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Though Covid-19 has caused a 43% decrease in the number of
asylum requests, the issue of migration is still as pertinent as
ever at this time. This article will explore how the global north
has responded to the needs of refugees and asylum seekers
amidst the global pandemic.
How has Covid-19 changed your life? The words
quarantine, lockdown, pandemic used to be associated with
horror films, not our everyday reality. A life of masks, social
distancing, death on a mass scale was unimaginable even a
year ago. But for many people around the world, uncertainty
and fear was a regular fixture of life, even before there was a
deadly virus to contend with. For refugees and asylum
seekers, those fleeing or forced out of their homes, the
anxiety surrounding Covid-19 was already a reality.
Border control is a contentious issue. The balance that
countries have tried to strike between who to let in, how
many to allow, and who to prioritise has ebbed and flowed
with geopolitical tides. The very identity of migrants, and
their purpose for moving, has been politicised and
weaponised to win elections and cast blame.

In fact, the word ‘migrant’ itself has a fluctuating definition
(Anderson and Binder, 2019). The narrative surrounding
migrants is changed depending on the individual and
message wanting to be conveyed. Interestingly, Covid-19
may have opened Europe’s eyes to their need for migrants
as key workers.
In Germany, Syrian refugees with medical experience are
being actively sought out. In the UK, visa requirements
were loosened for healthcare workers. Despite leaving the
EU, the UK has flown in Eastern European agricultural
workers to help stem food shortages. But no amount of
weekly clapping can drown out the clear double standards.
The pandemic has not increased the global north’s tolerance
for migration but has simply increased it’s need for ‘useful’
immigration. The drawbridge to safety in the ‘fortress
European’ is still shut. While we clap for the NHS (of which
13% of the staff are immigrants) (Alderwick and Allen, 2019),
Home Secretary Priti Patel is aggressively trying to reduce
channel crossings.
In Cyprus, a boat of 175 Syrian refugees was
pushed back out to sea. In March of this year, 3500 migrants
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crossed the Mediterranean with no civil rescue ships
deployed to their aid. Contrary to popular belief, often it
is low- and middle-income countries that house the most
refugees (Global Facts and Figures About Refugees, n.d.)[i];
however, these countries also suffer from fewer resources
and weaker health infrastructure. Many refugees are a
direct or lasting result of the foreign policies and
colonisation of the Global North. Instead of taking
responsibility and offering aid to more refugees however,
the motives for stricter border control have been
exemplified by narratives that refugees and asylum seekers
bring crime, overcrowding, and warring values. Now, with
Covid-19, disease is being added to that list. In many ways,
the pandemic has further entrenched the international
stratifications of society and widened the existing gap
between the global north and the global south.

THE STATE OF REFUGEE
CAMPS
Refugee camps, prior to Covid-19, were overcrowded and
often unsanitary; however, now, these conditions make
camps even more dangerous for large numbers of vulnerable
people. Often, refugees are not included in countries’
national health plans and have to rely on NGOs, which are
frequently overstretched and sometimes unsupported by the
government, for resources. For example, in the Moria camp
in Lesbos, Greece, there is as little as 1 water tap per 1300
people. Calls made by MSF to decongest these camps before
a major outbreak occurs were ignored (COVID-19: BBC
Panorama Investigates the Squalid Greek Refugee Camps
Risking Virus Outbreak, 2020) and the MSF Covid-19 centre
was closed down (Fallon, 2020). Government plans for
refugees often omit health provisions but studies have shown
that this can have a worse long-term effect for virus
containment. A German study showed that if asylum seekers
had been offered the measles vaccine on arrival, there would
be much fewer costs later on (Legido-Quigley, 2019).
Treating refugees also allows local Covid-19 testing targets to
be met, showing that granting those in camps healthcare
security at the same level as the general population has an
overall positive effect on public health.

Moria Camp in Lesbos, Greece (AP, 2017)

