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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 
and Thailand. 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.

SUPPORTED BY:

Front cover photo credit: 
Haroon Honari (2018)

http://www.mixedmigration.org/
https://twitter.com/mixed_migration
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Key Updates

• Mass returns of Afghan refugees and migrants: An estimated 200,000 refugees and migrants 
returned to Afghanistan in March, primarily from Iran, raising concerns over the spread of COVID-19 
and putting pressure on Afghanistan’s weak health systems and economic infrastructure.

• Migration trends reverse as Bangladeshis return home from India: India’s controversial Citizenship 
Act has provoked fears of detention, deportation, and statelessness for India’s Muslim population 
as well as Muslim migrants from countries such as Bangladesh. Fearing increased discrimination, 
many migrants began returning to Bangladesh using brokers, often at high expense, to facilitate their 
irregular journeys. 

• Continued concerns over marriage migration from Cox’s Bazar: Rohingya women and girls are 
reportedly continuing to utilize marriage to facilitate secondary movement from Cox’s Bazar to 
Malaysia and Indonesia, where Rohingya men are offering to pay in exchange for marriage. 

• Central Asian countries to address statelessness: New laws passed in Tajikistan and Uzbekistan 
allow stateless people to apply for citizenship. 

• First climate change asylum claim recognized: In its ruling on the first climate change asylum case in 
New Zealand, the UN Human Rights Committee stated that countries should not deport individuals 
who face climate change-induced conditions that violate the right to life.

• Concerns over the impact of COVID-19 on refugees and migrants: Across Asia, the socio-economic 
and health implications of COVID-19 have already been far-reaching, with worries that refugees and 
migrants may be disproportionately affected in the face of systemic barriers to accessing healthcare 
and other essential services. 
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https://thediplomat.com/2020/03/how-afghanistan-failed-to-contain-covid-19/
https://www.thenewhumanitarian.org/news/2020/02/26/Afghanistan-coronavirus-Covid-19-Iran-outbreak-conflict-epidemic?utm_source=The+New+Humanitarian&utm_campaign=8e82c99acb-EMAIL_CAMPAIGN_02_26_2020_DAILY&utm_medium=email&utm_term=0_d842d98289-8e82c99acb-75569861
https://www.thenewhumanitarian.org/news-feature/2020/02/04/India-citizenship-statelessness-Assam-Muslim-minority?utm_source=The+New+Humanitarian&utm_campaign=86040f5590-EMAIL_CAMPAIGN_02_05_2020_DAILY&utm_medium=email&utm_term=0_d842d98289-86040f5590-75569861
https://www.sundayguardianlive.com/news/touts-make-money-illegal-migrants-return-bangladesh
https://www.thenewhumanitarian.org/news/2020/1/16/Rohingya-trafficking-refugees-forced-marriage
https://www.unhcr.org/en-au/news/press/2020/1/5e32a8e74/unhcr-welcomes-tajikistans-new-law-tackling-statelessness.html?mc_cid=e148799209&mc_eid=ea393d8c64
https://www.unhcr.org/en-au/news/press/2020/3/5e70b9474/uzbekistan-end-statelessness-50000-people.html?mc_cid=f703c8e68b&mc_eid=a0b6e5d286
https://www.ohchr.org/EN/NewsEvents/Pages/DisplayNews.aspx?NewsID=25482&LangID=E
https://www.thenewhumanitarian.org/news/2020/02/27/Coronavirus-Iran-refugees-IDPs-Italy-Europe-disease
https://www.thenewhumanitarian.org/news/2020/02/27/Coronavirus-Iran-refugees-IDPs-Italy-Europe-disease
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Myanmar: 
Continued 

displacement and 
killing of civilians 
despite ICJ ruling

Australia: Harsh 
immigration policies 

continue despite 
refugees’ and asylum 

seekers’ fears over 
violence and deportation

India: Outward migration 
trends increase as India’s 
controversial Citizenship 

Act provokes fears of 
detention, deportation, and 
statelessness among India’s 

Muslim populations, as 
well as labor migrants from 

neighboring Bangladesh

Afghanistan: Refugees 
and migrants return en 
masse to Afghanistan, 

primarily from Iran, raising 
concerns over the further 

spread of COVID-19

Bangladesh: 
Continued secondary 

movements of 
Rohingya women 

and girls for marriage 
migration to Malaysia 

and Indonesia

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
Mixed migration from Asia 

Refugees and migrants return en masse to Afghanistan 

This quarter saw hundreds of thousands of Afghan refugees and migrants returning both voluntarily and 
involuntarily to Afghanistan. In particular, there was a dramatic spike in returns from Iran as Afghanistan’s 
neighbour juggled escalating tensions with the US, as well as a severe COVID-19 outbreak.

