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This Quarterly Mixed Migration Update (QMMU) covers Southern and Southeast Asia. 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 six 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

• COVID-19 induced economic downturn leads migrants to explore upskilling in order to re-enter job 
markets: As COVID-19 continues to exacerbate situations of vulnerability for migrants and refugees, 
many have explored opportunities to upskill in order to re-enter the labor market. 

• Myanmar’s multiple crises trigger migration and displacement: Escalating violence at the hands of 
the country’s military continues to pressure Myanmar nationals to seek safety in neighboring countries, 
including India and Thailand.

• Continued health concerns for refugees and migrants in immigration detention facilities: This quarter 
saw a spike in COVID-19 cases in detention centers across Asia and the Pacific, including Japan, 
Thailand, and Australia’s offshore centers in Papua New Guinea.

• Lengthy resettlement waits trigger growing desperation among refugees and people seeking asylum 
in Indonesia: This quarter saw reports of a compounding mental health crisis among refugees stuck in 
limbo in Indonesia, including growing desperation, self-harm, and suicide rates. 

• Uncertainty around the inclusion of refugees and migrants in COVID-19 vaccination plans across 
the region: Refugees in Nepal became the first refugees in the Asia-Pacific to have received COVID-19 
vaccinations. Nations including Singapore, Thailand, South Korea, Malaysia, and the Maldives have all 
announced that they will offer the vaccines to foreign workers. However, the actual implementation 
of those vaccination plans remains uncertain while “invisible” migrants, including those with no legal 
documents, as well as refugees are likely to be the last in line.

• Asia-Pacific Regional Review of Implementation of the Global Compact for Safe, Orderly and Regular 
Migration: From 10 to 12 March, the first regional review of the Global Compact for Safe, Orderly and 
Regular Migration in Asia and the Pacific was held. The review called for greater collaboration among 
countries to implement the global framework to among other things, reduce situations of vulnerability 
experienced by migrants across the region. 
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https://www.thenewhumanitarian.org/analysis/2021/3/10/one-year-how-pandemic-has-affected-refugees-asylum-migration
https://www.un.org/sg/en/content/sg/statement/2021-03-15/statement%C2%A0attributable-the-spokesperson-for-the%C2%A0secretary-general-myanmar
https://www.arabnews.com/node/1811941/world
https://www.ucanews.com/news/migrants-infected-with-covid-19-at-thai-detention-centers/91818
https://asrc.org.au/2021/03/30/governments-lack-of-care-is-endangering-people-in-offshore-detention-on-png-during-covid-19-outbreak/
https://www.thenewhumanitarian.org/news-feature/2021/3/22/in-indonesia-desperation-grows-for-refugees-trapped-in-limbo-for-years
https://reliefweb.int/report/nepal/first-asia-pacific-refugees-nepal-receive-vaccinations-against-covid-19
https://www.channelnewsasia.com/news/singapore/covid-19-vaccination-migrant-workers-dormitories-moh-14360202
https://www.bangkokpost.com/thailand/general/2070455/covid-vaccinations-for-everyone-in-thailand
https://www.fkcci.com/actualites/n/news/access-to-vaccine-campaigns-in-korea-for-foreigners.html
https://www.reuters.com/article/health-coronavirus-malaysia-vaccines/malaysia-offers-covid-19-vaccinations-to-foreign-residents-undocumented-migrants-idUSL4N2KH0MI
http://www.xinhuanet.com/english/asiapacific/2021-02/25/c_139767123.htm
https://news.trust.org/item/20210121140235-nzmls/
https://news.trust.org/item/20210121140235-nzmls/
https://www.unescap.org/intergovernmental-meetings/asia-pacific-regional-review-implementation-global-compact-safe-orderly
https://www.iom.int/news/first-regional-review-global-compact-safe-orderly-and-regular-migration-asia-pacific-concludes
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Australia: Dozens 
of asylum seekers 

were released from 
immigration centers 

and ad-hoc facilities in 
Brisbane and Melbourne

Bangladesh: 14,000 
Rohingya refugees relocated 
to Bhasan Char, while others 

faced tragic fires in Cox’s 
Bazar refugee camps

Myanmar: During the 
first two months of the 
coup more than 1,000 

people have fled to 
India’s Mizoram state 

and about 3,000 across 
the border to Thailand

Afghanistan: Forced deportations of Afghans from 
Europe continue, bringing the number of asylum 
seekers sent back to Afghanistan from Germany 

alone since December 2016 to 1,015

India: around 170 
Rohingya refugees 
were detained in 

the state of Jammu 
and are pending 
deportation to 

Myanmar

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 induced economic downturn leads migrants to explore 
upskilling in order to re-enter job markets

This quarter saw COVID-19 continue to exacerbate situations of vulnerability for migrants and refugees. 
While many migrant workers who remain in host countries struggle with access to livelihoods, discrimination, 
and poor treatment, returned migrants faced mounting struggles in their countries of origin in terms of 
reintegration and employment.

Despite widespread job loss as a result of strict lockdowns, many migrants have taken the opportunity  
to upskill. Millions of Indian migrant workers who lost their jobs as a result of widespread sector closures 
have turned to online training courses to learn new skills as they seek to reenter the labor market. In the 
Pacific, the COVID-19 pandemic and the closure of international travel have had serious impacts on 
employment and livelihoods across the region, especially in countries that are reliant on international 
tourism. As a result, there has been a push for labor mobility schemes as well as upskilling of migrant 
workers to expand overseas labor opportunities, particularly in Australia and New Zealand, for migrants 
from the Pacific Islands.

