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COVID-19 and People on the Move 

Towards the end of June 2020, the Secretary General of the United Nations, Dr Antonio Guterres, 

published a short but very insightful policy brief on the coincidence of two major forces presently 

shaping our reality, namely the COVID-19 pandemic and the peak in the numbers of people on the move; 

and on the fallout from that particular collision. The brief acknowledges as a fundamental principle that 

“those who were already in vulnerable situations before the pandemic are the ones hardest hit by 

COVID-19”.  

The statistics of people on the move are bewildering: 26 million refugees, 45.7 million internally 

displaced persons, 4.2 million asylum-seekers, 4.2 million stateless persons, and 272 million migrants.  

A record 50 million people were displaced in 2019 alone.  68% of all displaced persons came from five 

countries, Syria, Venezuela, Afghanistan, South Sudan and Myanmar. At the same time the pandemic is 

likely to cause a 5.2% contraction in global GDP despite efforts by governments to counter this. The 

situation is dire and much more so for people on the move. It is also sure to create an even greater 

number of mobile people as they seek to sustain themselves. 

The Secretary General said that the disproportionate impact on mobile people was due to three 

interlocking crises. Firstly, a health crisis – people on the move lack resources to protect themselves, 

they have limited access to health provisions, and their living conditions do not allow them to keep 

physical distancing. He underlined the situation of undocumented people who are vulnerable to 

detention and deportation. In SA it has been noted that most undocumented people do not avail of public 

testing and therefore are a great risk to any containment practices. The reason they do not go is that 

proof of identity is required for the test, and they fear the consequences of the discovery of their status. 

The second crisis is a socio-economic one. People on the move rely mostly on unstable jobs and survive 

on precarious livelihoods. They are also least likely to qualify for access to socio-economic support 

during the pandemic. Dr Guterres notes that loss of employment and wages during the pandemic is also 

a leading cause of the decline in migrant remittances, with devastating effects for the 300 million people 

who live off them. On 15th April the Economist reported that job losses and unnecessary red tape during 

the pandemic would stop the flow of remittances, thus rendering already struggling people even more 

vulnerable. The World Bank has predicted that remittances in Sub-Saharan Africa will fall by 23.1% from 

roughly $48 to $37 billion. The SADC portion of this is about US$11 billion. Studies of a few years ago 

indicated that between 45%-55% of all SADC citizens working in SA remitted on a regular basis.  

This sudden disruption of an important survival strategy in the region will have the effect of both 

increasing the levels of poverty as well as the number of people on the move in search of more secure 

futures. 

 



This section of the brief also points to how the pandemic has spawned greater violence against women 

and children. Many understand this as part of the cycle of gendered inequality that plays out 

simultaneously on several levels. President Ramaphosa has aptly called this the ‘other pandemic’. 

Statistics indicate that a third of all women in SA have been either sexually or physically assaulted, about 

50% of all women have been emotionally or economically abused, and somewhere between 12%-28% 

have been raped. As an article put it in May, referring to a UN study calling GBV ‘the shadow pandemic’, 

violence for women and children, especially girl children, is not a shadow but the very centre of their 

lives. It is estimated that about 54% of all migrants are women and that they face greater dangers, 

including physical dangers, than men before, during and after the migratory journey. 

The third crisis he names is the protection crisis. The closure of borders and other restrictions on 

movement, designed to curb the spread of the virus, have also had the effect of trapping people in 

dangerous situations, often as they were en-route to a safer destination. Migrants in some areas are 

forced to return to their countries of origin often with very fragile health systems and social support, 

where extra persons pose a threat to these fragile systems. He points out that the fear of COVID-19 has 

exacerbated already high levels of xenophobia, racism and stigmatisation, resulting in attacks on 

migrants and refugees. There is also the growing fear that temporary rules against free movement in an 

attempt to curb the virus may become entrenched as part of an accommodation of xenophobic and racist 

sentiments. In SA, truck drivers have threatened to close down highways in protest against the 

employment of foreign nationals in the trucking and other industries. Posters on social media calling for 

the shutting down of foreign-owned shops and the deportation of foreigners have raised the fear of new 

xenophobic attacks. 

Having outlined the pathologies, Dr Guterres urges people to see this moment as a time for “reimagining 

human mobility for the benefit of all while advancing the 2030 Agenda with its quest to leave no one 

behind.” He posits four basic challenges “to guide the collective response.” He clearly sees this as a 

framework for constructing policies and practices with regard to people on the move in a post COVID-

19 world.  

First, he says that exclusion is costly in the long run whereas inclusion pays off for everyone. Secondly, 

the response to COVID-19 and protecting the human rights of people on the move are not mutually 

exclusive. Thirdly, no one is safe until everyone is safe. Finally, people on the move are part of the 

solution. These four pillars offer an opportunity to construct policies that are based on human rights, 

respectful of dignity, and cognisant of the protection every human being is entitled to, regardless of 

status. When we are able to flesh these tenets out with new policies and practices, we would have 

allowed this profoundly difficult moment to at least bear some positive fruit for people on the move. 

This is a tremendous challenge and the nations of the world must not be found wanting. 
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