Additionally, during the quarter, several European Union countries continued to carry out deportations to 
Afghanistan, despite increasing COVID-19 risks and political upheaval, including a contested presidency, 
the potential collapse of peace talks and the ongoing investigation into alleged war crimes by the Taliban, 
Afghan and international armed forces. On March 19, 2020, the Afghan Ministry for Refugees and 
Repatriation stated that they no longer could receive or support the high number of Afghans deported from 
European countries. As a result, and in light of the COVID-19 crisis, EU-led deportations were temporarily 
stopped at the end of March.

Despite a large number of returns, Afghan refugees and migrants continue to remain the highest population 
group in refugee camps on the Greek Islands, accounting for 49% of the total number of refugees and 
migrants. 

Intensifying struggles for refugees and migrants at the EU’s 
external borders

On March 1, Turkey reopened its borders to Europe after Russian-backed Syrian troops killed 33 Turkish 
soldiers. Thousands of refugees and migrants gathered at the Turkey-Greece border, hoping to cross into 
the EU. Provoking heavy criticism, Greece deployed troops who fired tear gas and water cannons into 
crowds of refugees and migrants trying to cross the border. At least three people were killed and 240 
injured with thousands more left waiting in limbo, unable to cross the border.

On March 6, the EU praised Greece for acting as a “shield,” announcing millions of Euros in support for 
Greece to strengthen their land and sea borders further. Simultaneously the EU launched a one-month 
scheme offering refugees and migrants EUR 2,000 for returning to their home countries. 

Both Greece and the EU’s response to the situation has led to moral and legal compromises that are 
deadly and undermine many values European countries espouse. Further, through its response, the EU is 
compromising its reputation in effectively managing the ongoing crisis by continuing to place lives at risk 
and broker effective and human rights-based solutions.
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https://www.aa.com.tr/en/latest-on-coronavirus-outbreak/covid-19-over-100-000-afghans-return-from-iran/1770630
https://www.thenewhumanitarian.org/news/2020/02/06/returns-migration-refugees-Afghanistan-Iran?utm_source=The+New+Humanitarian&utm_campaign=48fbe7d1d8-EMAIL_CAMPAIGN_02_06_2020&utm_medium=email&utm_term=0_d842d98289-48fbe7d1d8-755698611
https://www.businessinsider.com/iran-coronavirus-covid19-deaths-cases-updates-2020-3
https://www.internal-displacement.org/expert-opinion/internal-displacement-is-not-an-acceptable-alternative-to-international-protection
https://www.nytimes.com/2020/03/09/world/asia/afghanistan-president-inauguration-ghani-abdullah-.html
https://www.latimes.com/politics/story/2020-03-24/us-afghanistan-taliban-peace-talks
https://www.thenewhumanitarian.org/news/2020/03/05/in-the-news-afghanistan-war-crimes-probe?utm_source=The+New+Humanitarian&utm_campaign=2dd490d5c8-EMAIL_CAMPAIGN_03_05_2020_DAILY&utm_medium=email&utm_term=0_d842d98289-2dd490d5c8-75569861
https://www.infomigrants.net/en/post/23784/germany-halts-deportations-to-afghanistan-in-light-of-coronavirus
https://www.infomigrants.net/en/post/23784/germany-halts-deportations-to-afghanistan-in-light-of-coronavirus
https://data2.unhcr.org/en/documents/download/74359
https://data2.unhcr.org/en/documents/download/74359
https://news.sky.com/story/turkey-opens-its-borders-to-europe-for-refugees-as-syria-conflict-escalates-11945133
https://www.nytimes.com/2020/03/01/world/europe/greece-migrants-border-turkey.html
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-europe-51752686
https://www.dailysabah.com/politics/migrants-end-wait-at-turkey-greece-border-for-europe/news
https://www.dailysabah.com/politics/migrants-end-wait-at-turkey-greece-border-for-europe/news
https://eur03.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.theguardian.com%2Fworld%2F2020%2Fmar%2F03%2Fmigration-eu-praises-greece-as-shield-after-turkey-opens-border&data=02%7C01%7Croberto.forin%40mixedmigration.org%7Cf9b178e7aaf746fac99708d7c005f3e9%7C2a212241899c4752bd3351eac3c582d5%7C0%7C0%7C637189004102915479&sdata=cC7MXbG58S9Jsye07DvQC%2FMejao7jSY7uYq0ZRA6o9c%3D&reserved=0
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2020/mar/12/eu-to-offer-2000-to-migrants-willing-to-go-home-from-greek-islands
http://www.mixedmigration.org/articles/op-ed-the-wrong-side-of-history-a-missed-opportunity-to-lead-on-a-human-rights-led-response-to-mixed-migration-between-turkey-and-greece/
https://foreignpolicy.com/2020/03/05/refugees-turkey-europes-morality-is-dying-at-the-greek-border/
https://foreignpolicy.com/2020/03/05/refugees-turkey-europes-morality-is-dying-at-the-greek-border/


