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This Quarterly Mixed Migration Update (QMMU) covers Southern and Southeast Asia. The core countries 
of focus for this region are Afghanistan, Bangladesh, India, Indonesia, Malaysia, Myanmar, Nepal, Pakistan, 
Thailand and Australia. Depending on the quarterly trends and migration-related updates, more attention 
may be given to any of the countries over the rest.

The QMMUs offer a quarterly update on new trends and dynamics related to mixed migration and relevant 
policy developments in the region. These updates are based on a compilation of a wide range of secondary 
(data) sources, brought together within a regional framework and applying a mixed migration analytical 
lens. Similar QMMUs are available for all MMC regions.

The Mixed Migration Centre is a global network consisting of seven regional hubs and a central unit in 
Geneva engaged in data collection, research, analysis and policy development on mixed migration. For 
more information on the MMC, the QMMUs from other regions and contact details of regional MMC teams, 
visit mixedmigration.org and follow us at @Mixed_Migration

MMC’s understanding of mixed migration 
“Mixed migration” refers to cross-border movements of people, including refugees fleeing persecution 
and conflict, victims of trafficking, and people seeking better lives and opportunities. Motivated to 
move by a multiplicity of factors, people in mixed flows have a range of legal statuses as well as 
a variety of vulnerabilities. Although entitled to protection under international human rights law, 
they are exposed to multiple rights violations along their journey. Those in mixed migration flows 
travel along similar routes, using similar means of travel - often travelling irregularly, and wholly, or 
partially, assisted by migrant smugglers.
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Key Updates

• Rising concerns over COVID-19 cases in refugee camps, shelters, and immigration detention 
facilities across the region: The first COVID-19 cases were detected in a refugee camp in the Cox’s 
Bazar region and in a refugee shelter in Indonesia, where overcrowding and limited sanitation supplies 
exacerbate the likelihood of an outbreak. Numerous cases were also recorded in detentions centers in 
Thailand and Malaysia.

• Rising xenophobia and abuse against Afghans in Iran: In May, 17 Afghans were murdered by Iranian 
border guards while attempting to enter Iran irregularly from Herat. This incident occurred amid rising 
abuse of Afghans across Iran, increased arrests and deportations of undocumented Afghans, and the 
murder of three Afghans in central Yazd province.

• Returning migrant workers face discrimination and unsafe quarantine conditions: As hundreds 
of thousands of migrants return to their homelands due to job loss amid widespread lockdowns, they 
have been subject to unsafe quarantine conditions and met with mistrust and stigma due to fears of 
COVID-19 transmission. 

• Fears border closures could increase instances of exploitation and trafficking:  With borders 
closed and regular avenues of recruitment temporarily suspended, there are growing concerns over the 
possibility of rising incidents of debt bondage, trafficking, and exploitation as migrants seek employment 
opportunities abroad.

• Immigration crackdowns in Malaysia: Amid rising xenophobia, Malaysian authorities have conducted 
a series of police raids, resulting in the arrest and detention of refugees and migrants. Meanwhile, 
Malaysia has pushed back several boats carrying hundreds of Rohingya trying to seek protection. 

• Continued concerns over immigration detention conditions in Australia: Numerous protests have 
been held in Melbourne and Sydney,  protesting overcrowding and high-risk conditions in immigration 
detention facilities. A chronically ill refugee held in an immigration detention facility has launched a 
landmark case in the high court, seeking his release to protect him from contracting COVID-19.
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https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2020/05/coronavirus-case-bangladesh-rohingya-refugee-camps-200514143543211.html
https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2020/05/coronavirus-case-bangladesh-rohingya-refugee-camps-200514143543211.html
https://jakartaglobe.id/opinion/a-call-for-help-refugees-risk-catching-covid19-in-overcrowded-shelters
https://www.hrw.org/news/2020/05/08/thailand-should-free-detained-migrants-amid-pandemic
https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2020/06/immigration-detention-centres-malaysia-coronavirus-hotspot-200602004727890.html
https://www.infomigrants.net/en/post/24615/iranian-border-guards-drowned-45-afghan-migrants-investigators-say?fbclid=IwAR1ddh7UdM-b79jDU7CDLAK9Uje7kV2l7ZgsT5J5H04bXLexugvoYjMnG_w&ref=fb
https://afghanistan.asia-news.com/en_GB/articles/cnmi_st/features/2020/06/11/feature-02
https://english.alarabiya.net/en/News/middle-east/2020/06/09/Afghan-anger-over-Iran-killing-of-three-injuring-of-four-Afghan-refugees
https://reliefweb.int/report/world/end-stigma-and-discrimination-against-migrant-workers-and-their-children-during-covid
https://www.iom.int/sites/default/files/situation_reports/file/iom_roap_sitrep_covid-19_5_0.pdf
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-health-coronavirus-cambodia-slavery-t/closed-borders-give-rise-to-new-wave-of-trafficking-in-cambodia-idUSKBN2341SR
https://www.theguardian.com/world/live/2020/may/02/coronavirus-live-news-dr-fauci-blocked-from-testifying-on-us-response?page=with:block-5ead39608f0806a479811cd7
https://www.theguardian.com/global/2020/apr/17/malaysia-and-thailand-urged-to-help-stranded-rohingya-refugees
https://www.sbs.com.au/news/melbourne-refugee-protesters-fined-43-000-for-breaching-coronavirus-rules?mc_cid=925c0ae55e&mc_eid=a0b6e5d286
https://www.sbs.com.au/news/three-men-arrested-as-riot-police-end-rooftop-coronavirus-protest-at-sydney-detention-centre?mc_cid=7c7ae90a8e&mc_eid=a0b6e5d286
https://www.theguardian.com/australia-news/2020/apr/22/sick-refugee-at-risk-of-covid-19-launches-high-court-bid-for-release-from-australian-immigration-detention
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Myanmar: The border with 
Bangladesh remains closed, 
with reports of thousands of 

Rohingya stranded, unable to 
seek asylum and reunite with 
family already in Bangladesh

Australia: Continued 
concerns over immigration 
detention conditions due to 
overcrowding and lack of 

adequate sanitation supplies

Indonesia: Nearly 100 Rohingya 
refugees rescued off the coast 

of Aceh by residents in defiance 
of Indonesian authorities

Malaysia: Escalating 
xenophobia against 

refugees and migrants 
underpins concerning 
increases in arrests, 

detention, and 
deportations

Afghanistan: 
Rising xenophobia 

and abuse of 
Afghans in Iran 

has fueled public 
anger and protests

Bangladesh: 50 
cases and 5 fatalities 

as COVID-19 
confirmed in Cox’s 

Bazar refugee camps

Regional Overview

*Information on the map relates to selected updates and does not 
represent all mixed migration flows within and out of Asia.
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Mixed Migration Regional Updates
COVID-19 cases confirmed in refugee camps across the region

This quarter saw the first COVID-19 cases recorded in several refugee camps across Asia, sparking fears 
outbreaks could lead to further crises for those already in vulnerable situations. 