Myanmar’s multiple crises trigger migration and displacement

On 1 February 2021, Myanmar’s military overthrew its newly elected government, halting the country’s 
democratic transition and sparking nationwide protests. Aid groups have since voiced concerns over 
accessing some 330,000 internally displaced people within Myanmar who rely on humanitarian assistance 
for their survival. Other worries include that escalating violence at the hands of the country’s military, 
including arrests, torture, and killing of demonstrators, will increase the number of internally displaced 
people as well as see more people fleeing to neighboring countries.

The worsening security situation, coupled with rising food and fuel prices, cash shortages, as well as 
a breakdown in healthcare, continues to pressure Myanmar nationals to seek safety and migrate to 
neighboring countries. Within two months of the coup, more than 1,000 people have crossed the border 
from Myanmar to India’s Mizoram state, including Myanmar policemen and their families who refused to 
obey orders to break up pro-democracy protests. At the same time, about 3,000 people have fled across 
Myanmar’s eastern border to Thailand. With the number likely to rise further, concerns are mounting over 
the safety of civilians in Myanmar, as well as the spillover effects the coup may have on other countries in 
the region.

India and Thailand have both shown resistance to receiving those seeking safety. In India, local authorities 
initially advocated for building designated refugee camps near the border, while rights groups have urged 
the government to swiftly process asylum applications as people arrive. However, India has sent at least 
100 people back to Myanmar, exposing them to the risks of arrests and execution by Myanmar’s military. In 
Thailand, rights groups accused the government of sending the majority of those seeking safety back across 
the border, despite the Thai Prime Minister saying they had returned of their own accord. Thailand has also 
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https://www.thenewhumanitarian.org/analysis/2021/3/10/one-year-how-pandemic-has-affected-refugees-asylum-migration
https://www.bangkokpost.com/business/2060403/migrant-workers-deserve-far-better
https://www.opendemocracy.net/en/pandemic-border/sri-lankas-returning-migrants-need-more-than-plane-tickets-and-quarantines/
https://www.weforum.org/agenda/2021/01/indias-migrant-workers-reskilling-online/
https://moderndiplomacy.eu/2021/01/19/reskilling-and-labour-migration-vital-to-the-pacifics-economic-recovery/
https://moderndiplomacy.eu/2021/01/19/reskilling-and-labour-migration-vital-to-the-pacifics-economic-recovery/
https://www.bangkokpost.com/opinion/opinion/2081051
https://reliefweb.int/report/myanmar/one-million-people-conflict-affected-areas-myanmar-need-humanitarian-assistance-enmy
https://www.un.org/sg/en/content/sg/statement/2021-03-15/statement%C2%A0attributable-the-spokesperson-for-the%C2%A0secretary-general-myanmar
https://www.thenewhumanitarian.org/news/2021/2/2/myanmar-coup-humanitarian-aid-access-conflict-peace
https://www.wfp.org/news/rising-food-and-fuel-prices-looming-threat-poorest-and-most-vulnerable-myanmar-warns-wfp
https://www.thenewhumanitarian.org/news-feature/2021/3/2/myanmar-coup-cash-shortages-pressure-on-aid-to-conflict-zones
https://www.thenewhumanitarian.org/news/2021/3/25/myanmars-post-coup-healthcare-breakdown
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-myanmar-politics-india/more-than-1000-myanmar-refugees-seeking-shelter-in-indias-mizoram-state-lawmaker-idUSKBN2BB26A?mc_cid=dd93d2e595&mc_eid=a0b6e5d286
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-asia-56343982
https://www.ft.com/content/a7efa63f-7fc8-41f6-8495-0daae0882c0d
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-myanmar-politics-india-idUSKBN2BB26A
http://www.rightsrisks.org/press-release/india-urged-to-process-asylum-applications-of-40-chin-myanmarese-families-in-mizoram/
https://economictimes.indiatimes.com/news/india/100-returnees-among-over-1000-myanmar-refugees-seeking-shelter-in-mizoram-officials/articleshow/81748205.cms
https://economictimes.indiatimes.com/news/india/100-returnees-among-over-1000-myanmar-refugees-seeking-shelter-in-mizoram-officials/articleshow/81748205.cms
https://news.e-unhcr.org/optiext/optiextension.dll?ID=GcdGaBso8YZ8DVACRFDKMi9OAgrN8u1vJlnqu_tzyskPIzmWOa0mxR__ktI_MfQ5zpaG3oOomyvfKQSwwRGR3yfdV6bWR


announced that it has prepared shelters for the recent refugee arrivals, highlighting its responsibility to 
uphold human rights standards.

Continued deportations of Afghans from Europe despite alarming 
security threats

Forced deportations of Afghans from Europe continued this quarter amid rising concerns over the security 
and wellbeing of deportees back home. On 10 March, a chartered plane landed in Kabul carrying 26 Afghan 
men deported from Germany. The flight was the 37th deportation flight from Germany to Afghanistan since 
December 2016, bringing the number of asylum seekers sent back to Afghanistan from Germany to 1,015. 

Deportations of Afghan nationals from the EU have resumed since late 2020 as EU member states are 
convinced that big cities in Afghanistan are safe. However, while struggles to reintegrate are reported 
by Afghan deportees, violence continues in multiple parts of the country. The first two months of 2021 
saw a worrying spate of brutal attacks deliberately targeting civilians, resulting in more than 80 deaths. 
Despite peace talks, heavy fighting between the insurgents and government forces continued leading to 
widespread displacement across the country. In January alone, about 17,000 Afghan families in Kandahar 
fled their homes following months of heavy fighting. 

Continued health concerns for refugees and migrants in 
immigration detention facilities

This quarter saw a spike in COVID-19 cases in detention centers across Asia and the Pacific. In February, 
Japan confirmed a new variant of COVID-19 and an infection cluster emerged at a Tokyo immigration 
facility. The facility currently holds 133 detainees, including asylum seekers and migrants in violation of 
Japan’s immigration laws, 39 of whom were tested positive for COVID-19. Japan’s immigration detention 
system has been widely criticized for its lack of medical standards, close monitoring of detainees, and 
inadequate response to emergencies. 