Greece tightens immigration policy amid rising anti-migrant 
sentiments

Inhumane conditions and mistreatment of refugees and migrants in the Greek Island camps continued to 
be of critical concern this quarter. In February, Greece deployed military force using teargas to disperse 
migrants and refugees protesting the worsening conditions on Lesbos.  

In a bid to tighten its borders, Greece announced a proposal to construct a floating barrier in the Aegean Sea 
to prevent irregular maritime entry from Turkey to Greece. In March, the Greek government also announced 
it would temporarily suspend asylum applications for a month and relocate 574 refugees and migrants who 
arrived on Lesbos after March 1 to a detention facility north of Athens, pending deportation.

This heavy-handed approach is set against the backdrop of escalating hostilities towards refugees and 
migrants across the country with anti-migrant protests being held on the islands of Lesbos, Samos, and 
Chios. Island officials and residents stated that they were no longer prepared to host thousands of asylum 
seekers after five years on the frontline of the European migration crisis. As a result of the protests, migrants 
and refugees have reported threats of violence from vigilante groups on the Greek islands.

Mixed migration within Asia 

Bangladesh eases education restrictions on Rohingya children

This quarter, the Bangladesh government confirmed that it would lift a long-standing restriction preventing 
Rohingya children, aged 11-13, from accessing education. Cox’s Bazar is currently hosting to nearly 
400,000 school-age Rohingya children who were previously barred from accessing formal education both 
inside and outside of the camps. The lifting of the ban is a positive step in avoiding the children in the camps 
becoming a lost generation. The government of Bangladesh has also announced it will consider easing 
education restrictions for children above 13 years old in the future.

Migration trends reverse in light of India’s new Citizenship Act

India’s controversial Citizenship Act passed in December 2019, resulted in riots as well as fears of detention, 
deportation, and statelessness for the more than 170 million Muslims living in the country. Near three-day-
long riots occurred in New Delhi, leading to a death toll of at least 45 and the widespread destruction of a 
Muslim neighborhood. 

