
  

 

COVID-19 Analytical Snapshot #45: Travel restrictions and mobility UPDATE  

Understanding the migration & mobility implications of COVID-19 

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

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

 

Stranded: the impacts of COVID-19 on 
irregular migration and migrant 
smuggling by Gabriella Sanchez and 
Luigi Achilli 
 
Migration and Immigration: Uganda 
and the COVID-19 Pandemic by Agnes 
Igoye 
 
The Migrant-Citizen Nexus in View of 
the Coronavirus Pandemic: Can We 
De-Migranticize Responses? By Janine 
Dahinden  

 
 
In recent months, the world has witnessed unprecedent-
ed levels of mobility restrictions, as countries across the 
world try to reign in the spread of COVID-19. As reported 
by the United Nations World Tourism Organization 
(UNWTO), 100% of global destinations had imposed trav-
el restrictions by April 20, with far reaching socio-
economic ramifications which many countries are cur-
rently grappling with. However, as COVID-19 infections 
and deaths start to fall in some parts of the world, the  
tide is beginning to turn, and several countries are 
starting to ease travel/movement restrictions.   

Easing travel and movement restrictions   

Newly released research from UNWTO, published at 
end of May, shows that 3% of global destinations had 
started to reduce travel restrictions, with 7 destinations 
easing travel restrictions for tourism, while several had 
began discussions on reopening borders.  

Italy, one of the worst hit European countries and which 
imposed one of the toughest lockdowns, reopened its 
borders to tourists from Europe on June 3. Norway and 
Denmark also planned ease travel between the two 
countries as early as mid-June, while the Baltic States - 
Lithuania, Latvia and Estonia – were among the first to 
establish the so-called ‘travel bubble’, allowing free 
movement between the three countries.  

Countries such as India and South Africa, also concerned 
about the toll that the lockdowns are having on their 
economies, have started to ease internal lockdowns, 
even as infection rates continue to rise.   

 

 

Access challenges and the im-
plications of border restrictions 

In May UNHCR and IOM issued a brief 
detailing access challenges and the 
implications of border restrictions. 
The brief stresses that exceptions to 
travel restrictions are needed “to 
safeguard basic rights, including for 
refugees, asylum seekers and mi-
grants”. The brief also notes that   
often these exceptions are not being 
observed by many governments, 
putting human rights at serious risk.  

https://publications.iom.int/books/world-migration-report-2020-chapter-11
https://cadmus.eui.eu/handle/1814/67069
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https://cadmus.eui.eu/handle/1814/67069
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/10999922.2020.1753383
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/10999922.2020.1753383
https://blog.nccr-onthemove.ch/the-migrant-citizen-nexus-in-view-of-the-coronavirus-pandemic-can-we-de-migranticize-responses/
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https://www.unwto.org/news/covid-19-travel-restrictions
https://publications.iom.int/books/world-migration-report-2020-chapter-11
https://www.unwto.org/news/covid-19-restrictions-on-tourism-travel
https://www.unwto.org/news/covid-19-restrictions-on-tourism-travel
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-europe-52914089
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-europe-52914089
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2020/may/29/norway-and-denmark-drop-mutual-border-controls-but-exclude-sweden-coronavirus
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2020/may/29/norway-and-denmark-drop-mutual-border-controls-but-exclude-sweden-coronavirus
https://www.theguardian.com/travel/2020/may/18/europe-holidays-which-european-countries-are-easing-coronavirus-travel-restrictions-lockdown-measures
https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2020/06/india-world-7-coronavirus-cases-lockdown-eases-200601062428892.html
https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2020-05-30/s-africa-opens-4-airports-for-business-travel-as-lockdown-eases
https://publications.iom.int/books/world-migration-report-2020-chapter-11
https://publications.iom.int/books/world-migration-report-2020-chapter-11
https://interagencystandingcommittee.org/inter-agency-standing-committee/covid-19-access-challenges-and-implications-border-restrictions
https://interagencystandingcommittee.org/inter-agency-standing-committee/covid-19-access-challenges-and-implications-border-restrictions
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The Swiss National Center of 

Competence in Research (NCCR) 

has created the Citizenship Migra-

tion and Mobility in a Pandemic 

(MMP) tool, which provides de-

tailed information on Internation-

al travel restrictions and mobility 

and border controls.   