In Bangladesh, the first COVID-19 case was detected in May in a refugee camp in Cox’s Bazar district. By 
25 June, 50 cases of COVID-19  were confirmed in the refugee camps, along with 5 fatalities. Despite this, 
only 400 tests were carried out in the camps as of mid-June, due to limited testing capacity. In addition, low 
numbers of residents have attended health facilities due to fears of being isolated in quarantine, and a lack 
of information due to ongoing internet and phone restrictions, further hampering testing efforts.

In Indonesia, on 19 May, the first case of COVID-19 was confirmed in a refugee shelter in Makassar. Over 
8,200 refugees and people seeking asylum, including children, currently live in shelters in Indonesia. Given 
overcrowded conditions and limited sanitation supplies in the shelters, concerns have been mounting of 
a widespread COVID-19 outbreak. Furthermore, a lack of access to adequate health care facilities for 
refugees in Indonesia has only compounded these concerns further.

COVID-19 cases increase in overcrowded detention centers amidst 
continued arrests and raids 

Numerous COVID-19 cases have been confirmed in detention centers in Thailand where overcrowded and 
unhygienic conditions are routine, making social distancing and preventative measures impossible. The 
spike in cases has prompted renewed calls for increased protection of people seeking asylum and refugees 
in Thailand, including their urgent release into the community.

Similarly, in Malaysian detention centers, the number of COVID-19 cases have been rising amid a concerning 
increase in arrests and detention. On 22 May, some 35 cases were detected at a detention center near 
Kuala Lumpur. By 19 June, the number of cases had surged to 776 across Malaysia’s detention sites. During 
the quarter, Malaysian police conducted raids arresting more than 2,000 undocumented refugees and 
migrants, claiming the move was to stop the spread of COVID-19. However, instead, it has served to further 
the spread of the virus through the overcrowded facilities and has been met by widespread international 
concern.
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https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2020/05/coronavirus-case-bangladesh-rohingya-refugee-camps-200514143543211.html
https://www.humanitarianresponse.info/sites/www.humanitarianresponse.info/files/documents/files/final_iscg_covid-19_and_monsoon_weekly_update_16_19-25_june_2020_en.pdf
https://www.thethirdpole.net/2020/06/19/covid-19-fears-worsen-in-bangladeshs-rohingya-camps/
https://nypost.com/2020/06/05/fear-stops-rohingya-getting-tested-as-virus-hits-refugee-camps/?mc_cid=aae759c72e&mc_eid=a0b6e5d286
https://www.fortifyrights.org/bgd-inv-oped-2020-03-31/
https://jakartaglobe.id/opinion/a-call-for-help-refugees-risk-catching-covid19-in-overcrowded-shelters
http://aprrn.info/indonesia-lack-of-access-to-healthcare-for-refugees-and-barriers-to-providing-legal-aid/
https://www.hrw.org/news/2020/05/08/thailand-should-free-detained-migrants-amid-pandemic
https://www.benarnews.org/english/news/malaysian/covid-migrants-05212020162958.html
http://covid-19.moh.gov.my/terkini/062020/situasi-terkini-19-jun-2020/Kenyataan%20Akhbar%20KPK%20COVID-19%20(19%20Jun%202020)%20-%20EN.pdf
https://idcoalition.org/news/covid-19-outbreaks-in-malaysias-immigration-detention-centres/
https://idcoalition.org/news/covid-19-outbreaks-in-malaysias-immigration-detention-centres/
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-asia-52515000


Immigration detention conditions prompt court action and protests 
in Australia

Protests have continued in Australia over concerns for people in immigration detention, with peak medical 
bodies calling for the urgent release of those detained in order to meet human rights obligations and 
reduce the risk of COVID-19 outbreaks. In Melbourne, protests continued this quarter over the crowded 
and inadequate conditions of accommodation housing refugees and people seeking asylum, highlighting a 
lack of personal hygiene supplies and the inability to adequality physically distance. Meanwhile, in Sydney, 
three men detained in Villawood Immigration Detention Centre were arrested for protesting over concerns 
not enough had been done to stop a potential outbreak of coronavirus in the facility. 

In April, a chronically ill refugee held in Australian immigration detention launched a case in the high court, 
seeking his release to protect him from contracting COVID-19. The landmark case is being seen as a test 
case for others held in detention. 

Concerns over the living conditions of migrant workers across Asia

The COVID-19 crisis has further exposed the harsh conditions faced by migrant workers across Asia, with 
particular concerns over their living standards and access to health care. 

By late April, Singapore reported 10,000 COVID-19 cases, the majority of which could be linked to migrant 
workers, many of whom were living in close-quarter dormitories, with inadequate access to sanitation 
and limited capacity to physically distance. Following the increase in cases, the Singapore government 
announced plans to improve the living conditions of migrant workers, including planning for the additional 
housing for 60,000 migrant workers and calling for greater public support towards migrant workers. 

While Taiwan has avoided a largescale outbreak, the crisis has highlighted the cramped, unsafe and 
exploitative living conditions of migrant workers. Concerns have arisen over instances of employers 
detaining employees for months throughout lockdown, impinging on migrant workers’ freedoms and 
movement. Taiwan is currently hosting more than 700,000 migrant workers primarily from Indonesia, 
Vietnam, the Philippines, and Thailand.

Widespread job loss for millions of migrant workers across Asia 

The COVID-19 pandemic has put millions across Asia, including migrants, out of work. On 9 April, the 
United Nations Office for the High Commissioner for Human Rights called for states to take action to protect 
migrant workers and integrate them into national response plans as well as national COVID-19 stimulus 
and compensation packages. 