Since early 2020, increased discrimination of Bangladeshi migrants in light of the Act has prompted 
“reverse migration” trends back to Bangladesh. Typically, many Bangladeshis have migrated to India 
through irregular channels for low-skilled work. Thus, many lack official documentation, resulting in having 
to engage the services of costly brokers to facilitate return in response to fears of being identified and 
prosecuted.
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https://www.thenewhumanitarian.org/news-feature/2020/1/16/Greece-Kos-refugees-asylum-Pyli?utm_source=The+New+Humanitarian&utm_campaign=0ecf56a462-EMAIL_CAMPAIGN_1_16_2020&utm_medium=email&utm_term=0_d842d98289-0ecf56a462-75569861
https://www.thenewhumanitarian.org/news-feature/2020/1/16/Greece-Kos-refugees-asylum-Pyli?utm_source=The+New+Humanitarian&utm_campaign=0ecf56a462-EMAIL_CAMPAIGN_1_16_2020&utm_medium=email&utm_term=0_d842d98289-0ecf56a462-75569861
https://uk.reuters.com/article/uk-europe-migrants-greece-lesbos/greek-police-fire-teargas-at-protesting-migrants-refugees-on-lesbos-idUKKBN1ZX1S0
https://uk.reuters.com/article/uk-europe-migrants-greece-lesbos/greek-police-fire-teargas-at-protesting-migrants-refugees-on-lesbos-idUKKBN1ZX1S0
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-europe-migrants-greece-barrier/greece-wants-floating-fence-to-keep-migrants-out-idUSKBN1ZT0W5
https://greece.greekreporter.com/2020/03/03/greece-defends-temporary-halt-of-asylum-requests/
https://balkaninsight.com/2020/03/19/asylum-rights-denied-migrants-refugees-find-greek-island-on-the-brink/
https://www.france24.com/en/20200122-greek-islanders-protest-against-migrant-camps
https://www.dw.com/en/lesbos-we-want-our-island-back/a-52151318
https://www.dw.com/en/lesbos-we-want-our-island-back/a-52151318
https://www.france24.com/en/20200218-on-greek-mainland-locals-stonewall-migrant-relocations
https://www.france24.com/en/20200218-on-greek-mainland-locals-stonewall-migrant-relocations
https://www.hrw.org/news/2020/03/06/interview-whats-happening-refugees-greece
https://www.theguardian.com/global-development/2020/jan/29/bangladesh-grants-rohingya-refugee-children-access-to-education?mc_cid=e148799209&mc_eid=ea393d8c64
https://www.hrw.org/sites/default/files/report_pdf/bangladesh1219_web_1.pdf
https://www.amnesty.org/en/get-involved/take-action/empower-rohingya-children-with-education/
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-asia-india-50670393
https://scroll.in/article/954816/the-political-fix-communal-riots-in-delhi-are-now-part-of-modis-legacy-as-prime-minister
https://www.thenewhumanitarian.org/news-feature/2020/02/04/India-citizenship-statelessness-Assam-Muslim-minority?utm_source=The+New+Humanitarian&utm_campaign=86040f5590-EMAIL_CAMPAIGN_02_05_2020_DAILY&utm_medium=email&utm_term=0_d842d98289-86040f5590-75569861
https://www.thenewhumanitarian.org/news-feature/2020/02/04/India-citizenship-statelessness-Assam-Muslim-minority?utm_source=The+New+Humanitarian&utm_campaign=86040f5590-EMAIL_CAMPAIGN_02_05_2020_DAILY&utm_medium=email&utm_term=0_d842d98289-86040f5590-75569861
https://webcache.googleusercontent.com/search?q=cache:pCuu3uaLrVAJ:https://pib.gov.in/newsite/printrelease.aspx?relid=126326+&cd=16&hl=en&ct=clnk&gl=us
https://scroll.in/article/954816/the-political-fix-communal-riots-in-delhi-are-now-part-of-modis-legacy-as-prime-minister
https://www.sundayguardianlive.com/news/touts-make-money-illegal-migrants-return-bangladesh
https://www.sundayguardianlive.com/news/touts-make-money-illegal-migrants-return-bangladesh
https://www.sundayguardianlive.com/news/touts-make-money-illegal-migrants-return-bangladesh


Continued marriage migration of Rohingya women and girls from 
Cox’s Bazar

This quarter saw the movement of Rohingya women and girls leaving over-crowded refugee camps in 
Cox’s Bazar for arranged marriages. Reportedly the main destinations are Malaysia and Indonesia, where 
Rohingya men can pay in exchange for marriage. Men once dominated secondary movements from Cox’s 
Bazar to Malaysia and Indonesia, yet women and children are increasingly undertaking these journeys. 

The protection risks and casualties on these routes remain high. On January 21, 22 Rohingya refugees, 
mostly women, were detained by police attempting travel to Malaysia. Not long after, on February 11, 15 
Rohingya women and children drowned after their boat to Malaysia capsized off the coast of Bangladesh. 
These tragic events highlight the need for durable solutions for Rohingya populations as the crisis becomes 
more protracted, persecution continues in Rakhine states, and living conditions worsen in Cox’s Bazar.

