
  Migrant health workers 

Health worker migration is linked to the ex-

isting global shortage of health professionals, 

but has been further exposed during the pan-

demic.  As hospitals in Italy began to be inun-

dated with coronavirus patients, health care 

workers from Albania, Poland, China, Cuba, 

Russia and elsewhere flew in to assist. 

In many countries, migrants are often over-

represented in the health sector compared 

with other sectors, and have been serving on 

the front line in many countries as the health 

crisis has escalated. Policy changes have been 

needed, such as: 

 Australia lifted working hour restrictions 

for student nurses  

 Germany is enlisting the help of unregis-

tered migrant medics  

 New York is now allowing foreign medical 

graduates with at least a year of graduate 

medical school to care for patients.  
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Understanding the migration & mobility implications of COVID-19  

 

The critical contributions of migrants to societies 

has been highlighted during the pandemic. In 

European countries, migrants play major roles in 

essential service sectors, such as  agriculture, 

domestic and care work, public health, food pro-

duction and transport. In the UK, people are be-

ing urged to “Pick for Britain” to avoid crop loss 

and Romanian farm workers are being flown in 

to assist farmers. Similar problems in farming are 

occurring in Australia, Germany, India, Italy, 

Spain, Thailand, Turkey, and the United States. 

One of the things that this current crisis 

is teaching us is that many people that 

we consider to be low skilled are actual-

ly pretty crucial to the smooth running of 

our country and are in fact recognised 

key workers.”  

  UK Member of Parliament, Steve Double 

 

The pandemic has hit the world at a time when discussions on migration and migrants are often nega-

tively skewed. Now, more than ever before, it is important to reflect on the contributions that migrants 

have made, both to their communities of origin and destination. Migrants’ contributions globally 

stretch back hundreds of years, but have arguably become more evident in recent decades, especially 

in three areas: sociocultural, civic–political and economic contributions. Despite emerging impedi-

ments to the recognition of migrants’ contributions, COVID-19 is showing us how important migrants 

are, and how inter-connected and interdependent our societies are becoming. 

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. 

Migrants’ contributions...before the pandemic 
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Migrants proving essential 

during COVID-19 

https://publications.iom.int/system/files/pdf/wmr_2020_en_ch_7.pdf
https://balkaninsight.com/2020/03/28/albania-sends-30-doctors-to-help-italy-fight-coronavirus/
https://www.wantedinrome.com/news/coronavirus-poland-sends-doctors-to-help-italy.html
https://www.npr.org/sections/coronavirus-live-updates/2020/03/25/821345465/for-help-on-coronavirus-italy-turns-to-china-russia-and-cuba
https://www.npr.org/sections/coronavirus-live-updates/2020/03/25/821345465/for-help-on-coronavirus-italy-turns-to-china-russia-and-cuba
https://www.cgdev.org/blog/migrant-health-workers-are-covid-19-frontline-we-need-more-them
https://www.cgdev.org/blog/migrant-health-workers-are-covid-19-frontline-we-need-more-them
https://www.smh.com.au/national/visa-work-restrictions-lifted-on-20-000-international-student-nurses-20200318-p54bfz.html
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-health-coronavirus-germany-refugees/refugees-to-the-rescue-germany-taps-migrant-medics-to-battle-virus-idUSKBN21C2IG
https://www.medpagetoday.com/infectiousdisease/covid19/85618
https://www.etuc.org/en/document/overlooked-migrant-workers-covid-19-crisis
https://www.marketplace.org/2020/04/08/jobless-brits-urged-to-pick-for-britain-as-covid-19-blocks-foreign-farmworkers/
https://www.bbc.com/news/business-52293061
https://www.abc.net.au/news/2020-03-29/mandarin-harvest:-the-effect-of-covid-19-on-fruit/12101184
https://www.euractiv.com/section/agriculture-food/news/germany-to-relax-coronavirus-border-controls-for-farm-workers/
https://www.voanews.com/science-health/coronavirus-outbreak/indian-farmers-struggle-harvest-sell-crops-during-covid
https://www.euractiv.com/section/agriculture-food/news/italy-looks-to-non-eu-migrants-plug-gap-in-agricultural-workforce/
https://www.theolivepress.es/spain-news/2020/04/15/covid-19-lack-of-migrant-workers-puts-spains-supermarket-fresh-food-stocks-in-jeopardy/
https://www.iom.int/news/migrant-workers-stream-home-thailands-economy-goes-covid-19-lockdown
https://www.dailysabah.com/business/economy/turkeys-migratory-workers-demand-covid-19-protection-as-agricultural-season-begins
https://www.world-grain.com/articles/13479-covid-19-impacts-agriculture-from-farm-to-fork
https://www.independent.co.uk/news/uk/politics/coronavirus-brexit-immigration-system-key-workers-low-skilled-steve-double-a9419116.html
https://publications.iom.int/books/world-migration-report-2020-chapter-5
https://www.iom.int/wmr/2018/chapter/06


