
  

 

COVID-19 Analytical Snapshot #54: Returning Migrants UPDATE 

Understanding the migration & mobility implications of COVID-19 

This snapshot updates #40. These COVID-19 Analytical Snapshots are designed to capture the latest research, infor-
mation 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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New research & analysis on   

returning migrants      

Stranded irregular migrant workers during 

COVID-19 crisis: The question of repatria-

tion by Ahmet Içduygu 

Repatriating Filipino migrant workers in 

the time of the pandemic by  Maruja M.B. 

Asis 

Return and Reintegration without Assimi-

lation: South Asian Migrant Workers in the 

Gulf during COVID-19 by Bilesha We-

eraratne   

COVID-19 and Reverse Migration in Nepal 

by Upasana Khadka 

The COVID-19 Pandemic: Challenges and 

Reality of Quarantine, Isolation and Social 

Distancing for the Returnee Migrants in 

Bangladesh by Kazi Abduk Mannan & 

Khandaker Mursheda Farhana  

Migrants’ return: Overcoming diplomatic challenges  

The pandemic has highlighted returning citizens in need of consular assistance can overcome tense dip-

lomatic relations. For instance, despite a lack of formal diplomatic ties, Turkey and Armenia, with diplo-

matic support from Georgia, managed to facilitate an evacuation corridor for hundreds of Armenian mi-

grants returning from Turkey via Georgia.  

By June, more than 60,000 Armenians had returned to Armenia from Russia and other parts of Europe, 

with an estimated 5,000 remaining in Russia. 

Migrants’ dilemma: To stay or to go 

Many migrants have been faced with the dilem-

ma of staying in their destination country or re-

turning to their country of origin. For some mi-

grants, the decision of returning back home has 

appeared as a viable survival strategy, if not the 

only one, after losing their jobs and not being 

able to access support measures, including so-

cial protection. The predicament awaiting many 

migrants back home reveals the precarious situ-

ation the pandemic has created:  

 Thousands of Venezuelans have reportedly 

returned home despite the border closures 

and the socioeconomic situation in their 

origin country.   

 More than 400,000 Afghans have left Iran to 

return to Afghanistan due to coronavirus 

transmission fears. 

 Over 70,000 Myanmar migrant workers in 

Thailand have returned amidst the outbreak. 

 Many thousands of migrant workers have 

returned from the Gulf, while others remain 

stranded. 

https://publications.iom.int/system/files/pdf/stranded-irregular.pdf
https://publications.iom.int/system/files/pdf/stranded-irregular.pdf
https://publications.iom.int/system/files/pdf/stranded-irregular.pdf
https://publications.iom.int/books/mrs-no-63-repatriating-filipino-migrant-workers-time-pandemic
https://publications.iom.int/books/mrs-no-63-repatriating-filipino-migrant-workers-time-pandemic
https://www.isas.nus.edu.sg/wp-content/uploads/2020/06/327.pdf
https://www.isas.nus.edu.sg/wp-content/uploads/2020/06/327.pdf
https://www.isas.nus.edu.sg/wp-content/uploads/2020/06/327.pdf
https://blogs.eui.eu/migrationpolicycentre/covid-19-reverse-migration-nepal/
https://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/papers.cfm?abstract_id=3633845
https://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/papers.cfm?abstract_id=3633845
https://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/papers.cfm?abstract_id=3633845
https://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/papers.cfm?abstract_id=3633845
https://publications.iom.int/system/files/pdf/stranded-irregular.pdf
http://asbarez.com/194352/more-armenians-evacuated-from-turkey/
https://www.opendemocracy.net/en/pandemic-border/migrants-face-dilemma-during-covid-19-uncertainty-home-or-abroad/
https://www.opendemocracy.net/en/pandemic-border/migrants-face-dilemma-during-covid-19-uncertainty-home-or-abroad/
https://publications.iom.int/fr/system/files/pdf/stranded-irregular.pdf?language=fr
https://publications.iom.int/fr/system/files/pdf/stranded-irregular.pdf?language=fr
https://cmsny.org/venezuela-forced-migrants-covid/
https://reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/files/resources/iom_afghanistan-return_of_undocumented_afghans-_situation_report_02-08_aug_2020.pdf
https://www.gnlm.com.mm/return-of-migrant-workers-continues-via-myanmar-thai-friendship-bridge/
https://www.wsj.com/articles/jobless-migrants-flee-oil-rich-countries-to-the-chagrin-of-their-home-countries-11590235200
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-health-coronavirus-gulf-workers/gulfs-migrant-workers-left-stranded-and-struggling-by-coronavirus-outbreak-idUSKCN21W1O8


  

 

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.  