In Thailand, for instance, the government has offered a six-month financial support package worth USD 
920 to Thai citizens who have lost income due to COVID-19. However, the scheme does not cover the 4 
million migrant workers who have been heavily impacted by COVID-19 restrictions and layoffs. Without 
employment, migrant workers in Thailand also risk losing their legal status as they cannot renew their 
work permits. 
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https://www.kaldorcentre.unsw.edu.au/publication/detention-increases-covid-19-health-risk
https://www.kaldorcentre.unsw.edu.au/publication/detention-increases-covid-19-health-risk
https://www.sbs.com.au/news/melbourne-refugee-protesters-fined-43-000-for-breaching-coronavirus-rules?mc_cid=925c0ae55e&mc_eid=a0b6e5d286
https://www.sbs.com.au/news/melbourne-refugee-protesters-fined-43-000-for-breaching-coronavirus-rules?mc_cid=925c0ae55e&mc_eid=a0b6e5d286
https://www.sbs.com.au/news/three-men-arrested-as-riot-police-end-rooftop-coronavirus-protest-at-sydney-detention-centre?mc_cid=7c7ae90a8e&mc_eid=a0b6e5d286
https://www.theguardian.com/australia-news/2020/apr/22/sick-refugee-at-risk-of-covid-19-launches-high-court-bid-for-release-from-australian-immigration-detention
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2020/apr/23/singapore-million-migrant-workers-suffer-as-covid-19-surges-back?CMP=Share_iOSApp_Other
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2020/apr/23/singapore-million-migrant-workers-suffer-as-covid-19-surges-back?CMP=Share_iOSApp_Other
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-health-coronavirus-singapore-dormitor/singapore-rushes-to-build-homes-for-60000-migrants-after-coronavirus-outbreaks-idUSKBN2382E6
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-health-coronavirus-singapore-dormitor/singapore-rushes-to-build-homes-for-60000-migrants-after-coronavirus-outbreaks-idUSKBN2382E6
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-health-coronavirus-singapore-trfn/singapore-calls-for-mindset-change-as-migrant-workers-are-rehoused-idUSKBN23H1EO
https://www.scmp.com/week-asia/people/article/3081227/taiwans-container-houses-migrant-workers-coronavirus-not-only
https://www.scmp.com/week-asia/people/article/3081227/taiwans-container-houses-migrant-workers-coronavirus-not-only
https://bangkok.ohchr.org/un-human-rights-office-urges-asia-pacific-states-to-release-detained-migrants-suspend-forced-returns-amid-covid-19-crisis/
https://www.benarnews.org/english/news/thai/covid-spending-04072020170657.html
https://www.benarnews.org/english/news/thai/covid-spending-04072020170657.html
https://www.channelnewsasia.com/news/asia/covid-19-thailand-migrant-workers-left-out-unemployment-12637164
https://www.channelnewsasia.com/news/asia/covid-19-thailand-migrant-workers-left-out-unemployment-12637164
https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2020/05/thailand-lockdown-jobless-trapped-migrant-workers-limbo-200522064857801.html
https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2020/05/thailand-lockdown-jobless-trapped-migrant-workers-limbo-200522064857801.html
https://asiatimes.com/2020/04/thailands-migrant-workers-at-risk-during-pandemic/


Similarly, tens of thousands of migrant workers, mostly from Asia, have lost their jobs across the Gulf as a 
result of the pandemic. Reports of the ongoing systematic exploitation of migrant workers in Gulf countries 
have only increased in the face of COVID-19. The six Gulf countries, including Saudi Arabia, the UAE, Qatar, 
Bahrain, Kuwait and Oman, host nearly 23 million migrant workers, mostly employed in construction, 
hospitality, retail, and travel sectors.

Meanwhile, 300,000 – 400,000 Filipino migrant workers have been estimated to have lost their jobs amid 
the pandemic. The Philippines has one of the largest diasporas in the work with an estimated 10 million 
citizens living abroad, across Asia, the Middle East, Europe, and the US. Since the pandemic erupted, an 
estimated 70,000 have been repatriated to date, with others remaining stranded, or by choice, in their host 
countries. 

The rapid increase in unemployment amid the global economic downturn highlights the urgent need for 
migrant workers to be integrated into national response plans across the region and offered safe and 
humane repatriation options where desired. 

Returning migrants face unsafe quarantine practices and stigma 

As countries across the world went into lockdown in an effort to contain COVID-19, many migrant 
workers returned to their homelands in the face of widespread job loss and fears over the virus. Across the 
region, hundreds of thousands of migrant workers made arduous journeys home, including Bangladeshis 
repatriated from Malaysia, and tens of thousands of Nepalese migrants returning from India. Between 22 
March to 28 May, 45,168 migrants returned to Myanmar from Thailand, prompting humanitarian issues 
due to Myanmar’s weak health system and multiple concurrent conflicts.

With large numbers of migrants returning to their home countries, concerns over unsafe quarantine 
practices have emerged across the region. In Nepal in June, three men were charged for sexually assaulting 
a women in a quarantine facility, leading to protests in Kathmandu over the unsafe conditions for thousands 
of returned migrants workers forced into confinement. Nepal has also been criticized for the unsanitary 
conditions of many facilities, leading to concerns over risks of virus transmission in quarantine centers. In 
Myanmar, nearly 7,000 quarantine facilities were set up nationwide to cater for returning migrant workers, 
yet have been inadequate to house all those returned. As a result, many people have had to self-quarantine 
at home, posing a risk of COVID-19 community-transmission. 

