
  

 

COVID-19 Analytical Snapshot #56: Travel bubbles  

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 

bubbles and COVID  
 

Re-open EU, by the European Union 

Remember the ‘Travel Bubble’? Here’s 

How It Burst, by Julie Weed 

CommonPass, by the World Economic 

Forum 

The scientific and ethical feasibility of 

immunity passports, by Brown et al. 

Has the travel bubble burst? 

When the concept of travel bubbles first emerged, it was seen as the best chance of continuing travel 

and enabling industries shut down by the pandemic to restart. In the European Union, where mobility 

restrictions were eased over the summer, extensive quarantine lists have been reintroduced as cases 

have spiked across the continent. 

Elsewhere, establishing travel bubbles has proved difficult. In the Hong Kong Special Administrative Re-

gion of China, officials are in discussion in relation to at least 11 possible bubbles—with countries from 

France and Germany to Japan and Thailand—but only one, with Singapore, has yet to materialize.  

After failing to strike agreements with Viet Nam, New Zealand and Australia, Singapore opted to create 

unilateral bubbles, with the 14-day quarantine for travelers from these countries waived as a “standing 

offer”, despite Australians being unable to travel overseas without first applying for an exemption. 

On September 8, Japan announced agreements with five countries in Asia. Meanwhile Australia is in 

talks with several countries about quarantine-free travel, and Thailand is seeking to reach an agree-

ment with China, subject to the success of a limited reopening of its tourism industry to foreign travel-

ers this month. 

What is a travel bubble? 

Travel bubbles, also referred to as travel corridors or 

air bridges, are formal partnerships between states to 

open borders by permitting individuals to travel freely 

within the zone without the requirement to undergo 

quarantine upon arrival. They are considered a tempo-

rary measure until an effective vaccine can be rolled 

out. The idea first emerged in April when Australia and 

Zealand announced a plan to create a “trans-Tasman 

bubble”, but it was pioneered by the Baltic States – 

Lithuania, Latvia, and Estonia – who initially estab-

lished a bubble across the 3 countries (now ceased). 

https://reopen.europa.eu/en
https://www.nytimes.com/2020/08/28/travel/international-travel-bubbles-coronavirus.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2020/08/28/travel/international-travel-bubbles-coronavirus.html
https://www.weforum.org/platforms/covid-action-platform/projects/commonpass
https://www.thelancet.com/journals/laninf/article/PIIS1473-3099(20)30766-0/fulltext
https://www.thelancet.com/journals/laninf/article/PIIS1473-3099(20)30766-0/fulltext
https://www.weforum.org/agenda/2020/05/tourism-coronavirus-travel-bubble-lockdown/
https://www.euronews.com/2020/10/15/which-european-countries-have-opened-their-borders-ahead-of-the-summer-holiday-season
https://www.politico.eu/article/coronavirus-travel-europe-country-by-country-travel-restrictions-explained-summer-2020/
https://www.scmp.com/coronavirus/article/3101001/travel-bubbles-hong-kong-will-overtures-11-countries-get-city-anywhere
https://www.scmp.com/coronavirus/article/3101001/travel-bubbles-hong-kong-will-overtures-11-countries-get-city-anywhere
https://www.businesstimes.com.sg/government-economy/singapore-to-unilaterally-lift-border-restrictions-for-visitors-from-australia
https://singapore.embassy.gov.au/sing/COVIDINFORMATION.html#:~:text=On%2030%20September%202020%2C%20Singapore,for%20an%20Air%20Travel%20Pass.
https://www.timeout.com/tokyo/news/japan-has-confirmed-its-travel-bubble-with-five-asian-regions-here-are-the-entry-rules-091420
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-australia-54499478
https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2020-10-15/thailand-chases-travel-bubble-pact-with-china-to-boost-tourism
https://blog.wego.com/whats-a-travel-bubble/
https://www.iom.int/sites/default/files/documents/covid-19_analytical_snapshot_45_-_travel_and_mobility_restrictions_update_0.pdf


  

 

Opening safe travel bubbles 

With some bubbles proving to be short-lived, 

the focus has been on sustainability. According 

to public health experts, countries should only 

establish travel bubbles once they have built a 

large diagnostic capacity which enables them to 

run large, fast, and accurate testing services. 

Until this capacity is in place, travelers should 

be required to enter a period of enforced isola-

tion until two negative tests are completed at 

least five days apart, otherwise cross-border 

infections will continue to occur. 

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.  

The resumption of business travel  

A number of fast-track mobility options have 

opened for cross-border business travel. Japan 

and South Korea have struck an agreement 

where those travelling for work can skip quar-

antine upon arrival, but they must be tested 

before and after arrival in both countries and 

are unable to use public transport during the 

visit. Restrictions also apply to Japanese busi-

ness travelers to Singapore, who must be 

sponsored by a company in the city-state, get 

tested both upon departure and arrival, and 

submit an itinerary beforehand.  

Business travelers visiting the Netherlands can 

also forgo quarantine upon arrival, but only if 

the Dutch-based organization they are visiting 

has at least 10 full-time employees or an annu-

al turnover of €2 million. 

 

“Safe and Sealed” 

Thailand is considering proposals for an in-

bound tourism plan called Safe and Sealed to 

revive the tourism industry, which contributed 

almost 20% of the country’s GDP in 2019. 

Under the plan, tourists will be permitted to fly 

into the island of Phuket, where they will need 

to quarantine in a designated travel resort for 

14 days that would include a one kilometer 

zone on the beach. Travelers would be tested 

for COVID-19 at the beginning and end of the 

quarantine period, and then would be free to 

travel on the island. However, tourists who 

wish to travel beyond Phuket would be re-

quired to quarantine for a further seven days, 

when they would have a third COVID-19 test. 

CommonPass 

The World Economic Forum is supporting the 

launch of CommonPass, a digital “health pass-

port” that aims to develop a global framework 

to safely restore cross-border travel to pre-

pandemic levels by allowing individuals to doc-

ument their COVID-19 status and present this 

when they cross a border. However, the 

scheme, which was trialed on a flight from the 

UK to the USA on October 20, has been criti-

cized in a paper published in The Lancet as it 

could enable the monitoring of people’s move-

ments and health statuses. 

https://www.nytimes.com/2020/08/14/opinion/coronavirus-europe-vacation.html
https://www.iom.int/migration-research
https://www.japantimes.co.jp/news/2020/10/06/national/japan-south-korea-resume-business-travel-thursday/
https://www.japantimes.co.jp/news/2020/10/06/national/japan-south-korea-resume-business-travel-thursday/
https://www.mfa.gov.sg/Countries-Regions/J/Japan/Travel-Page
https://www.government.nl/topics/coronavirus-covid-19/tackling-new-coronavirus-in-the-netherlands/travel-and-holidays/visiting-the-netherlands-exemptions-to-the-entry-ban
https://www.bangkokpost.com/business/1963463/safe-and-sealed-brings-hope-for-tourism-rally#:~:text=Tourism%20operators%20are%20proposing%20a,3.01%20trillion%20baht%20in%202019.
https://www.bangkokpost.com/business/1977743/bank-of-thailand-warns-of-tourism-meltdown
https://edition.cnn.com/travel/article/thailand-reopening-safe-and-sealed-covid/index.html
https://www.weforum.org/platforms/covid-action-platform/projects/commonpass
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2020/oct/17/digital-health-passport-trials-commonpass-travel-covid-19
https://www.thelancet.com/journals/laninf/article/PIIS1473-3099(20)30766-0/fulltext