        The need for accurate COVID-19 information in multiple languages  

Public health information has been critical in the COVID-19 response. In many communities, migrants 

and migrant associations have come forward to provide translations of essential public health mes-

saging. Migrants in Italy, Kuwait and across Africa have been busy translating information into lan-

guages to help get clear messages across and avoid confusion. Doctors of the World has translated 

coronavirus guidelines into 45 languages for use around the world. In Sweden, message groups on 

COVID-19 in 15 language have been set up by migrant associations.  

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.  

        Refugees against COVID-19  
 

We often hear of the heightened risk to refugees 

and internally displaced persons from the corona-

virus. There is widespread and deep concern that 

these already vulnerable populations will be 

amongst the groups most affected by COVID-19. The 

UN response is designed to assist and support these 

vulnerable groups. We hear less, however, about the 

refugees around the world who are taking action 

and contributing to the fight against coronavirus: 

 In Iran refugees are making masks and other per-

sonal protective equipment 

 In Jordan, Syrian refugee women are making and 

distributing soap to support good hygiene prac-

tices, and in Niger, refugees displaced from Nige-

ria are doing the same. 

 In Switzerland, Syrian refugee volunteers are 

shopping for elderly and others who need to stay 

home. 

 In France, refugees are supporting local authority 

initiatives by working in farms to harvest crops. 

Migrant domestic workers               

on the front line 

Because their work requires them to be 

in others’ homes, and come in close con-

tact with individuals and items that may 

be carrying the virus, domestic workers 

are front line workers in this pandemic, 

and at risk. Most domestic workers are 

women and many are migrants (see fig-

ure below). Read this article, which out-

lines responses in South Africa, Mexico, 

USA, the Netherlands, India and Brazil. 

 
Migrant domestic workers by destination 

country income level and sex  
 

Source: World Migration Report, based on ILO data. 

https://ec.europa.eu/migrant-integration/librarydoc/migrants-in-italian-town-translate-ministerial-guidelines-on-covid-19
https://www.solidaritycenter.org/covid-19-unions-mobilize-across-middle-east-n-africa/
http://www.rfi.fr/en/international/20200403-grassroots-solidarity-as-covid-19-information-translated-into-african-local-languages
https://www.doctorsoftheworld.org.uk/coronavirus-information/
https://ec.europa.eu/migrant-integration/intpract/swedish-immigrant-associations-set-up-covid-19-message-groups-in-15-languages
https://www.iom.int/migration-research
https://www.weforum.org/agenda/2020/04/the-coronavirus-pandemic-could-be-devastating-for-the-worlds-refugees/
https://news.un.org/en/story/2020/03/1060702
http://wfpusa.org/stories/iranian-refugees-volunteer-produce-covid-19-masks/
https://twitter.com/Refugees/status/1244270839563825154
https://twitter.com/UNHCRNiger/status/1244655036501721090
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=_p__zNsCPnY&feature=emb_title
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=VQDGpZ0ZrN4
https://www.wiego.org/domestic-workers-frontline-care-workers-face-covid-19-challenges
https://publications.iom.int/system/files/pdf/wmr_2018_en_chapter2.pdf
https://publications.iom.int/system/files/pdf/wmr_2018_en_chapter2.pdf