Along with unsafe quarantine practices, migrant workers report facing increased stigma and discrimination 
due to fears of COVID-19 transmissions from the general population. For example, this quarter saw the 
continued return and deportations of Afghans due to COVID-19 crisis, with over 97,000 returns from Iran 
and Pakistan in the April-May period. Returnees from Iran and Pakistan, perceived as COVID-19 hot spots, 
report facing significant stigma and discrimination upon return, concerning similar to other contexts in Asia.
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https://www.bbc.com/news/world-middle-east-52655131
https://www.amnesty.org/en/latest/campaigns/2020/04/covid19-makes-gulf-countries-abuse-of-migrant-workers-impossible-to-ignore/
http://ateneo.edu/sites/default/files/downloadable-files/Policy%20Brief%202020-09.pdf
https://thediplomat.com/2020/05/the-hurting-heroes-the-covid-19-crisis-and-overseas-filipino-workers/
https://thediplomat.com/2020/05/the-hurting-heroes-the-covid-19-crisis-and-overseas-filipino-workers/
https://thediplomat.com/2020/05/the-hurting-heroes-the-covid-19-crisis-and-overseas-filipino-workers/
https://www.dhakatribune.com/bangladesh/2020/05/13/160-stranded-bangladeshis-return-home-from-malaysia?__cf_chl_jschl_tk__=c398df5f0ba56e13fdc89e4835cd298fc0b0a0f8-1591263492-0-AYeRzysDdTc89aINMggozYPiGynGizUT2h-5mgx-SM2Qij_enQ2geFewNiYiZFG0D0IZU2muY6RSIPkWoILY2g_PwK6VWK1uDGmYzH4uRY2mq_DzsXChenCARwX1Nn8tcgrvXzmMa6WvUo0a5iIsi7Pvt5Ph2nSk-wSB-wmn5qUpjgET3BD-dZ57djow3lnR7AQ_2aRoPKLUCZ5K6BrdwdgVnyJKAxjRobMrRrNVLtJC0Hdg54inkR-ls8RfZMI1k-J075spsB_kCnUDG_zQMZO5ELfwZxhgimJKeMlqx_BogRA82MR65UCCjSOuP-FvnYF7FcAHoQ_N0qJRhoTkz44n65jDo7_Qn4qkP8UwpF77ZCdk-_R5LO1EsWpTM_GplA
https://www.dhakatribune.com/bangladesh/2020/05/13/160-stranded-bangladeshis-return-home-from-malaysia?__cf_chl_jschl_tk__=c398df5f0ba56e13fdc89e4835cd298fc0b0a0f8-1591263492-0-AYeRzysDdTc89aINMggozYPiGynGizUT2h-5mgx-SM2Qij_enQ2geFewNiYiZFG0D0IZU2muY6RSIPkWoILY2g_PwK6VWK1uDGmYzH4uRY2mq_DzsXChenCARwX1Nn8tcgrvXzmMa6WvUo0a5iIsi7Pvt5Ph2nSk-wSB-wmn5qUpjgET3BD-dZ57djow3lnR7AQ_2aRoPKLUCZ5K6BrdwdgVnyJKAxjRobMrRrNVLtJC0Hdg54inkR-ls8RfZMI1k-J075spsB_kCnUDG_zQMZO5ELfwZxhgimJKeMlqx_BogRA82MR65UCCjSOuP-FvnYF7FcAHoQ_N0qJRhoTkz44n65jDo7_Qn4qkP8UwpF77ZCdk-_R5LO1EsWpTM_GplA
https://www.aljazeera.com/ajimpact/ticking-time-bomb-nepal-returning-migrant-workers-200608132836376.html
https://www.burmalibrary.org/en/iom-myanmar-covid-19-response-situation-report-7-30-may-2020
https://www.thenewhumanitarian.org/news/2020/04/21/Myanmar-coronavirus-Rakhine-Kachin-Karen-conflict?utm_source=The+New+Humanitarian&utm_campaign=8d12e94daa-EMAIL_CAMPAIGN_04_21_2020_DAILY&utm_medium=email&utm_term=0_d842d98289-8d12e94daa-75569861
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-health-coronavirus-nepal-rape/nepal-arrests-three-men-for-quarantine-rape-amid-protests-over-unsafe-conditions-idUSKBN23M2CB
https://theannapurnaexpress.com/news/the-sorry-state-of-quarantine-facilities-2468
https://theannapurnaexpress.com/news/the-sorry-state-of-quarantine-facilities-2468
https://reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/files/resources/IOM%20Myanmar%20COVID19%20Sitrep%202%20%2823%20April%202020%29.pdf
https://myanmar-now.org/en/news/no-space-to-quarantine-returnees-from-thailand-as-myanmar-confirms-fifth-coronavirus-case
https://myanmar-now.org/en/news/no-space-to-quarantine-returnees-from-thailand-as-myanmar-confirms-fifth-coronavirus-case
https://www.iom.int/sites/default/files/situation_reports/file/iom_roap_sitrep_covid-19_5_0.pdf
https://afghanistan.iom.int/sites/default/files/Reports/iom_afghanistan-return_of_undocumented_afghans-_situation_report_24-30_may_2020.pdf
https://reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/files/resources/Reporte_11.pdf
https://reliefweb.int/report/world/end-stigma-and-discrimination-against-migrant-workers-and-their-children-during-covid


Fears that border closures may increase instances of smuggling 
and trafficking

While the last quarter saw refugees and migrants returning en masse to their countries of origin, financial 
uncertainty, limited job opportunities and ongoing border closures are feared to trigger an increase in 
irregular migration back to countries with better economic prospects. In a report published in May, UNODC 
flagged the impacts of border restrictions and economic downturn on migrants, refugees and people 
seeking asylum who would be forced to turn to people smuggling and cross-border trafficking.  

About 90,000 Cambodians returned from Thailand due to COVID-19, before the border shutdown in 
March. Upon return, unemployment, coupled with increased farm-labor opportunities in Thailand, has 
triggered a new wave of irregular migration back to Thailand. With borders still closed and regular avenues 
of recruitment suspended, there are growing concerns of instances of debt bondage, trafficking, and 
exploitation as Cambodians seek employment opportunities in Thailand. 

Similarly, on 14 May, 20 trafficked Myanmar nationals were rescued at the Malaysia-Thailand border, 
attempting to find jobs in Malaysia. As security is heightened to contain the spread of COVID-19, difficulties 
in crossing borders are paving the way for human smuggling and trafficking. 

Abuse faced by Afghans crossing irregularly to Iran, alongside 
concerning rising anti-migrant sentiments

On 8 May, results from an investigation by the Afghan Foreign Ministry found that 45 Afghan migrants were 
abused, and 17 murdered by Iranian border guards while attempting to enter Iran irregularly from Herat. 
This incident occurred amongst reports of rising anti-Afghan sentiments and abuse across Iran. Since April, 
Iran has increased the arrest and deportation of undocumented Afghans, with numbers ranging from 200 
to 700 migrants per day. In early June, Iranian police killed three and injured four Afghans in a car blaze in 
Iran’s central Yazd province, triggering public anger and protests over alleged mistreatment of Afghans in 
Iran.

In Afghanistan, many returned migrants and refugees have become internally displaced and face 
significant financial challenges, relying on scarce international aid with very limited job opportunities. With 
COVID-19 compounding existing poverty and unemployment and an estimated 13.4 million Afghan people 
already severely food insecure, it is likely that many will attempt to re-migrate in search of employment 
opportunities and safety. 