Meanwhile, in Thailand, most of the 77 migrants from Myanmar, Laos, and Cambodia held in two 
overcrowded cells at immigration detention offices in Bangkok have become infected with COVID-19, 
highlighting the concerning conditions for migrants and asylum seekers in Thai immigration facilities. 

At the same time, concerns are rising over the 130 refugees and people seeking asylum held in Australian 
offshore processing in Papua New Guinea (PNG). PNG has recently seen an alarming increase in COVID-19 
cases and around 13 refugees and people seeking asylum there have tested COVID positive already. Rising 
COVID-19 cases in PNG are worrying given the country’s poor medical infrastructure and healthcare 
workers shortages. 

14,000 Rohingya refugees relocated to Bhasan Char, while others 
faced tragic fire in Cox’s Bazar 

In this quarter, Bangladesh continued relocating Rohingya refugees from Cox’s Bazar to Bhasan Char 
island amid criticism that those relocated were so against their will. By the end of March, 14,000 Rohingya 
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https://asia.nikkei.com/Spotlight/Myanmar-Coup/Thailand-prepared-to-take-Myanmar-refugees-says-Prayuth
https://www.infomigrants.net/en/post/30778/more-than-1-000-afghan-asylum-seekers-deported-from-germany
https://www.dw.com/en/afghan-deportations-continue-despite-security-threats/a-55977624
https://www.vqronline.org/reporting-articles/2021/03/strangers-homeland
https://www.un.org/press/en/2021/sc14472.doc.htm
https://english.alarabiya.net/News/world/2021/01/07/Thousands-of-Afghan-families-flee-fighting-in-Taliban-bastion-of-Kandahar
https://www.arabnews.com/node/1811941/world
https://www.arabnews.com/node/1811941/world
https://www.ucanews.com/news/migrants-infected-with-covid-19-at-thai-detention-centers/91818
https://asrc.org.au/2021/03/30/governments-lack-of-care-is-endangering-people-in-offshore-detention-on-png-during-covid-19-outbreak/
https://www.abc.net.au/radionational/programs/breakfast/refugees-say-growing-number-contracting-covid19-in-png/13281274?mc_cid=e634d6b257&mc_eid=ea393d8c64
https://www.thehindu.com/news/international/bangladesh-authorities-sends-more-rohingyas-to-island/article33845004.ece
https://unb.com.bd/category/Bangladesh/rohingya-relocation-2495-going-to-bhasan-char-in-6th-phase/66852


refugees have been relocated to the island. From 17 to 20 March, a UN delegation made their first visit to 
the remote island with findings from the trip yet to be shared. Despite concerns over the inhabitability of the 
island, Bangladesh announced it aims to eventually transfer 100,000 Rohingya refugees there. 

Meanwhile, nearly 1 million Rohingya refugees left in Cox’s Bazar continued facing devastating situations. 
Within the first three months of 2021, two massive fires swept through the camps, on 14 January destroying 
550 shelters, and again on 23 March killing 15 people, displacing 45,000 others, and destroying 10,000 
homes. Rights groups continue to voice concerns over the safety of the camps, as well as criticized the 28 
kilometers of barbed-wired fencing erected by the government which prevented many Rohingya refugees 
from escaping the deadly fires.

Amid the situation, onwards movements from Cox’s Bazar continued. On 26 February, India’s coast guard 
intercepted 81 Rohingya refugees adrift in the Andaman Sea, eight people on board were confirmed to 
have died. Right after the event, Bangladesh announced that it was under no obligation to take those 
stranded refugees. India has been providing food and medical aid to the group but has by far refused to 
allow them to disembark onto their territory. The incident highlights not only a continued humanitarian 
crisis facing Rohingya refugees but also the lack of responsibility-sharing mechanisms between states to 
respond to the crisis. 

Lengthy resettlement waits trigger growing desperation among 
refugees and people seeking asylum in Indonesia

This quarter saw reports of a compounding mental health crisis among refugees in Indonesia, including 
growing desperation, self-harm, and suicide rates, with 13 suicides since 2014 and four in 2020. Indonesia 
hosts nearly 14,000 refugees and asylum seekers, many of whom originally intended to reach Australia 
and are now trapped in protracted transit for years, awaiting resettlement as a result of Australia’s hardline 
border management policies.

While irregular maritime movements to Australia have all but ceased, movements of Rohingya refugees 
from Indonesia to Malaysia continue. On 6 January, more than 30 Rohingya people were caught arriving 
in Malaysia by boat from Indonesia and imminently charged with entering the country without valid 
documents. Soon after that, on 30 January, hundreds of Rohingya refugees were reported missing from a 
refugee camp in Lhokseumawe on Indonesia’s northern coast. This group was said to have been smuggled 
to Malaysia to reunite with family and join the large Rohingya population there. In response, the Malaysian 
Maritime Enforcement Agency announced that it will monitor all boats passing through the country’s 
waters from Indonesia to curb irregular movements. This mirrors Malaysia’s hardline approach to border 
management and increasing pushback of boats carrying refugees amid the COVID-19 pandemic in 2020. 