Myanmar: Escalations of violence in Rakhine despite ICJ ruling

On January 23, 2020, the International Court of Justice (ICJ) ruled that Myanmar must “take all measures 
within its power” to prevent the genocide of its Rohingya minority. The Gambia brought the case to the ICJ  
in November 2019 on behalf of a coalition of Muslim countries, requesting an investigation of Myanmar for 
crimes of genocide.

Despite the ICJ ruling, reports show that the situation in Rakhine has continued to escalate. On February 3, 
the Ministry of Transport and Communication of Myanmar re-imposed a mobile internet shutdown in some 
parts of the state for three months. Meanwhile, according to independent experts of the Human Rights 
Council, the heavy use of weapons led to the displacement of 1,100 people, including from Rohingya and 
ethnic Rakhine in February. Further, the Myanmar army was accused of launching mortar shell attacks at 
civilians resulting in death and the injury of 20 children at a school.

During the quarter, Myanmar also continued to apprehend refugees attempting to leave Myanmar, 
considering them to be doing so “illegally.” Since 2015 Myanmar authorities confirmed they had arrested 
more than 2,200 Rohingya trying to flee the country. This quarter, Myanmar continued to prosecute 
Rohingya who attempted to flee the country, including children. 

Australia continues to violate international human rights law

In February 2020, the International Criminal Court (ICC) condemned Australia’s costly offshore detention 
regime as cruel, inhumane and unlawful and a breach of international human rights law. Since 2013, 
Australia has pursued a controversial offshore processing regime sending refugees and asylum seekers to 
detention centers in Papua New Guinea (PNG), Nauru and Christmas Island. 

Despite the US resettling around 700 refugees as part of a bilateral deal with Australia, and over 1,000 
evacuated for medical treatment to Australia, hundreds still remain in increasingly precarious situations. 
During this quarter, leaked photos of PNG’s immigration detention facilities, revealed inhumane and 
crowded living conditions for the asylum seekers currently held there. High numbers of self-harm and 
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https://www.thenewhumanitarian.org/news/2020/1/16/Rohingya-trafficking-refugees-forced-marriage
https://www.thenewhumanitarian.org/news/2020/1/16/Rohingya-trafficking-refugees-forced-marriage
https://www.aa.com.tr/en/asia-pacific/bangladesh-22-rohingya-detained-before-trafficked/1708930
https://www.aa.com.tr/en/asia-pacific/bangladesh-22-rohingya-detained-before-trafficked/1708930
https://www.thenewhumanitarian.org/news/2020/02/11/Rohingya-refugees-drown-boat-capsizes
https://www.thenewhumanitarian.org/news/2020/02/11/Rohingya-refugees-drown-boat-capsizes
https://www.icj-cij.org/files/case-related/178/178-20200123-PRE-01-00-EN.pdf?utm_source=The+New+Humanitarian&utm_campaign=aa0be77f39-EMAIL_CAMPAIGN_1_23_2020&utm_medium=email&utm_term=0_d842d98289-aa0be77f39-75569861
https://www.icj-cij.org/files/case-related/178/178-20200123-PRE-01-00-EN.pdf?utm_source=The+New+Humanitarian&utm_campaign=aa0be77f39-EMAIL_CAMPAIGN_1_23_2020&utm_medium=email&utm_term=0_d842d98289-aa0be77f39-75569861
https://abcnews.go.com/International/top-court-rules-myanmar-prevent-genocide-rohingya-minority/story?id=68475438
https://abcnews.go.com/International/top-court-rules-myanmar-prevent-genocide-rohingya-minority/story?id=68475438
https://www.thenewhumanitarian.org/news/2020/02/18/Myanmar-Rakhine-conflict-Arakan-army-displacement-internet-shutdown?mc_cid=5ece5da2a6&mc_eid=a0b6e5d286
https://uk.reuters.com/article/uk-myanmar-rakhine/myanmar-reimposes-internet-shutdown-in-conflict-torn-rakhine-chin-states-telecom-operator-idUKKBN1ZY0ET
https://www.ohchr.org/EN/NewsEvents/Pages/DisplayNews.aspx?NewsID=25572&LangID=E
https://www.nst.com.my/world/world/2020/02/565337/20-children-injured-myanmar-school-hit-mortar
https://www.rfa.org/english/news/myanmar/more-than-1700-rohingya-caught-02282020162919.html?mc_cid=0166b3477c&mc_eid=a0b6e5d286
https://www.rfa.org/english/news/myanmar/some-70-more-rohingya-go-on-trial-02272020173239.html
https://www.rfa.org/english/news/myanmar/some-70-more-rohingya-go-on-trial-02272020173239.html
https://www.theguardian.com/australia-news/2020/jan/29/home-affairs-department-racked-up-61m-bill-transferring-refugees-and-asylum-seekers?mc_cid=e148799209&mc_eid=ea393d8c64
https://www.theguardian.com/australia-news/2020/feb/15/australias-offshore-detention-is-unlawful-says-international-criminal-court-prosecutor?mc_cid=c3e08441bc&mc_eid=a0b6e5d286
https://www.kaldorcentre.unsw.edu.au/publication/australia%E2%80%93united-states-resettlement-arrangement
https://www.sydneycriminallawyers.com.au/blog/from-one-prison-to-another-medevac-detainees-face-uncertain-future/
https://www.kaldorcentre.unsw.edu.au/publication/australia%E2%80%93united-states-resettlement-arrangement
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2020/jan/15/leaked-photos-of-papua-new-guinea-prison-reveal-torture-of-18-asylum-seekers-cut-off-from-world
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2020/jan/15/leaked-photos-of-papua-new-guinea-prison-reveal-torture-of-18-asylum-seekers-cut-off-from-world