Refugee movements restricted in Bangladesh and at the Myanmar 
border

In mid-April, Myanmar moved to restrict border crossings, closing the border with Bangladesh in an attempt 
to curb the spread of COVID-19. This has resulted in reports of thousands of Rohingya stranded at the 
borders, unable to seek asylum and reunite with family already in Bangladesh. 
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http://www.mixedmigration.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/04/qmmu-q1-2020-asia.pdf
https://www.unodc.org/documents/data-and-analysis/covid/Covid-related-impact-on-SoM-TiP-web3.pdf
https://www.business-humanrights.org/en/cambodia-unaids-other-un-agencies-will-provide-social-protection-humanitarian-assistance-to-90000-returning-migrant-workers-while-businesses-close-due-to-covid-19
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-health-coronavirus-cambodia-slavery-t/closed-borders-give-rise-to-new-wave-of-trafficking-in-cambodia-idUSKBN2341SR
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-health-coronavirus-cambodia-slavery-t/closed-borders-give-rise-to-new-wave-of-trafficking-in-cambodia-idUSKBN2341SR
https://www.voanews.com/east-asia-pacific/myanmar-migrants-rescued-thailand
https://www.nytimes.com/2020/05/02/world/asia/afghanistan-iran-migrants-drown.html
https://www.infomigrants.net/en/post/24615/iranian-border-guards-drowned-45-afghan-migrants-investigators-say?fbclid=IwAR1ddh7UdM-b79jDU7CDLAK9Uje7kV2l7ZgsT5J5H04bXLexugvoYjMnG_w&ref=fb
https://www.infomigrants.net/en/post/24615/iranian-border-guards-drowned-45-afghan-migrants-investigators-say?fbclid=IwAR1ddh7UdM-b79jDU7CDLAK9Uje7kV2l7ZgsT5J5H04bXLexugvoYjMnG_w&ref=fb
https://afghanistan.asia-news.com/en_GB/articles/cnmi_st/features/2020/06/11/feature-02
https://english.alarabiya.net/en/News/middle-east/2020/06/09/Afghan-anger-over-Iran-killing-of-three-injuring-of-four-Afghan-refugees
https://www.arabnews.pk/node/1693341/world
https://www.thenewhumanitarian.org/maps-and-graphics/2020/01/20/Afghanistan-Iran-Pakistan-US-migration-returns
https://www.nytimes.com/2020/03/26/world/asia/afghanistan-iran-coronavirus.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2020/03/26/world/asia/afghanistan-iran-coronavirus.html
https://www.thenewhumanitarian.org/news/2020/04/07/afghanistan-food-insecurity-coronavirus?utm_source=The+New+Humanitarian&utm_campaign=b58ab0e370-EMAIL_CAMPAIGN_04_7_2020_DAILY&utm_medium=email&utm_term=0_d842d98289-b58ab0e370-75569861
http://reporting.unhcr.org/sites/default/files/UNHCR%20Asia-Pacific%20COVID-19%20Regional%20Update%20-%2020MAY20%20%28REV%29.pdf
http://www.mizzima.com/article/border-crossings-through-myanmar-bangladesh-border-gates-now-restricted
https://en.prothomalo.com/bangladesh/Thousands-of-Rohingyas-waiting-to-enter-Bangladesh
https://en.prothomalo.com/bangladesh/Thousands-of-Rohingyas-waiting-to-enter-Bangladesh


Bangladesh has introduced strict lockdown measures in refugee camps in the Cox’s Bazar district, with 
entry and exit prohibited since early April. On 8 May, Bangladesh ‘quarantined’ over 300 Rohingya on the 
island of Bhasan Char after they were rescued from stranded vessels in the Bay of Bengal. Controversial 
government plans to move refugees to the disaster-prone island have drawn sustained criticism with the 
island’s habitability, lack of food security, and safety questioned. Rohingya refugees previously declined to 
relocate to Bhasan Char, despite continued pressure from the Bangladeshi government. There are concerns 
that the relocation of Rohingya from refugee camps in Cox’s Bazar to Bhasan Char, will be justified by 
COVID-19 containment measures in the coming months. 

Myanmar: developments on Rohingya crisis amid continued 
conflict and displacement

The beginning of this quarter saw developments in Myanmar’s policies pertaining to the Rohingya crisis. On 
9 April, State authorities of four townships announced the withdrawal of charges against approximately 
200 Rohingya people who had been arrested upon leaving the Rakhine state without required permissions. 
Within the same week, Myanmar’s government issued two presidential directives ordering all Ministries, 
Regional and State governments to cease any acts defined in the Genocide Convention and prohibited the 
destruction or removal of any evidence of genocide. The directives were in response to the ICJ’s January 
order and were included in the submission of Myanmar’s first compliance report to the ICJ. Myanmar’s 
response has drawn widespread criticism, with advocates citing efforts as inadequate and lacking any 
new measures to address the crisis in Rakhine State. 

On 9 May, the Myanmar Armed Forces announced a four-month ceasefire in response to COVID-19 cases 
in Myanmar and UN calls for a global ceasefire. However, the ceasefire in Myanmar excludes the Rakhine 
and southern Chin states, where conflict is escalating. Concerns are rising for residents in eight townships 
in Rakhine state who have endured a year-long internet shutdown. Rights groups say the communication 
shutdown puts lives at risk as human rights abuses cannot be reported, nor public health information 
campaigns distributed.  

A boat carrying Vietnamese nationals intercepted en route to 
Australia

Eleven Vietnamese nationals were intercepted in Timor-Leste, allegedly en route to Darwin, Australia. The 
migrants were seeking work on Australian farms following information provided by people smugglers of 
such work opportunities. Timor-Leste officials cited that the arrival of migrants posed a significant risk of 
COVID-19 for the nation, quarantining the arrivals prior to returning them to Vietnam, a move supported 
by Australia. 

Australia: Adhoc reporting on self-harm has resulted in inadequate 
clinical support for those in detention