India ranked among the lowest for key indices of migrant inclusivity

In January, the Migration Policy Group released its Migrant Integration Policy Index ranking India the lowest 
among 52 assessed countries for migrant inclusivity. Key indices show that the country’s performance 
is particularly bad in policy areas such as anti-discrimination, health, labor market mobility, and access  
to citizenship.
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https://unb.com.bd/category/Bangladesh/rohingya-relocation-2495-going-to-bhasan-char-in-6th-phase/66852
https://www.arabnews.com/node/1829456/world
https://www.msf.org/rohingya-refugees-face-tough-choices-bangladesh
https://www.usnews.com/news/world/articles/2021-03-17/un-makes-first-visit-to-remote-bangladesh-island-since-rohingya-moved
https://www.reuters.com/article/idUSKBN29J1AL?edition-redirect=ca&utm_source=The+New+Humanitarian&utm_campaign=066bb755c6-EMAIL_CAMPAIGN_Cheat_Sheet_11_Dec_2020_COPY_01&utm_medium=email&utm_term=0_d842d98289-066bb755c6-75569861
https://www.thenewhumanitarian.org/news/2021/3/23/rohingya-camp-fire-barbed-wire-fences-blocked-escape
https://www.thenewhumanitarian.org/news/2021/3/23/rohingya-camp-fire-barbed-wire-fences-blocked-escape
https://www.reuters.com/article/idUSKBN2AQ0DU
https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2021/2/27/bangladesh-under-no-obligation-to-take-stranded-rohingya-fm?mc_cid=4da06c6554&mc_eid=a0b6e5d286
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-bangladesh-rohingya-boat-idUSKBN2BH30X
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-bangladesh-rohingya-boat-idUSKBN2BH30X
https://www.thenewhumanitarian.org/news-feature/2021/3/22/in-indonesia-desperation-grows-for-refugees-trapped-in-limbo-for-years
https://www.thenewhumanitarian.org/news-feature/2021/3/22/in-indonesia-desperation-grows-for-refugees-trapped-in-limbo-for-years
https://www.channelnewsasia.com/news/asia/refugees-stranded-in-indonesia-for-years-11043976
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-malaysia-rohingya-idUSKBN2A709B
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https://www.malaymail.com/news/malaysia/2021/01/29/mmea-monitoring-boats-from-indonesia-to-prevent-entry-of-undocumented-migra/1945260
https://www.migpolgroup.com/wp-content/uploads/2021/02/Solano-Giacomo-Huddleston-Thomas-2020-Migrant-Integration-Policy-Index-2020.pdf
https://scroll.in/article/983499/while-millions-of-indians-seek-better-lives-abroad-india-treats-its-immigrants-poorly


Meanwhile, amid the controversial Citizenship Act, mass protests have flared across parts of India since 
December 2020. India’s northeast state of Assam is on the front lines of a citizenship clash that has already 
pushed some 2 million people to the brink of statelessness. At least 31 people have since then been killed 
in police crackdowns, including five in Assam.

Further in this quarter, India continuously ramped up and deported Rohingya Muslim refugees, a move 
that supports its Hindu nationalist agenda. On 7 March, around 170 Rohingya refugees were detained 
in the state of Jammu and are pending deportation to Myanmar. Reports showed that many of them hold 
UNHCR cards and are owed international protection. Fearing detention, hundreds of Rohingya refugees 
left the refugee camps while others came to New Delhi and protested outside UNHCR offices demanding 
the immediate release of their relatives and community members.

Uncertainty around the inclusion of refugees and migrants in 
COVID-19 vaccination plans 

While many countries roll out their COVID-19 vaccination plans, debates continue about “vaccine 
nationalism” and concerns persist about refugees and migrants being the last in line. “Invisible” migrants, 
including those with no legal documents and those confined to their workplace, as well as refugees are 
particularly vulnerable. 

Some countries in the region have shown leadership in including refugees and migrant workers in the 
vaccination program. The extension of vaccinations to migrant populations mostly comes from a realization 
that migrant worker segregation does not work, as examples from Singapore, Thailand, and Malaysia have 
shown in 2020. 

On 19 March, refugees in Nepal received COVID-19 jabs during the rollout of the country’s national 
vaccination campaign, becoming the first refugees in Asia-Pacific to have received vaccinations. Nations 
including Singapore, Thailand, South Korea, Malaysia, and the Maldives have all announced that they will 
offer COVID-19 vaccines to foreign workers, including undocumented migrants. In February, Iran announced 
that migrants in the country, the majority of whom are from Afghanistan, will get the COVID-19 vaccines. 
During the same period, Australia said it would offer free access to COVID-19 vaccines to people inside 
immigration detention facilities. 

Despite these promising steps, the actual implementation of vaccination plans remains uncertain. In 
Bangladesh, for instance, while the government has confirmed that Rohingya refugees will be included 
in the national vaccination plan, no concrete plan was finalized to ensure equitable vaccine access for 
their very large number of refugees. Further, according to the UN only 54 out of 188 states have included 
explicit provisions to cover refugees, asylum seekers, stateless and internally displaced people in their 
vaccination rollout. 
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https://www.thenewhumanitarian.org/news-feature/2020/02/04/India-citizenship-statelessness-Assam-Muslim-minority
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https://news.trust.org/item/20210121140235-nzmls/
https://theconversation.com/migrant-worker-segregation-doesnt-work-covid-19-lessons-from-southeast-asia-155260
https://reliefweb.int/report/nepal/first-asia-pacific-refugees-nepal-receive-vaccinations-against-covid-19
https://www.channelnewsasia.com/news/singapore/covid-19-vaccination-migrant-workers-dormitories-moh-14360202
https://www.bangkokpost.com/thailand/general/2070455/covid-vaccinations-for-everyone-in-thailand
https://www.fkcci.com/actualites/n/news/access-to-vaccine-campaigns-in-korea-for-foreigners.html
https://www.reuters.com/article/health-coronavirus-malaysia-vaccines/malaysia-offers-covid-19-vaccinations-to-foreign-residents-undocumented-migrants-idUSL4N2KH0MI
http://www.xinhuanet.com/english/asiapacific/2021-02/25/c_139767123.htm
https://www.tehrantimes.com/news/458004/Even-illegal-migrants-in-Iran-will-get-COVID-19-vaccine
https://www.sbs.com.au/news/government-secures-10-million-additional-doses-of-pfizer-jab-and-extends-vaccine-program-to-all-visa-holders?mc_cid=009192c6f9&mc_eid=a0b6e5d286
https://www.unhcr.org/news/stories/2021/3/60531db51d/rohingya-refugees-local-bangladeshis-benefit-inclusive-covid-19-response.html
https://news.trust.org/item/20210121140235-nzmls/
https://www.washingtonpost.com/world/2021/01/30/refugees-vaccine-covid-jordan/


