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The impact of the COVID-19 pandemic has moved beyond a global public health emergency to a 
human, social and economic crisis affecting all countries in different ways. COVID-19 is 
compounding existing social and economic inequities by particularly impacting financially 
insecure households and those living and working in inadequate, overcrowded or unsafe conditions 
such as migrant workers1. Migrant workers can be temporary or permanent, documented or 
undocumented, and if documented may hold any type of legal statusi.  

As in many crises, migrant populations may be susceptible directly and/or indirectly to the impact 
of COVID-19 - due to several factors including: their living and working conditions, ability to 
access health care services, limited local knowledge of host communities, lack of information, 
inadequate hygiene facilities and practices, and limited social networksii,iii,iv. Moreover, as migrant 
workers are disproportionately employed in occupations with high safety and health risks, in 
precarious and temporary working conditions, with limited or no access to social benefits, and 
wage and other labour protection than host communities, they are more likely to need to keep 
working during the pandemic in roles that may increase their risk of contracting SARS-CoV-2. 
Migrant workers may also be more vulnerable to COVID-19 measures, such as travel restrictions 
and border regulations which may leave some stranded, with limited social protections and 
personal networks.  

Before the pandemic, over 96 million international migrants lived in the WHO European Region 
as of 2019v. Most migrants are migrant workersvi. Migrant workers accounted for 17.8 per cent of 
the working population in Northern, Southern and Western Europe, 9 per cent in Eastern Europe, 
and 11.1 per cent in Central and Western Asia respectivelyvii in 2017. The Russian Federation is a 
major destination country in the Regionviii, and hosts over nine million migrants of working ageix. 
Most of the migrant workers come from neighbouring countries, members of the Commonwealth 
of Independent States. Moreover, migrant workers in both high skilled and ‘low-skilled’ 
occupations emigrate from Eastern and Southern Europe to Western Europex. 

Migrant workers are often employed in low-skilled, temporary, informal or unprotected work, 
which make them vulnerable to COVID-19 infection and job loss during the pandemic. In many 
countries, migrant workers occupy a significant portion of the workforce making important 
contributions to host communities and economies, in frontline roles in healthcare, transport, 
construction, agriculture and agro-food processingxi.  

Preliminary data indicates that the severe impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on economies and 
labour markets around the world will persist for years to comexii,xiii. Since migrant populations 
face unique challenges and vulnerabilities, it is crucial to support national governments and other 
stakeholders in the WHO European Region in designing and implementing interventions and 
programs to promote the health and social support of migrant workers and their families.  

 
1 Migrant worker refers to “a person who is to be engaged or has been engaged in a remunerated activity in a State of which he or 
she is not a national”; see United Nations, International Convention on the Protection of the Rights of all Migrant Workers and 
Members of their Families (1990), Article 2(1). Migrant workers in this document refers to international migration workers. The 
International Labour Organization (ILO) defines migrant workers as: “all international migrants who are currently employed or 
unemployed and seeking employment in their present country of residence” (ILO, 2015) 

https://www.ohchr.org/EN/ProfessionalInterest/Pages/CMW.aspx
https://www.ohchr.org/EN/ProfessionalInterest/Pages/CMW.aspx
http://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---dgreports/---dcomm/documents/publication/wcms_436343.pdf


Addressing the challenges faced by migrant workers will require coherent economic, social 
protection and employment policies and stronger cross-border collaboration among Member States 
to collectively improve the health of migrant workers and that of host populations. As the pandemic 
is actively evolving, policymakers, employer organizations and healthcare providers will benefit 
from this guidance which highlights policy recommendations supported by case studies in the 
WHO European Region. 
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