SAFETY OR UNETHICAL
POLICIES?
As a reflection of the social distancing between
individuals that has become a fixture of our lifestyle in the
pandemic, the natural reaction for countries in the
pandemic is also to close their borders. Though this
protects those whose citizenship is certain, it dangerously
excludes those for whom borders offer no safety. Legally,
European countries are allowed to enact greater restrictions
on travel; however, this is not meant to be at the expense of
individuals requiring protection. Despite changing
circumstances, countries also have a responsibility to carry
out search and rescue missions in their respective waters
(Bertan, 2020). However, countries are using Covid-19 as an
excuse to halt the intake of asylum seekers. In April 2020,
Italy and Malta declared their ports ‘unsafe’ for entry of
refugees, circumnavigating their responsibility to bring
asylum seekers at sea to their nearest safe port, leaving 150
refugees stranded at sea. AlarmPhone, a charity for
distressed refugees at sea has said that these
unprecedented decisions will ‘lead to mass fatalities’ as
refugees have ‘no other option’ (Tondo, 2020).
The dangers refugees will face if they are not given a safe
haven is no secret. For example, refugees who travel
through Libya and are turned away often end up in Libyan
detention centres, which are known for the brutal treatment
of their occupants. Despite this, the Maltese authorities
returned boats to Libya and the almost certain torture at the
hands of detention guards, (Med: Search And Rescue
Operations Under Pressure From COVID-19, Interceptions
And Return To Libya Continue | European Council On
Refugees And Exiles (ECRE), 2020), even though nonrefoulment is seen as a vital human right for asylum seekers
(Rodenhauser, 2018). Human rights organisations have called
for countries to continue to support asylum seekers as,
regardless of any temporary legislation, the rights of these
people must not be forgotten.
Reception centres in ‘frontline’ European countries such
as Italy, Malta, Greece are overcrowded and in poor
condition. Therefore, greater cooperation across the
continent is also required to allow for the timely and safe
relocation of refugees and to reduce the pressure on
certain countries. In the past, agencies have been used to
home refugees more equally through Europe. Currently,
however, the opposite seems to be happening. Priti Patel,
the UK Home Secretary, has been vocal about her plan to
stop migrants from crossing the Channel into the UK and
instead to send them back to Spain, even suggesting the
idea of deploying the Royal Navy, despite the UK receiving
below the average number of asylum applications for EU
countries (Flores, 2020). The tactics that have been used to
shirk their responsibilities toward refugees in the name of
insular political goals, as well as at the expense of basic
human rights, seems to be a common trend amongst many
European countries. We must question the ethics of closing
borders to those for whom Covid-19 is not the first life
altering event they have experienced.
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Covid-19 has not halted the famine in Yemen, poverty in Syria, or the oppression of the Rohingya people. It is still the
responsibility of more stable countries to provide shelter and aid to these people. There is a fine line between closing
borders to protect people from the virus and using the pandemic as an excuse to further anti-immigration rhetoric.

WHO ACTUALLY
SUFFERS?

A Texas holding station (Office
for Inspector General
Handout/EPA, 2019)

The idea that asylum seekers are bringing Covid-19
with them is false. In fact, many are moving towards
countries with a greater number of cases (COVID-19 In
Reception and Detention Centres For Migrants And Refugees,
2020). This begs the question- what are asylum seekers
running from that they are willing to risk a greater chance of
being infected with coronavirus? There is also no evidence to
suggest asylum seekers increase transmission to the general
population, but rather that they actually become more
vulnerable to the virus due to the crowded refugee camps
and detention centres that often greet them after they
make treacherous journeys to safety. These facilities are
notorious for their lack of infectious disease, particularly of
COVID-19, precautions and the approaches countries have
had to tackling this has varied. In Spain, migrants in preremoval detention centres were gradually released and given
aid to help them find housing and supplies. This shows that
with good communication, release is not only possible, but
effective (Roman, 2020). Conversely, in the US, states have
re-enforced detentions, citing immigrants not coming to
court hearings though there is little evidence of this. Instead,
it seems as though instructions for immigrants have become
more unclear in the pandemic in an attempt to provide
greater reasoning for detentions (Eagley and Shafer, 2020).
Charities like the ACLU are having to fight legal battles
against ICE detention centres despite it being well known
that these facilities struggle to meet the CDC
recommendations for social distancing and have a poor
history of handling outbreaks of illnesses like the flu. This is
another example where NGOs have had to step in where
governments have failed (How the ACLU Is Responding to
The Pandemic, Visualized, 2020).