 

Global guidelines to restart tourism  

As various countries around the world start to ease 
travel and movement restrictions, the United Nations 
World Tourism Organization (UNWTO) has released 
guidelines for countries to restart tourism. The tour-
ism sector is expected to be hard hit by the pandemic, 
with tourist arrivals projected to decline by 60-80 per 
cent in 2020, risking between 100-200 million jobs. To 
learn more about COVID-19’s implications for tourism, 
read Analytical Snapshot #41.  

Increase in migrant smuggling and human trafficking 

The United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime (UNODC) recently released a research brief which explores 
scenarios of how smuggling of migrants and trafficking in persons across borders to Europe and North 
America could be impacted by the current pandemic. The brief shows that despite travel and movement 
restrictions, smuggling of migrants continues and demand for people smugglers may even increase, as 
many flee conflict, violence, human rights abuses, and risky living conditions. The brief also notes that the 
heavy toll that the pandemic and related measures to curb its spread are having on economies world-
wide, resulting in high unemployment, are likely to drive up cross-border trafficking in persons.  

Supporting stranded migrants 

Many migrants remain stranded across the world, unable to 
return home due travel restrictions and not able to work be-
cause of internal lockdowns. IOM continues to support mi-
grants in these situations; in countries such as Egypt and Tu-
nisia, for example, the IOM-EU join Initiative is providing ur-
gent assistance to stranded migrants in the form of food 
vouchers as well as non-food items such as hygiene kits. In 
West African countries such as Cote d’Ivoire, IOM has been 
providing essential items to stranded migrants. The Organi-
zation also recently provided urgent medical support to 
some of the hundreds of Rohingya refugees who had been 
stranded at sea upon their disembarkation near Cox’s Bazar, 
Bangladesh.  

In a recent video launching a UN policy 
brief on COVID-19 and People on the 
Move, UN Secretary General António Gu-
terres says that:  

“more than 150 countries have im-
posed border restrictions to contain 
the spread of the virus.  At least 99 
states make no exception for people 
seeking asylum from persecution.” 

https://www.iom.int/migration-research
https://nccr-onthemove.ch/news-covid-19-and-mobility/migration-and-mobility-in-a-pandemic/
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https://nccr-onthemove.ch/news-covid-19-and-mobility/migration-and-mobility-in-a-pandemic/
https://webunwto.s3.eu-west-1.amazonaws.com/s3fs-public/2020-05/UNWTO-Global-Guidelines-to-Restart-Tourism.pdf
https://www.unwto.org/news/unwto-launches-global-guidelines-to-restart-tourism
https://www.unwto.org/news/unwto-launches-global-guidelines-to-restart-tourism
https://www.unwto.org/news/unwto-launches-global-guidelines-to-restart-tourism
https://www.iom.int/sites/default/files/documents/covid-19_analytical_snapshot_41_-_implications_for_tourism.pdf
https://www.unodc.org/unodc/frontpage/2020/May/covid-19-measures-likely-to-lead-to-an-increase-in-migrant-smuggling-and-human-trafficking-in-longer-term--unodc-report-finds.html
https://migrationjointinitiative.org/news/eu-iom-joint-initiative-stepping-support-stranded-and-vulnerable-migrants-egypt-and-tunisia
https://www.iom.int/news/iom-supports-migrants-stranded-cote-divoire-ghana-border-border-officials-trained-and-equipped
https://www.iom.int/news/iom-calls-rescue-and-safe-disembarkation-rohingya-stranded-sea
https://www.un.org/en/coronavirus/covid-19-crisis-opportunity-reimagine-human-mobility
https://www.un.org/sites/un2.un.org/files/sg_policy_brief_on_people_on_the_move.pdf
https://www.un.org/sites/un2.un.org/files/sg_policy_brief_on_people_on_the_move.pdf
https://nccr-onthemove.ch/news-covid-19-and-mobility/migration-and-mobility-in-a-pandemic/