Research released by the University of Melbourne found that Australia’s reporting on incidents of self-harm 
in onshore and offshore detention centers is inadequate, ad-hoc, and does not meet WHO standards. The 
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https://www.bbc.com/news/world-asia-52227924?mc_cid=925c0ae55e&mc_eid=a0b6e5d286
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-myanmar-rohingya-bangladesh/bangladesh-quarantines-hundreds-of-rohingya-boat-people-on-island-officials-idUSKBN22K0LE
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-myanmar-rohingya-bangladesh/bangladesh-quarantines-hundreds-of-rohingya-boat-people-on-island-officials-idUSKBN22K0LE
https://www.thenewhumanitarian.org/news/2019/11/28/Bangladesh-Bhasan-Char-Rohingya-island-camp
https://www.hrw.org/news/2020/05/20/bangladesh-cyclone-endangers-rohingya-silt-island
https://www.thenewhumanitarian.org/news-feature/2019/11/19/Bangladesh-Bhasan-Char-Rohingya-island-camp-refugees
https://www.kaldorcentre.unsw.edu.au/andaman-sea-crisis-5-years?mc_cid=b21dd71993&mc_eid=ea393d8c64
https://www.kaldorcentre.unsw.edu.au/andaman-sea-crisis-5-years?mc_cid=b21dd71993&mc_eid=ea393d8c64
https://www.irrawaddy.com/news/burma/myanmar-authorities-drop-illegal-travel-charges-hundreds-rohingya.html?mc_cid=925c0ae55e&mc_eid=a0b6e5d286
https://www.moi.gov.mm/npe/nlm/?q=download/file/fid/5956
https://www.icj-cij.org/files/case-related/178/178-20200123-PRE-01-00-EN.pdf
https://www.icj-cij.org/files/case-related/178/178-20200123-PRE-01-00-EN.pdf
https://www.aa.com.tr/en/asia-pacific/myanmar-submits-report-to-icj-on-rohingya-genocide/1851784
https://www.hrw.org/news/2020/04/09/myanmars-directives-not-enough-protect-rohingya
https://www.voanews.com/east-asia-pacific/myanmar-avoids-helping-rohingya-minority-despite-international-court-order
https://www.voanews.com/east-asia-pacific/myanmar-avoids-helping-rohingya-minority-despite-international-court-order
https://www.crisisgroup.org/asia/south-east-asia/myanmar/b161-conflict-health-cooperation-and-covid-19-myanmar
https://www.un.org/press/en/2020/sgsm20032.doc.htm
https://edition.cnn.com/2020/06/23/asia/myanmar-internet-coronavirus-intl-hnk/index.html
https://www.smh.com.au/world/asia/vietnamese-headed-to-australia-by-boat-intercepted-in-timor-leste-20200615-p552tg.html?mc_cid=ea11fe06a7&mc_eid=ea393d8c64
https://www.smh.com.au/world/asia/vietnamese-headed-to-australia-by-boat-intercepted-in-timor-leste-20200615-p552tg.html?mc_cid=ea11fe06a7&mc_eid=ea393d8c64
https://www.miragenews.com/reporting-on-asylum-seeker-self-harm-not-in-line-with-who-standards-report-claims/?mc_cid=ea11fe06a7&mc_eid=ea393d8c64
https://www.miragenews.com/reporting-on-asylum-seeker-self-harm-not-in-line-with-who-standards-report-claims/?mc_cid=ea11fe06a7&mc_eid=ea393d8c64
https://pursuit.unimelb.edu.au/articles/australia-s-sub-standard-reporting-of-refugee-self-harm-incidents?mc_cid=ea11fe06a7&mc_eid=ea393d8c64


report highlighted a negligent lack of consistency in reporting procedures in instances of self-harm, with 
basic data regularly not captured, including medical severity of the incident, gender, and rate of follow 
up and psychological assessment. The report highlights that the lack of adequate data on self-harm has 
resulted in a limited capacity to form a responsive policy and ensure proper clinical support. 

People seeking asylum, including those held in detention, are 200 times more likely to self-harm than 
the broader Australian population. This is indicative of the damaging psychological impact of protracted 
asylum procedures and indefinite detention.
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https://pursuit.unimelb.edu.au/articles/australia-s-sub-standard-reporting-of-refugee-self-harm-incidents?mc_cid=ea11fe06a7&mc_eid=ea393d8c64
https://www.miragenews.com/reporting-on-asylum-seeker-self-harm-not-in-line-with-who-standards-report-claims/?mc_cid=ea11fe06a7&mc_eid=ea393d8c64


Thematic Focus: Weaponizing COVID-19 – 
Rising Xenophobia in Malaysia

This quarter saw an escalation of government crackdown and hostility towards refugees and migrants in 
Malaysia, with numerous police raids, arrests, and deportations. 

Increased hostility towards Rohingya in Malaysia

While Rohingya refugees have historically received support in Muslim-majority Malaysia, the COVID-19 
crisis has triggered increasing xenophobia. Early in the quarter, a series of xenophobic petitions and viral 
posts surfaced, calling for Rohingya to leave Malaysia with claims that misinformation and government 
rhetoric were contributing to the shift in public attitude. 

“Ever since the coronavirus outbreak began in Malaysia, some locals have been against us and see 
us as a threat. This makes me feel so stressed and fearful. We don’t know what’s going to happen 
next.”
26-year-old Rohingya man, interviewed in Kuala Lumpur, Malaysia

Police raids raise international alarm and significantly erode trust 
among refugees and migrants 

On 2 May, amid rising xenophobia, Malaysian authorities began a crackdown on refugees and migrants, 
resulting in the arrest of more than 586 undocumented refugees and migrants. Following this, a second raid 
was conducted on 14 May, with 1,300 people arrested, including 790 from Myanmar, 421 from Indonesia, 
78 from Bangladesh, and 54 from India. The offenses allegedly included lacking proper identification, 
overstaying visas, or holding false papers, with migrants facing detention, potential deportation, and bans 
from re-entering Malaysia. The representative of Indonesia to the ASEAN Intergovernmental Commission 
on Human Rights (AICHR) raised concerns that the raids had caused widespread fears among migrants in 
Malaysia, deterring them from coming forward for testing and medical treatment. 

“I feel very sad and scared due to the recent anti-Rohingya or anti-migrant sentiments that have 
been circulating, targeting vulnerable people on social media.”
31-year-old Rohingya man, interviewed in Selangor, Malaysia

The police raids have eroded trust among refugees and migrants in Malaysia, who had previously been told 
that they could access testing or treatment without any fear of detainment. 
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https://mobile.abc.net.au/news/2020-04-27/coronavirus-sees-rohingya-face-growing-hostility-in-malaysia/12185296?pfmredir=sm&fbclid=IwAR0XWiu07Z8_YKaM8GwE00X_sBCpyiwhM2B1hjLE0I0QawUDRBiH7F3ny9U
https://www.bloombergquint.com/business/coronavirus-is-bringing-out-the-worst-in-malaysians
https://www.bloombergquint.com/business/coronavirus-is-bringing-out-the-worst-in-malaysians
https://southeastasiaglobe.com/rohingya-discrimination-malaysia/
https://southeastasiaglobe.com/rohingya-discrimination-malaysia/
http://www.mixedmigration.org/resource/4mi-snapshot-understanding-the-impact-of-covid-19-on-rohingya-and-bangladeshis-in-malaysia/
http://www.mixedmigration.org/resource/4mi-snapshot-understanding-the-impact-of-covid-19-on-rohingya-and-bangladeshis-in-malaysia/
https://www.theguardian.com/world/live/2020/may/02/coronavirus-live-news-dr-fauci-blocked-from-testifying-on-us-response?page=with:block-5ead39608f0806a479811cd7
https://www.thejakartapost.com/news/2020/05/14/421-indonesians-arrested-in-malaysian-immigration-raid.html
https://www.thejakartapost.com/news/2020/05/14/421-indonesians-arrested-in-malaysian-immigration-raid.html
https://www.thejakartapost.com/seasia/2020/04/23/indonesian-asean-rights-representative-expresses-concern-as-malaysia-turns-away-refugees.html
http://www.mixedmigration.org/resource/4mi-snapshot-understanding-the-impact-of-covid-19-on-rohingya-and-bangladeshis-in-malaysia/
https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2020/06/immigration-detention-centres-malaysia-coronavirus-hotspot-200602004727890.html


Pushbacks of maritime arrivals put hundreds of refugees’ lives at 
risk; regional solutions urgently needed

On 15 April, a large ship carrying nearly 400 Rohingya refugees washed up near Cox’s Bazar, Bangladesh. 
The ship reported being turned back by Malaysia, with survivors stating that 28 people had died under 
harsh conditions, with no food and water for 2 months at sea.  Malaysia has since pushed back several 
boats carrying hundreds of Rohingya, claiming the move limited the spread of COVID-19. The only exception 
made was for one damaged boat, carrying 260 Rohingya arriving in Langkawi on 8 June.