Even if a refugees application is accepted, refugees are
often victim to insecure, cramped accommodation and, such
as that occurring in the UK, are given a weekly allowance of
£37.75- a marketed increased sum due to Covid-19, which
advocates have described as ‘insulting’ (Walawalker, 2020).
These are conditions that will continue to increase their
likelihood of being infected. Other countries have
implemented more positive changes to mitigate the illeffects of the pandemic. In Portugal, previously ‘illegal’
migrants have been given temporary residents status
(Covid-19 Migrants, Refugees and Asylum, 2020)[ii]. A few
European countries have also allowed migrants from certain
low-income countries to stay past their permit period until
the pandemic ends. (COVID-19 Puts Asylum Seekers at a
Higher Risk as Conditions in Camps Deteriorate and Asylum
Procedures are Suspended, 2020). These measures could go
a long way in ensuring that immigration status doesn’t affect
how asylum seekers experience the pandemic.
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DIVERSION
TACTICS

BBC Journalist reporting on
migrants (Evening Standard,
2020)

Asylum seekers have also been used in the media
and by politicians as a means of deflecting from their
handling of the pandemic. As the number of trucks crossing
the Channel decreases, perilous rubber dinghies are being
used by asylum seekers instead. These provide the perfect
visual aide for those wanting to frame refugees as dangerous
and cause moral panic. The videos of BBC and Sky reporters
on boats alongside dinghies with migrants on them, shouting
out questions as if they’re judges in a dystopian talent show,
have been castigated as irresponsible, bordering on
voyeuristic, journalism. Pictures of small numbers of refugees
coming onto British shores being described as ‘invaders’ by
Nigel Farage and co-opted by influential publications hints
that national anger and fear should be directed towards them
rather than the government’s incompetency and economic
uncertainty. Historically, epithets associating viruses with
specific nationalities have been used to demonise the other,
such as the Spanish flu which was known as the German flu
by the Brazilians and as the Bolshevik flu in Poland. These
sentiments are echoed now in the selective ways different
borders have been treated in the current pandemic. For
example, Trump has vilified America’s southern neighbours
much more than its northern ones, with a narrative
developing in the right-wing media that building the
President’s infamous wall will aid in containing the pandemic
(Sekalala and Rawson, 2020[i]). Where once the association of
crime and immigration was weaponised to further antiimmigration agendas, the pandemic is now being used. In this
way, asylum seekers not only have to battle a pandemic, but
harmful narratives surrounding their very right to seek
refuge, and exist, in a country.

MEDICAL BORDERS AND A
CHOICE FOR THE
INTERNATIONAL COMMUNITY
The pandemic has strengthened the implications of
medical borders (Dehm, 2020), where disease is an excuse to
frame refugees as expendable members of society and shut
out them out from healthcare plans, or from countries
altogether. The conditions one has been born into should
not be a life sentence and do not make refugees less worthy
of safety and stability. At this time, when a virus ravages the
entire globe and makes little distinction between race,
nationality or immigration status, how much emphasis
we put on these factors will go down in history as an
indication of our humanity. Will we remember this time as
one of increasing isolation, where we reinforced the
divisions between borders, or as a time when the
international community came together and left no one
behind?

4

REFERENCES
Anderson B, Blinder S (2019). Who Counts as a Migrant? Definitions
and their Consequences. [online] The Migration Observatory. Available
at <https://migrationobservatory.ox.ac.uk/resources/briefings/whocounts-as-a-migrant-definitions-and-their-consequences/> [Accessed
9 Sept 2020]
Alderwick, H. and Allen, L., 2019. Immigration And The NHS: The
Evidence | The Health Foundation. [online] The Health Foundation.
Available at: https://www.health.org.uk/news-andcomment/blogs/immigration-and-the-nhs-the-evidence [Accessed 9
September 2020].
Amnesty.org. n.d. Global Facts And Figures About Refugees. [online]
Available at: https://www.amnesty.org/en/what-we-do/refugeesasylum-seekers-and-migrants/global-refugee-crisis-statistics-andfacts/ [Accessed 10 September 2020].
Msf.org.uk. 2020. COVID-19: BBC Panorama
Investigates The Squalid Greek Refugee Camps Risking Virus Outbreak.
[online] Available at: <https://www.msf.org.uk/article/Covid-19-bbcpanorama-investigates-squalid-greek-refugee-camps-risking-virusoutbreak> [Accessed 7 September 2020].
Fallon, K., 2020. Greece's Refugees Face Healthcare Crisis As Lesbos
Covid-19 Centre Closes. [online] the Guardian.
Available at:
<https://www.theguardian.com/globaldevelopment/2020/jul/31/greece-refugee-healthcare-crisis-islandcamps-lesbos-moria-coronavirus [Accessed 6 September 2020].
Legido-Quigley, H., et al, 2019. Healthcare Is Not Universal Is
Undocumented Migrants Are Excluded. [online] The BMJ. Available at:
https://www.bmj.com/content/366/bmj.l4160?
ijkey=7baa67fb693dea7c5905b5f1d0d2744fbd66f14d&keytype2=tf_ipsecs
ha> [Accessed 9 September 2020].
Bertran, P., 2020. For Refugees At Sea, Covid-19 Is Another Border
To Safety And Asylum. [online] Refugee-rights.eu. Available at:
<https://refugee-rights.eu/2020/04/16/for-refugees-at-sea-Covid19-is-another-border-to-safety-and-asylum/> [Accessed 7 September
2020].
Tondo, L., 2020. Italy Declares Own Ports 'Unsafe' To Stop Migrants
Arriving. [online] the Guardian. Available at:
<https://www.theguardian.com/world/2020/apr/08/italy-declaresown-ports-unsafe-to-stop-migrants-disembarking> [Accessed 10
September 2020].
Ecre.org. 2020. Med: Search And Rescue
Operations Under Pressure From COVID-19, Interceptions And Return
To Libya Continue | European Council On Refugees And Exiles (ECRE).
[online] Available at:
<https://www.ecre.org/med-search-and-rescue-operations-underpressure-from-Covid-19-interceptions-and-return-to-libyacontinue/> [Accessed 9 September 2020].
Rodenhäuser, T., 2018. The Principle Of Non-Refoulement In The
Migration Context: 5 Key Points - World. [online] ReliefWeb. Available
at: <https://reliefweb.int/report/world/principle-non-refoulementmigration-context-5-key-points>
[Accessed 10 September 2020].