Australia: Rights groups demand more actions from the 
government as dozens of asylum seekers released after years  
of detention

Since January 2021, Australia has released dozens of asylum seekers detained in immigration centers and 
ad-hoc facilities in Brisbane and Melbourne. By late January, a total of 65 people were released in Melbourne. 
Soon after that, in early March, about 50 people were released from a Brisbane immigration detention 
site. Pressure remains on the government to support and release the 200 people who remain in detention 
facilities in PNG and Nauru, as well as another 140 medical evacuees in detention around Australia. 

Despite their newfound freedom, people who were released face multiple mental health impacts due to 
prolonged detention with documented cases of trauma and anxiety. Additionally, while they have been 
granted bridging visas for six months, they have been provided with little to no government support. After 
spending seven years in detention, it has been a challenge for many to recover and find a job in a highly 
competitive labor market in Australia, putting them at risk of falling into destitution.

At the same time, given the multiple crises in the region, Australia has been urged to do more to support 
displaced communities across Asia. While the number of successful permanent residency applications 
increased significantly among people from Hongkong due to concerns for their safety over China’s new 
security law, rights groups have urged the Australian government to provide asylum to temporary visa 
holders from Myanmar as violence continues in the Southeast Asian nation. In response, the Department of 
Home Affairs announced that it will grant a visa extension for those who are eligible, while protection visa 
decisions will be based on individual case assessments.

Asia-Pacific Regional Review of Implementation of the Global 
Compact for Safe, Orderly and Regular Migration

From 10 to 12 March, the United Nations Economic and Social Commission for Asia and the Pacific and 
the Regional UN Network on Migration for Asia and the Pacific brought together over 200 government 
representatives and stakeholders to the first regional review of the Global Compact for Safe, Orderly and 
Regular Migration in Asia and the Pacific. 

Recognizing international migration as an important multidimensional reality in the region, the review 
called for greater collaboration among countries to implement the global framework to benefit migrants 
of all statuses. Among the conclusion was the need to implement policies to maximize the potential of 
migration, as well as to minimize the negative impacts of migration on migrants, with particular respect to 
labor and human rights.
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https://www.brisbanetimes.com.au/national/victoria/like-flying-dozens-more-refugees-released-from-hotel-detention-in-melbourne-20210121-p56vr3.html
https://www.brisbanetimes.com.au/national/queensland/more-than-20-refugees-released-from-brisbane-detention-sites-20210301-p576nh.html
https://www.brisbanetimes.com.au/national/victoria/like-flying-dozens-more-refugees-released-from-hotel-detention-in-melbourne-20210121-p56vr3.html
https://www.brisbanetimes.com.au/national/victoria/like-flying-dozens-more-refugees-released-from-hotel-detention-in-melbourne-20210121-p56vr3.html
https://www.theguardian.com/australia-news/2021/mar/07/the-end-of-detention-we-are-free-but-we-need-to-recover-from-all-those-years
https://www.brisbanetimes.com.au/national/queensland/more-than-20-refugees-released-from-brisbane-detention-sites-20210301-p576nh.html
https://www.theguardian.com/australia-news/2021/mar/07/the-end-of-detention-we-are-free-but-we-need-to-recover-from-all-those-years?mc_cid=ec55b85fbf&mc_eid=a0b6e5d286
https://www.sbs.com.au/chinese/english/australia-s-skilled-visa-allocation-to-hongkongers-has-more-than-doubled-since-china-s-crackdown?mc_cid=4da06c6554&mc_eid=a0b6e5d286
https://www.abc.net.au/news/2021-03-01/myanmar-temporary-visa-holders-need-australias-protection/13198812?mc_cid=ec55b85fbf&mc_eid=a0b6e5d286
https://www.abc.net.au/news/2021-03-01/myanmar-temporary-visa-holders-need-australias-protection/13198812?mc_cid=ec55b85fbf&mc_eid=a0b6e5d286
https://www.sbs.com.au/news/dateline/my-dead-body-will-be-sent-home-international-students-fear-returning-to-myanmar
https://www.iom.int/news/first-regional-review-global-compact-safe-orderly-and-regular-migration-asia-pacific-concludes
https://www.unescap.org/intergovernmental-meetings/asia-pacific-regional-review-implementation-global-compact-safe-orderly
https://www.iom.int/news/first-regional-review-global-compact-safe-orderly-and-regular-migration-asia-pacific-concludes
https://www.iom.int/news/first-regional-review-global-compact-safe-orderly-and-regular-migration-asia-pacific-concludes


Thematic Focus:  
A perfect storm: Malaysia’s forced 
deportation of refugees and migrants 
from Myanmar amid the military coup
Amid mounting concerns over the increasing use of violence against civilians in Myanmar, on 24 February, 
Malaysia deported 1,086 Myanmar nationals into the depths of the coup. Malaysia’s actions are the latest 
blow to the multiple crises facing the people of Myanmar, adding a new burden to the fragile state grappling 
with the COVID-19 pandemic, unresolved ethnic armed conflicts, and an increasingly violent coup. 

