
 

 

Visa Extensions 

Visa overstaying is among the primary pathways to 

irregularity. Recognizing the dilemma faced by 

millions of workers and other migrants holding 

soon-to-expire visas, over 20 countries have  

automatically extended visa validity periods. At 

least one country from every region of the world 

has implemented a visa extension policy in 

response to COVID-19. 

Public health governance           

and  irregular migration  

Poorly managed, inadequate or              

discriminatory immigration and health  

system  responses can have multiple    

negative  consequences for the health of       

migrants and the communities with which 

they  interact.  

Migrants in irregular situations,   asy-

lum seekers, exploited and trafficked 

persons may be particularly at risk of 

COVID-19 because their living or 

working environment may expose 

them to the virus without necessary          

protection. 

—UN Special Rapporteurs Felipe González 

Morales and Maria Grazia Giammarinaro.  

Click here for the press briefing note. 

COVID-19 Analytical Snapshot #13: Irregularity, protection & smuggling  

Understanding the migration & mobility implications of COVID-19 

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. 

      Travel restrictions and smuggling 

Even with the most recent travel bans and restrictions, some borders remain porous. As COVID-19 relat-

ed travel restrictions continue to come into effect, there are growing fears that increasingly desperate 

people may turn to smugglers and some may even fall into the hands of human traffickers. The Global 

Initiative Against Transnational Organized Crime released a publication that included information about 

changes in migrant smuggling operations that have occurred in response to COVID-19 measures. For ex-

ample, early evidence in Niger suggests smugglers are moving toward more clandestine routes, which 

may also be more dangerous. On the Venezuela-Colombia border, officials have expressed concerns 

about migrants forced into making risky mobility decisions that include hiring organized smuggling oper-

ations following Colombia’s decision to close many border checkpoints. 

Source: Newland Chase; European Commission 
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https://blog.newlandchase.com/covid-19-latest-travel-and-immigration-disruptions
https://blog.newlandchase.com/covid-19-latest-travel-and-immigration-disruptions
https://www.ohchr.org/EN/NewsEvents/Pages/DisplayNews.aspx?NewsID=25774&LangID=E
https://www.ohchr.org/EN/NewsEvents/Pages/DisplayNews.aspx?NewsID=25774&LangID=E
https://www.ohchr.org/EN/NewsEvents/Pages/DisplayNews.aspx?NewsID=25774&LangID=E
https://www.migrationpolicy.org/news/coronavirus-not-a-migration-problem
https://www.csis.org/analysis/five-ways-covid-19-changing-global-migration
https://globalinitiative.net/covidcrimewatch-n1/
https://globalinitiative.net/covidcrimewatch-n1/
https://globalinitiative.net/wp-content/uploads/2020/03/GI-TOC-Crime-and-Contagion-The-impact-of-a-pandemic-on-organized-crime-1.pdf
https://www.occrp.org/en/daily/11853-colombia-closing-borders-due-to-covid-19-may-boost-organized-crime
https://blog.newlandchase.com/covid-19-latest-travel-and-immigration-disruptions
https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/ip_20_543
https://www.ohchr.org/EN/NewsEvents/Pages/DisplayNews.aspx?NewsID=25774&LangID=E


 

 

Essential services access for migrants of irregular status 

States, cities and civil-society organizations have taken measures 

to address disparities in access to essential services among irreg-

ular workers. Among these are: 

 Portugal has opened access to state support systems to asy-

lum-seekers and irregular migrants.  

 New York City is providing many services to all residents    

regardless of  status documentation. 

 GCIR, a consortium of civil-society organizations, foundations 

and private companies have organized resources for migrants 

with regular and irregular status in the United States. 

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.  

Detention & deportation  

Some countries have continued 

to detain and deport irregular 

migrants during the pandemic, 

despite the health risks and 

travel restrictions.  A number of 

countries have started to 

release some irregular migrants 

from immigration detention. In 

other cases, judicial orders 

have been made for release 

due to COVID-19 infections in 

detention facilities. 