Repatriation and return assistance 

As noted in COVID-19 Analytical Snapshot #40, many countries have been repatriating their nationals 

stranded abroad since the start of the pandemic.  For instance, as of August 2020:  

 Close to 600,000 EU citizens have been repatriated to their countries of origin;  

 The Philippines (Department of Foreign Affairs) has repatriated 144,795 overseas Filipino since Feb-

ruary 2020; 

 Egypt has repatriated over 77,000 nationals. 

Migrants have been repatriated as well as part of these repatriation operations, especially those living 

in precarious conditions after losing their jobs.  Voluntary return assistance for irregular migrants have 

also resumed in some countries with the progressive ease of travel restrictions. In August, some 134 

Iraqi migrants who were in Greece wished to go back home were returned to their country of origin, 

while 118 Ghanaian migrants stranded in Libya benefited from IOM’s first Voluntary Humanitarian Re-

turn Programme movement since it was put on hold five months earlier.    

The return paradox  

The decision to return back home has 

proved to be challenging for many: 

 Loss of income/remittances and re-

turn to worsening economies at home 

with protracted unemployment loom-

ing or a slim prospect of re-migrating. 

 Increased social and financial vulnera-

bilities. 

 Spread of anti-immigration sentiment 

and stigmatization of returning mi-

grants. 

 Aggravated situations of protracted 

displacement in which migrants be-

come trapped in a cycle of internal 

displacement within their own coun-

try. 

While [IOM] recognize[s] and sup-
port[s] measures in place to contain 

the spreading of the virus, it is important 
to stress the right to return and find ways 
to ensure stranded migrants have the op-
tion to return to their countries of origin, 
all the while taking into consideration 
necessary protective and health 
measures and in coordination with the 
receiving country.  

COVID-19 and stranded migrants, IOM Issue Brief 

Returnees in Action 
In an initiative promoted by IOM, many returnees 
have been encouraged to contribute and assist their 
governments in their fight against the pandemic. In 
Gambia, 20 returnees have worked together to pro-
duce protective equipment for frontline border offi-
cials. 

https://www.iom.int/migration-research
https://www.iom.int/sites/default/files/documents/covid-19_analytical_snapshot_40_-_returning_migrants.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/mex_20_686
https://dfa.gov.ph/dfa-news/dfa-releasesupdate/27449-dfa-repatriates-9-505-overseas-filipinos-this-week-reassures-overseas-filipinos-of-sustained-repatriation-efforts-amid-pandemic
https://dailynewsegypt.com/2020/08/27/emigration-minister-lauds-egyptian-governments-repatriation-of-nationals-amid-covid-19/
https://www.arabnews.com/node/1717226/middle-east
https://www.iom.int/news/iom-government-greece-assist-134-iraqi-migrants-voluntary-return
https://www.iom.int/news/iom-government-greece-assist-134-iraqi-migrants-voluntary-return
https://www.iom.int/news/first-iom-libya-voluntary-return-charter-five-months-assists-over-100-ghanaian-migrants
https://thewire.in/labour/kerala-migrants-gulf-covid-19
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC7395589/
https://blogs.worldbank.org/opendata/updated-estimates-impact-covid-19-global-poverty
https://www.iom.int/sites/default/files/documents/covid-19_analytical_snapshot_33_combating_xenophobia.pdf
https://9f10ca96-9d6f-4573-8373-ed4c52ef9c6a.filesusr.com/ugd/d70f23_f18accd3b4404f789889b53fa27d99c8.pdf
https://9f10ca96-9d6f-4573-8373-ed4c52ef9c6a.filesusr.com/ugd/d70f23_f18accd3b4404f789889b53fa27d99c8.pdf
https://www.iom.int/sites/default/files/documents/issue_brief_stranded_migrants.pdf
https://www.un.org/africarenewal/news/coronavirus/gambian-returnees-produce-protective-equipment-covid-19-frontline-border-officials
https://www.infomigrants.net/en/post/24555/gambia-returnees-produce-protective-equipment-for-border-officials