The recent deportation highlights the continuation of Malaysia’s concerning approach towards refugees 
and undocumented migrants. With UNHCR denied access to Malaysian detention centers since August 
2019, those deported include at least 9 people registered with UNHCR, as well as migrants in vulnerable 
situations, including unaccompanied and separated minors. The deportation also raises alarms about 
the increasing insecurity faced by refugees and migrants from Myanmar in other countries in the region, 
including Bangladesh and Malaysia. 

Malaysia – a safe haven no more

Malaysia has a long history of hosting refugees and migrants starting as early as the British colonial period. 
As of the end of January 2021, there are some 178,710 refugees and asylum seekers registered with 
UNHCR in Malaysia, the majority of whom are from Myanmar, comprised of more than 100,000 Rohingya 
together with other persecuted ethnic minorities. The country also hosts around 2 million documented 
foreign workers, along with an estimated 2-4 million without documentation.

During the pandemic, refugees and migrants in Malaysia have faced exacerbated situations of vulnerability 
and more than ever need assistance from their host government. However, COVID-19 has hardened the 
Malaysian stance on refugees and migrants. Since May 2020, nationwide immigration crackdowns targeting 
undocumented people have led to more than 8,000 being arrested and held in Malaysian detention centers. 
Throughout this time many have been forcibly deported. In July 2020, in the middle of the pandemic, over 
19,000 undocumented migrants were sent back to their home countries, the majority of whom were 
Indonesians, followed by Bangladeshi and Myanmar nationals. These actions further undermine their 
significant contribution to the country’s economy, particularly in Malaysia’s labor-intensive sectors.

Protracted and new crises in Myanmar

For decades, conflicts have simmered in multiple parts of Myanmar, but the mounting humanitarian and 
human rights concerns are now higher than ever. Since June 2020, after a 17-year ceasefire, conflict resumed 
in Kachin state which previously displaced more than 100,000 people. In Rakhine State, the protracted 
conflict against the Muslim minority Rohingya has posed threats to the safety of around 600,000 Rohingya, 
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https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2021/2/23/malaysia-deports-1200-people-to-myanmar
https://www.hrw.org/news/2021/02/24/malaysia-investigate-return-1086-myanmar-nationals
https://www.intellasia.net/asylum-seekers-children-among-burma-deportees-from-malaysia-rights-groups-877025
http://www.simiroma.org/Baggio/baggiomim/Inmigration%20in%20Malaysia.pdf
https://www.unhcr.org/figures-at-a-glance-in-malaysia.html
https://www.iom.int/sites/default/files/country/docs/malaysia/iom_malaysia_infosheet_may2019.pdf
https://mixedmigration.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/09/130_covid_snapshot_Asia.pdf
https://www.hrw.org/news/2020/11/20/malaysia-end-abusive-immigration-detention
https://www.nst.com.my/news/nation/2020/07/607750/19000-covid-free-undocumented-migrants-sent-back-says-ismail-sabri
https://www.thenewhumanitarian.org/photo-feature/2020/07/02/Myanmar-Kachin-displaced-women-coronavirus-conflict
https://news.sky.com/story/myanmar-coup-fears-grow-for-600-000-rohingya-muslims-still-in-the-country-12206222


including 120,000 people who are effectively confined to camps. Meanwhile, the nearly 1 million Rohingya 
refugees who fled to Bangladesh have faced worsening conditions and increasing instability with recent 
relocations to the isolated island of Bhasan Char. 

The COVID-19 pandemic has further proved that Myanmar does not have the capacity to protect people 
within its border, even before the military coup. In 2020, the spontaneous return of more than 160,000 
migrants from Thailand amid the pandemic put a strain on the economy. Widespread unemployment and 
destitution, together with the closing of land borders, have further worsened the situation of poor and 
displaced people in Myanmar. 

Human rights-centred regional response framework is the way 
forward

The lack of a comprehensive regional framework on irregular migration and refugee issues has led to ad 
hoc responses as well as the reluctance of many states in the region to uphold the rights of migrants. As 
a result, hundreds of lives of refugees and migrants were lost at sea in 2020, while arrests and forced 
deportations have affected thousands of others.

With no durable solutions in sight for the protracted conflicts, growing economic difficulties, and political 
instability, Myanmar nationals will likely continue seeking refuge abroad or embark on risky irregular 
journeys to other countries, mainly Thailand, Malaysia and Indonesia, both for safety and better livelihood 
opportunities. Forced deportations, like those carried out by Malaysia, will further take away their rights 
and increase their vulnerabilities.

Quarterly Mixed Migration Update Q1 2021: Asia      

MMC Asia

11

https://www.reuters.com/article/us-bangladesh-rohingya-idUSKBN2AE0FX
https://reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/files/resources/IOM%20Myanmar%20COVID-19%20Sitrep%2012%20%2826%20October%202020%29.pdf
https://reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/files/resources/IOM%20Myanmar%20COVID-19%20Sitrep%2012%20%2826%20October%202020%29.pdf
https://mixedmigration.org/articles/surviving-fear-and-uncertainty-rohingya-refugees-in-malaysia/
https://www.thenewhumanitarian.org/news/2020/05/25/Malaysia-coronavirus-refugees-asylum-seekers-xenophobia
https://www.thenewhumanitarian.org/news/2020/05/25/Malaysia-coronavirus-refugees-asylum-seekers-xenophobia


Highlighted New Research and Reports

COVID-19 and Migration for Work in South Asia: 
Private Sector Responsibilities

UNICEF | March 2021
The impacts of COVID-19 in South Asia have heightened and further exposed 
the vulnerability of migrant workers. These workers and their families are 

frequently overlooked in the pandemic response – and children are too often ignored in the discourse on 
migrant workers. Businesses and governments are responsible for protecting all workers from human 
rights abuses. When this is not done, previous achievements and future development are put in peril. 
The discussion and recommendations in this report are based on a wide range of authoritative sources, 
accessed and investigated from May 2020–January 2021. 