Support to migrant workers with irregular status 

Irregular migrant workers consistently have less support in place to ensure their continued employment 

and ensure proper protection from COVID-19, even in the labour industries which have been deemed 

“essential” by governments during lockdowns. Some articles/guides on vulnerabilities and policy re-

sponses to protect irregular migrant workers include: 

 Guidance for employers and business to enhance migrant worker protection during the current 

health crisis by IOM 

 ILO Standards and COVID-19 (coronavirus) FAQ: by the International Labour Organization 

 Living in fear during the COVID-19 crisis: migrant women with insecure immigration status and do-

mestic violence by Cathy McIlwaine 

         Information Communication Technology and Smuggling 

The use of technology, such as communication apps to share the latest information, including to support 

clandestine border crossings, has raised valid questions concerning the extent to which technology has 

been used to support irregular migration and smuggling, as well as to  enable migrants to avoid abusive 

and   exploitative migrant smugglers and human traffickers. ICTs have become even more central to mi-

grant decision-making in the era of COVID-19, when public health information and misinformation can be 

easily spread via messaging platforms such as WhatsApp or WeChat. 

https://www.reuters.com/article/us-health-coronavirus-portugal/portugal-to-treat-migrants-as-residents-during-coronavirus-crisis-idUSKBN21F0N7
https://www1.nyc.gov/site/doh/covid/covid-19-main.page
https://www1.nyc.gov/site/immigrants/help/city-services/resources-for-immigrant-communities-during-covid-19-pandemic.page
https://www.gcir.org/covid19?fbclid=IwAR1KVlm_EWvDq_GjcwMqEUKYSuuW0TBahaQFH7BViKCS-GmnuDgdF_rAwPk
https://www.iom.int/migration-research
https://www.themarshallproject.org/2020/03/24/everybody-s-scared-panic-at-immigrant-detention-center-after-positive-coronavirus-test
https://www.theguardian.com/us-news/2020/apr/02/deported-coronavirus-ice-family-separations
https://www.globaldetentionproject.org/countries/europe/belgium
https://www.forbes.com/sites/freylindsay/2020/03/26/the-uk-has-released-350-immigration-detainees-amidst-coronavirus-but-hundreds-remain/#5d1b4c8d7d81
http://bds.org/wp-content/uploads/Basank-v.-Decker-TRO-Grant.pdf
https://www.weforum.org/agenda/2020/04/the-coronavirus-pandemic-could-be-devastating-for-the-worlds-refugees/
https://www.weforum.org/agenda/2020/04/the-coronavirus-pandemic-could-be-devastating-for-the-worlds-refugees/
https://www.theguardian.com/global-development/2020/mar/20/covid-19-lockdown-turns-qatars-largest-migrant-camp-into-virtual-prison
https://www.nytimes.com/2020/04/02/us/coronavirus-undocumented-immigrant-farmworkers-agriculture.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2020/04/02/us/coronavirus-undocumented-immigrant-farmworkers-agriculture.html
https://iris.iom.int/sites/default/files/IOM-COVID%2019_Employer_Guidance_V1.pdf
https://iris.iom.int/sites/default/files/IOM-COVID%2019_Employer_Guidance_V1.pdf
https://www.ilo.org/global/standards/WCMS_739937/lang--en/index.htm
https://www.compas.ox.ac.uk/2020/living-in-fear-during-the-covid-19-crisis-migrant-women-with-insecure-immigration-status-and-domestic-violence/
https://www.compas.ox.ac.uk/2020/living-in-fear-during-the-covid-19-crisis-migrant-women-with-insecure-immigration-status-and-domestic-violence/
https://publications.iom.int/books/migration-policy-practice-vol-vi-number-1-february-march-2016
https://www.compas.ox.ac.uk/2020/dangerous-digital-liaisons-an-inquiry-into-digital-policies-regarding-migrant-smuggling-on-social-media/
https://publications.iom.int/books/migrant-smuggling-data-and-research-global-review-emerging-evidence-base-volume-2
https://publications.iom.int/books/migrant-smuggling-data-and-research-global-review-emerging-evidence-base-volume-2
https://www.bmj.com/content/369/bmj.m1417.full
https://www.bmj.com/content/368/bmj.m1160.full
https://www.bmj.com/content/368/bmj.m1160.full
https://www.thelancet.com/journals/lanpsy/article/PIIS2215-0366(20)30076-6/fulltext

