https://www.washingtonpost.com/business/2020/03/18/seasonal-farmworkers-visas-food-supply-chain-coronavirus/
https://www.forbes.com/sites/freylindsay/2020/03/26/germanys-agriculture-minister-wants-asylum-seekers-to-help-with-coronavirus-labor-shortages/#53b6856e5e18
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2020/apr/03/farmers-across-europe-bank-on-improvised-armies-of-pickers-to-save-harvest
https://publications.iom.int/books/world-migration-report-2020-chapter-6
https://www.gov.uk/government/news/nhs-frontline-workers-visas-extended-so-they-can-focus-on-fighting-coronavirus
https://www.smh.com.au/national/visa-work-restrictions-lifted-on-20-000-international-student-nurses-20200318-p54bfz.html
https://www.iom.int/migration-research
https://www.who.int/hrh/com-heeg/International_migration_online.pdf