Urban Refugee Management in Indonesia and 
Southeast Asia

Resilience Development Initiative | February 2021
This document, titled Annotated Bibliography: Urban Refugee Management in 
Indonesia and Southeast Asia, aims to guide readers into the world of works of 
literature on urban refugees and related themes in Indonesia specifically, and 
within the broader Southeast Asian context. Urban refugees is a growing issue 
in migration studies that is still receiving little scholarly attention. Definition of 
the term urban refugee is still subject to debate, as each concerned entity has 
its distinct definition of the term depending on the practical use and objective of 

their work. This annotated bibliography seeks to promote an understanding of urban refugees by presenting 
brief summaries of studies related to refugee management in urban areas. With that, hopefully, readers 
will be able to form a working definition of the term urban refugee, and identify the challenges of refugee 
management at national and city levels.

UNICEF REGIONAL OFFICE FOR SOUTH ASIA

COVID-19 and Migration for Work in South Asia: 
Private Sector Responsibilities

Urban Refugee 
Management in Indonesia 
and Southeast Asia

Annotated Bibliography:

RDI – URBAN REFUGEE RESEARCH GROUP 

Nino Viartasiwi (ed.), Jean Sonia P Langi (ed.), 
Akino Tahir, Risye Dwiyani, Ayu Prestasia, 
Febrianty Hasanah, Yohana Rosendra
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https://www.unicef.org/rosa/reports/covid-19-and-migration-work-south-asia
https://www.unicef.org/rosa/reports/covid-19-and-migration-work-south-asia
https://www.rdi.or.id/storage/files/khub/uref/1614676572-rdi-uref-2021-annotated-bibliography-urban-refugee-management-in-indonesia-and-southeast-asia.pdf
https://www.rdi.or.id/storage/files/khub/uref/1614676572-rdi-uref-2021-annotated-bibliography-urban-refugee-management-in-indonesia-and-southeast-asia.pdf
https://www.rdi.or.id/storage/files/khub/uref/1614676572-rdi-uref-2021-annotated-bibliography-urban-refugee-management-in-indonesia-and-southeast-asia.pdf
https://publications.iom.int/system/files/pdf/the-tradition-of-toil-indonesia.pdf
https://publications.iom.int/system/files/pdf/the-tradition-of-toil-indonesia.pdf
https://www.unicef.org/rosa/reports/covid-19-and-migration-work-south-asia
https://www.rdi.or.id/storage/files/khub/uref/1614676572-rdi-uref-2021-annotated-bibliography-urban-refugee-management-in-indonesia-and-southeast-asia.pdf


The Tradition of Toil - The interplay of social 
norms and stigma in relation to human trafficking 
in Indonesia Case Study: West Sumba and 
South-west Sumba

IOM | February 2021
This report provides an overview of how social norms and stigma can be 
drivers of vulnerability to trafficking and barriers to effective reintegration of 
survivors in West Sumba and South-west Sumba, Indonesia. It explores the 
ways in which social pressures and expectations that are put on people to 

migrate, in turn, heighten the risk of trafficking and exploitation of individuals, particularly women. Of note, 
the data gathering phase only identified cases relating to female returnees. This involved seven direct 
interviews with female returnees as well as interviews with family members of other female migrants, as 
well as community members. Therefore, the research builds understanding on how the roles played by 
family members, communities and service providers, due to historical norms and influences, shape agency 
and access of returnee migrant women to service providers in Indonesia.

Implementing the Global Compact for Safe, 
Orderly and Regular Migration: a synthesis of 
voluntary Global Compact reviews in Asia and 
the Pacific

ESCAP | February 2021
This is a summary of voluntary national Global Compact for Migration reviews 
(surveys) by member States of the Economic and Social Commission for Asia 
and the Pacific (ESCAP) concerning the status of implementation of the Global 
Compact for Migration. The survey was conducted to provide background 
information in support of deliberations among member States in the context of 

the Asia-Pacific Regional Review of Implementation of the Global Compact, to be held in Bangkok from 10 
to 12 March 2021.

 

 

 

Qwlop4
 
They Snatched From Me My Own Cry 

The interplay of social norms and stigma in relation to human trafficking in Ethiopia 

Case Study: Jimma and Arsi Zones 

 
 

THE TRADITION 
OF TOIL 

The interplay of social norms and stigma 
in relation to human trafficking in Indonesia 
Case Study: West Sumba and 
South-west Sumba

Commissioned 
by IOM UK

 United Nations ESCAP/GCM/2021/CRP.1 

 

Economic and Social Council Distr.: For participants only 
20 February 2021 
 
Original: English 

Economic and Social Commission for Asia and the Pacific 
Asia-Pacific Regional Review of Implementation of the Global 
  Compact for Safe, Orderly and Regular Migration 

Bangkok, 10–12 March 2021 
Items 2 and 3 of the provisional agenda* 

Review of progress and challenges with regard to 
implementing the Global Compact for Safe, Orderly and 
Regular Migration in Asia and the Pacific, including the 
implications of the coronavirus disease pandemic 

Thematic discussions on progress and challenges with regard to 
implementing the Global Compact at all levels, with due respect 
to the cross-cutting and interdependent guiding principles of 
the Global Compact 

  

 

____________________________ 
* ESCAP/GCM/2021/L.1. 
** This document is being issued without formal editing. 

  

Implementing the Global Compact for Safe, Orderly and 
Regular Migration: a synthesis of voluntary Global 
Compact reviews in Asia and the Pacific 

Summary 
This is a summary of voluntary national Global Compact for Migration 

reviews (surveys) by member States of the Economic and Social Commission for 
Asia and the Pacific (ESCAP) concerning the status of implementation of the Global 
Compact for Migration. The survey was conducted to provide background 
information in support of deliberations among member States in the context of the 
Asia-Pacific Regional Review of Implementation of the Global Compact, to be held 
in Bangkok from 10 to 12 March 2021. 