Rights groups have received reports of several boats, each with hundreds of Rohingya refugees onboard, 
remaining trapped at sea due to increased border security. Reports have also emerged of traffickers holding 
hundreds of Rohingya hostage, demanding payments from family for their release.  This has prompted 
concerns over a growing humanitarian crisis, and widespread fears for the health and well-being of those 
trapped at sea. With COVID-19-related travel restrictions in place across the region, journalists and human 
rights advocates, among others, have restricted access to those who may be trapped at sea, compared 
with the 2015 crisis. This has left many concerned that the extent of the situation may be far worse than 
is currently known.

The UNHCR, UNODC, and IOM have urged Australia and Indonesia, co-chairs of the Bali Process, to 
activate high-level discussions between its 49 members to respond to the crisis. However, Australia has 
rejected calls to initiate the emergency consultation mechanism, which triggers high-level discussions, 
claiming that the Bali Process is a policy and information sharing forum only. This is despite the emergency 
mechanism being triggered in 2017 to respond to the crisis on the Bangladesh/Myanmar border. 

Malaysia continues to threaten deportation of refugees and 
migrants 

In addition to the push back of boats from its territory, Malaysia has detained 296 Rohingya refugees found 
adrift off the coast of Langkawi, requesting Bangladesh to accept their return. Bangladesh has rejected 
this request, urging the international community to support the relocation of displaced Rohingya. 

Both migrants and refugees continue to face the risk of deportation, with the Malaysian Defense Minister 
announcing that authorities are set to deport some 4,800 undocumented Indonesian migrant workers 
who are currently detained. The UN Network on Migration has called for the suspension of forced returns 
during the COVID-19 crisis, with concerns for the health and human rights protection of migrants and 
refugees mounting.
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https://www.dhakatribune.com/bangladesh/nation/2020/04/15/400-rohingyas-returning-from-malaysia-rescued-in-teknaf?fbclid=IwAR1drM-buD1-uwakWRrhFQ0Kf9pKZ51LgAgvc1R9PC3wZpn1jH1d1E-xlDc&__cf_chl_jschl_tk__=6d9808d4ff4d7cb6866ef4a946a7bb4b091ad386-1586991244-0-AVghO3XVXTXXf5s_cJIToyqPd9Jo-GdFisnOP5DzyXuy7Jmjrz5HbgaHV_APn_xg_SvMPJvjLVmKQqfrm5_EMNMdPWwbe2l5nWArStI3fIV3y1ImTfiSuKw8MgHzgZfD7ATinBZmfKcJ5wW_xOXm5yxHmQJ2A0tn1FHYZuUG9ySKdKRf1fSTgMdOnFaEFzWZgm4Hfz4B0t2UaIukU1gIOZjk1v5UjvPVMaYA7QIkogEsH8jT0RIR4eR2wKJZuNj0aQrWGQ_HYR5orAS6lRsE0GbFVWqiO5q77An2_wrtVCou_sZzWob737te7ZnFZwrVyNInit7t388C5yu4IMrslP4JMHbeMjcY2V5KBNgbQszG7deM9DvA5gn_DKF1DvOcaHwCWyhqEUlCHY9ZLc8wxwETUnm_T43oFf5DciDG1YYlarLWiSS41EnZ8KisV7M4j_SfhG1Rhd-mUU42bWr7NiAIOEMobi6YvIcP2aRtl_NY
https://www.theguardian.com/global/2020/apr/17/malaysia-and-thailand-urged-to-help-stranded-rohingya-refugees
https://www.theguardian.com/global/2020/apr/17/malaysia-and-thailand-urged-to-help-stranded-rohingya-refugees
https://www.thestar.com.my/news/nation/2020/06/08/over-260-illegals-held-one-dead-body-found-after-boat-carrying-rohingya-intercepted-off-langkawi
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-myanmar-rohingya/traffickers-demand-payments-for-rohingya-stranded-at-sea-idUSKBN23M2BT
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-myanmar-rohingya/traffickers-demand-payments-for-rohingya-stranded-at-sea-idUSKBN23M2BT
https://www.kaldorcentre.unsw.edu.au/andaman-sea-crisis-5-years?mc_cid=b21dd71993&mc_eid=ea393d8c64
https://www.unhcr.org/news/press/2020/5/5eb15b804/joint-statement-unhcr-iom-unodc-protection-sea-bay-bengal-andaman-sea.html
https://www.smh.com.au/politics/federal/australia-resisting-talks-to-save-rohingya-refugees-stranded-at-sea-20200514-p54svh.html
https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2020/06/unwanted-bangladesh-malaysia-reject-rescued-rohingya-refugees-200610004345553.html
https://www.thejakartapost.com/news/2020/06/01/malaysia-to-deport-some-4800-undocumented-indonesian-workers-in-custody.html
https://migrationnetwork.un.org/sites/default/files/network_statement_forced_returns_-_13_may_2020.pdf


Rohingya allowed to land in Indonesia amid public support for their 
protection

On 25 June, nearly 100 Rohingya people who were stranded in a boat off the coast of Aceh, Indonesia, 
were pulled to shore by local residents and offered support and protection. This act of public support was 
in defiance of Indonesian authorities’ orders who refused to assist the Rohingya on board. This happened 
only days after Indonesia activists, marking World Refugee Day, called on ASEAN governments to enforce 
the Bali process and protect Rohingya currently stranded at sea. While Indonesia has previously offered 
protection to Rohingya arriving by boat, it has turned boats back in recent months, justifying the move as 
one to prevent coronavirus contagion.
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https://apnews.com/f44491de8332f271432714706e495e83?fbclid=IwAR1mTsGRtNCEholUQi4ywFhEGMF5OObDGZQwv84MxeBap-v10rsVrU1j2Ok
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-indonesia-rohingya/indonesian-fishermen-rescue-nearly-100-rohingya-refugees-in-aceh-idUSKBN23X0TG
https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2020/06/humanity-indonesian-fishermen-rescue-stranded-rohingya-200626034603870.html
https://www.ucanews.com/news/indonesian-activists-issue-plea-for-stranded-rohingya/88480
https://www.scmp.com/news/asia/southeast-asia/article/3090898/starving-thirsty-rohingya-drank-urine-survive-perilous