Flores, D., 2020. Smoke
& Mirrors: The Government Is Bashing Migrants To Distract From A
Coronavirus Fiasco – Byline Times. [online] Byline Times. Available at:
<https://bylinetimes.com/2020/08/10/smoke-and-mirrors-thegovernment-is-bashing-migrants-to-distract-from-a-coronavirusfiasco/> [Accessed 8 September 2020].
European Centre for Disease Prevention and Control. 2020. COVID19 In Reception And Detention Centres For
Migrants And Refugees. [online] Available at:
<https://www.ecdc.europa.eu/en/publications-data/Covid-19reception-and-detention-centres-migrants-and-refugees> [Accessed
8 September 2020].
Roman, E., 2020. Rethinking Immigration Detention During And
After Covid-19: Insights From Italy. [online] Oxford Law Faculty.
Available at:
<https://www.law.ox.ac.uk/research-subject-groups/centrecriminology/centreborder-criminologies/blog/2020/06/rethinking>
[Accessed 12 September 2020].
Eagly, I. and Shafer, S., 2020. The Continued Detention Of Migrants
In U.S. Detention Centers During The COVID-19 Pandemic. [online]
Oxford Law Faculty. Available at:
<https://www.law.ox.ac.uk/research-subject-groups/centrecriminology/centreborder-criminologies/blog/2020/07/continued>
[Accessed 8 September 2020].
American Civil Liberties Union. 2020. How The ACLU Is
Responding To The Pandemic, Visualized. [online] Available at:
<https://www.aclu.org/news/civil-liberties/how-the-aclu-isresponding-to-the-pandemic-visualized/>[Accessed 10 September
2020].
Walawalker, A., 2020. 6 Ways Covid-19 Is Changing Life For People
Seeking Asylum In The UK. [online] EachOther. Available at:
<https://eachother.org.uk/ways-Covid-19-is-changing-life-forpeople-seeking-asylum/> [Accessed 8 September 2020].
Council of Europe. 2020. Covid-19 Migrants, Refugees And Asylum.
[online] Available at: <https://www.coe.int/en/web/portal/Covid19-migrants-refugees-and-asylum> [Accessed 10 September 2020]
European Union Agency for Fundamental Rights. 2020. COVID-19
Puts Asylum Seekers At A Higher Risk As
Conditions In Camps Deteriorate And Asylum Procedures Are
Suspended. [online] Available at:
<https://fra.europa.eu/en/news/2020/Covid-19-puts-asylumseekers-higher-risk-conditions-camps-deteriorate-and-asylum>
[Accessed 10 September 2020].
Sekalala, S. and Rawson, B., 2020. Navigating The Paradoxes Of
Selective COVID-19 Border Closures. [online] Oxford Law Faculty.
Available at: <https://www.law.ox.ac.uk/research-subjectgroups/centre-criminology/centrebordercriminologies/blog/2020/07/navigating> [Accessed 8 September
2020].
Dehm, S., 2020. The Entrenchment Of The Medical Border In
Pandemic Times. [online] Oxford Law Faculty. Available at:
<https://www.law.ox.ac.uk/research-subject-groups/centrecriminology/centreborder
criminologies/blog/2020/07/entrenchment> [Accessed 7 September
2020].

5