As of 20 February 2021, 21 ESCAP member States had responded to the 
survey and reported on (a) progress in Global Compact implementation, including 
prioritization of Global Compact objectives; (b) linkages in implementation of the 
Global Compact and the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development; (c) regional 
plans and strategies for Global Compact implementation; and (d) impacts of the 
coronavirus disease on migrants and their families in the region and beyond. In 
addition to an analysis of the aforementioned domains, conclusions drawn from the 
responses are also presented. The present document is intended to inform member 
States deliberations during the 2021 Asia-Pacific Regional Review. 
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https://publications.iom.int/system/files/pdf/the-tradition-of-toil-indonesia.pdf
https://publications.iom.int/system/files/pdf/the-tradition-of-toil-indonesia.pdf
https://publications.iom.int/system/files/pdf/the-tradition-of-toil-indonesia.pdf
https://publications.iom.int/system/files/pdf/the-tradition-of-toil-indonesia.pdf
https://www.unescap.org/sites/default/d8files/event-documents/ESCAP_GCM_2021_CRP1_ENG.pdf
https://www.unescap.org/sites/default/d8files/event-documents/ESCAP_GCM_2021_CRP1_ENG.pdf
https://www.unescap.org/sites/default/d8files/event-documents/ESCAP_GCM_2021_CRP1_ENG.pdf
https://www.unescap.org/sites/default/d8files/event-documents/ESCAP_GCM_2021_CRP1_ENG.pdf
https://www.unescap.org/sites/default/d8files/event-documents/ESCAP_GCM_2021_CRP1_ENG.pdf
https://www.wider.unu.edu/sites/default/files/Publications/Working-paper/PDF/wp2021-44-ban-on-female-migrant-workers-skills-differentiated-evidence-Sri-Lanka.pdf
https://www.wider.unu.edu/sites/default/files/Publications/Working-paper/PDF/wp2021-44-ban-on-female-migrant-workers-skills-differentiated-evidence-Sri-Lanka.pdf
https://publications.iom.int/system/files/pdf/the-tradition-of-toil-indonesia.pdf
https://www.unescap.org/sites/default/d8files/event-documents/ESCAP_GCM_2021_CRP1_ENG.pdf


Ban on female migrant workers: Skills-
differentiated evidence from Sri Lanka

UNU-WIDER | February 2021
This study examines the skills-differentiated impact of a restrictive female 
labour migration policy in Sri Lanka using monthly departure data from 
2012 to 2018 in a difference-indifference model. The Family Background 
Report policy has resulted in decreasing departures among lower-skilled 
groups—female domestic, unskilled, semi-skilled, and skilled workers—
and increasing departures among middle-level and professional workers. 
The decrease in departures of lower-skilled groups is consistent with the 

objectives of the policy and existing impact evaluation studies, while the increase in higher-skilled workers 
is consistent with the literature on Family Background Report-related corruption and mis-reporting of 
skills to avoid the policy. Thus, the policy is associated with higher involvement of lower-skilled workers 
in recruitment-related corruption, higher exposure to recruitment-related vulnerability, and lower foreign  
employment opportunities. 

Locked down and left out? Why access to basic 
services for migrants is critical to our COVID-19 
response and recovery

IFRC/ICRC | March 2021
This report was prepared by the newly established Red Cross Red Crescent 
(RCRC) Global Migration Lab and draws on research conducted by eight National 
RCRC Societies (National Societies) from Australia, Colombia, Egypt, Ethiopia, 
the Philippines, Sudan, Sweden and the United Kingdom. It provides evidence 
of the direct and indirect impacts of the COVID-19 pandemic and related policy 
measures on migrants’ access to basic services, including vaccines.

WIDER Working Paper 2021/44 

Ban on female migrant workers  

Skills-differentiated evidence from Sri Lanka 

Bilesha Weeraratne* 

February 2021 

Why access to basic services for migrants is critical to our 
COVID-19 response and recovery 

Locked down and left out?

A report by the Red Cross Red Crescent Global Migration Lab

Global Migration Lab
powered by Australian Red Cross
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https://www.wider.unu.edu/sites/default/files/Publications/Working-paper/PDF/wp2021-44-ban-on-female-migrant-workers-skills-differentiated-evidence-Sri-Lanka.pdf
https://www.wider.unu.edu/sites/default/files/Publications/Working-paper/PDF/wp2021-44-ban-on-female-migrant-workers-skills-differentiated-evidence-Sri-Lanka.pdf
https://reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/files/resources/EN-RCRC-Global-Migration-Lab-Locked-down-left-out-COVID19.pdf
https://reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/files/resources/EN-RCRC-Global-Migration-Lab-Locked-down-left-out-COVID19.pdf
https://reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/files/resources/EN-RCRC-Global-Migration-Lab-Locked-down-left-out-COVID19.pdf
https://reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/files/resources/EN-RCRC-Global-Migration-Lab-Locked-down-left-out-COVID19.pdf
https://www.wider.unu.edu/sites/default/files/Publications/Working-paper/PDF/wp2021-44-ban-on-female-migrant-workers-skills-differentiated-evidence-Sri-Lanka.pdf
https://reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/files/resources/EN-RCRC-Global-Migration-Lab-Locked-down-left-out-COVID19.pdf


Dakar

Bogota

Geneva

Tunis

Copenhagen

Nairobi

Bangkok

The MMC is a global network consisting of six 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 Copenhagen, 
Dakar, Geneva, Nairobi, Tunis, Bogota and Bangkok. 

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

http://mixedmigration.org
https://twitter.com/mixed_migration