Highlighted New Research and Reports

Vietnam: Returned victims of trafficking, Issues 
affecting the likelihood of re-trafficking

Asylos | ARC Foundation | May 2020
The report presents Country of Origin Information (COI) on the situation faced 
by Vietnamese victims of trafficking returned to Vietnam, with a particular 
focus on those returned from the UK.  The report combines a wide range of 
sources alongside contributions by a range of stakeholders with expertise on 
trafficking in Vietnam and the UK. It is intended to be used as a tool to help to 
identify relevant COI which can be considered by decision makers in assessing 
asylum applications and appeals. 

Rapid assessment: COVID-19 related 
vulnerabilities and perceptions in Mae Sot district, 
Tak province, Thailand

IOM | May 2020
This Rapid Assessment explores the new set of challenges and vulnerabilities 
Thai and non-Thai populations face in light of the recent outbreak of COVID-19 
in Thailand. It aims to highlight the extent to which these challenges and 
vulnerabilities are affecting local communities in key border provinces. To inform 
possible responses, and fill the data gap, the IOM initiated a village-level data 
collection exercise across the key border provinces. This report focuses on the 

results for Mae Sot district, in Tak province, Thailand, where a total of 241 people were interviewed across 
1 municipality, 9 sub-districts, 85 villages and 18 communities.

COVID-19 and women migrant workers in 
ASEAN

Spotlight Initiative | June 2020
This brief explores the multi-dimensional impact of the COVID-19 pandemic 
on women migrant workers in and from the ASEAN region. The COVID-19 
crisis is not only a health crisis but a crisis with damaging and compounding 
impacts on freedom from violence and harassment, employment, income, 
social protection, access to services, and access to justice. This brief outlines the 
critical programmatic and policy responses required to address these issues. 
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https://www.asylos.eu/Handlers/Download.ashx?IDMF=46799dc2-689c-48dc-b120-0d0e10bd9b3d
https://www.asylos.eu/Handlers/Download.ashx?IDMF=46799dc2-689c-48dc-b120-0d0e10bd9b3d
https://thailand.iom.int/sites/default/files/document/publications/COVID-19%20Village%20assessment%20Mae%20Sot%20%28final_New%29.pdf
https://thailand.iom.int/sites/default/files/document/publications/COVID-19%20Village%20assessment%20Mae%20Sot%20%28final_New%29.pdf
https://thailand.iom.int/sites/default/files/document/publications/COVID-19%20Village%20assessment%20Mae%20Sot%20%28final_New%29.pdf
https://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---asia/---ro-bangkok/documents/briefingnote/wcms_746979.pdf
https://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---asia/---ro-bangkok/documents/briefingnote/wcms_746979.pdf
https://www.asylos.eu/Handlers/Download.ashx?IDMF=46799dc2-689c-48dc-b120-0d0e10bd9b3d
https://thailand.iom.int/sites/default/files/document/publications/COVID-19%20Village%20assessment%20Mae%20Sot%20%28final_New%29.pdf
https://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---asia/---ro-bangkok/documents/briefingnote/wcms_746979.pdf


Situational Assessment of Labor Migrants in 
Asia: Needs and Knowledge During COVID-19 - 
Cambodia

USAID/Winrock International | June 2020
Between the months of February and May 2020, more than 90,000 labor 
migrants returned to Cambodia as the COVID-19 pandemic caused mass 
business and industry closures across the region. Tens of thousands were 
left unemployed, facing uncertain futures upon their return. To ascertain the 
short and long-term needs of this cohort, the USAID Asia Counter Trafficking 

in Persons (CTIP) project, implemented by Winrock International, conducted this assessment through 
quantitative surveys from returned Cambodian migrants, resulting in the development of a series of 
recommendations for program response. 

Protecting the rights of domestic workers in 
Malaysia during the COVID-19 pandemic and 
beyond

Spotlight Initiative | June 2020
During the COVID-19 pandemic, the decent work deficits of the domestic 
work sector in Malaysia have come into sharp focus. The health crisis has 
compounded the negative effects of domestic workers’ exclusion from full labor 
and social protections on par with other sectors. As many domestic workers 
are migrants in Malaysia, domestic workers also grapple with additional 
challenges such as lost remittances, travel restrictions and risk of arrest and 

detention by state officials. This note outlines the specific requirements of migrant domestic workers in light 
of the existing and emerging impacts of the COVID-19 pandemic and seeks to make recommendations to 
protect the rights of domestic workers in Malaysia. The observations and recommendations made in this 
note are the results of a consultative dialogue organized by the ILO-UN Women Spotlight Initiative Safe 
and Fair program and Ke-Arah 189, a coalition of civil society organizations advocating for the protection 
of the rights of domestic workers in Malaysia.
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https://www.winrock.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/06/migrant-study_cambodia.pdf
https://www.winrock.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/06/migrant-study_cambodia.pdf
https://www.winrock.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/06/migrant-study_cambodia.pdf
https://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---asia/---ro-bangkok/documents/publication/wcms_748051.pdf
https://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---asia/---ro-bangkok/documents/publication/wcms_748051.pdf
https://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---asia/---ro-bangkok/documents/publication/wcms_748051.pdf
https://www.winrock.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/06/migrant-study_cambodia.pdf
https://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---asia/---ro-bangkok/documents/publication/wcms_748051.pdf


The MMC is a global network consisting of seven regional 
hubs and a central unit in Geneva engaged in data collection, 
research, analysis and policy development on mixed migration. 
The MMC is a leading source for independent and high-quality 
data, research, analysis and expertise on mixed migration. 
The MMC aims to increase understanding of mixed migration, 
to positively impact global and regional migration policies, to 
inform evidence-based protection responses for people on the 
move and to stimulate forward thinking in public and policy 
debates on mixed migration. The MMC’s overarching focus is on 
human rights and protection for all people on the move.

The MMC is part of and governed by the Danish Refugee  
Council (DRC). Global and regional MMC teams are based in 
Amman, Copenhagen, Dakar, Geneva, Nairobi, Tunis, Bogota 
and Bangkok. 

For more information visit:
mixedmigration.org and follow us at @Mixed_Migration
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