suicidal ideation amongst detained asylum seekers also continue to be reported. Refugees, now living in 
the country’s capital, Port Moresby, also face continued dead threats and violence from local populations, 
raising concerns over their wellbeing and safety.

Central Asian countries’ contribution to ending statelessness

On January 7, 2020, an Amnesty Law came into effect in Tajikistan, allowing foreign nationals and stateless 
people with irregular status to regularize their stay by obtaining residence permits. Soon after that, a 
provision in Uzbekistan’s Citizenship Law was signed, conferring citizenship granted to registered stateless 
people in Uzbekistan. 

Like other Central Asian countries, stateless people in Tajikistan and Uzbekistan consist of displaced 
populations emerging from the collapse of the Soviet Union. The new policies were welcomed by UNHCR, 
who stated that the measures would benefit some 20,000 people who came to Tajikistan before the end of 
2016 and some 50,000 stateless people who registered in Uzbekistan before January 1, 1995.

UN Human Rights case opens the door to climate change asylum 
claims

On January 21, 2020, in the first ruling of its kind, the UN Human Rights Committee has stated that countries 
could not deport individuals facing climate change-induced conditions that violated the right to life. The 
case featured Ioane Teitiota, an asylum seeker whose application in New Zealand was denied, leading to 
the deportation of his family to Kiribati. He argued that New Zealand violated his right to life since the sea 
level rise and other climate change effects had rendered Kiribati uninhabitable for all its residents. Despite 
the Committee denying Teitiota’s appeal, the wording of the judgment leaves the door open for future 
examination of climate change asylum matters. 
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https://www.theguardian.com/world/2020/jan/15/leaked-photos-of-papua-new-guinea-prison-reveal-torture-of-18-asylum-seekers-cut-off-from-world
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2020/mar/11/manus-island-refugees-recount-violent-attacks-by-armed-locals-on-apartment-compound
https://www.unhcr.org/en-au/news/press/2020/1/5e32a8e74/unhcr-welcomes-tajikistans-new-law-tackling-statelessness.html?mc_cid=e148799209&mc_eid=ea393d8c64
https://www.unhcr.org/en-au/news/press/2020/3/5e70b9474/uzbekistan-end-statelessness-50000-people.html?mc_cid=f703c8e68b&mc_eid=a0b6e5d286
https://www.unhcr.org/en-au/news/press/2020/1/5e32a8e74/unhcr-welcomes-tajikistans-new-law-tackling-statelessness.html?mc_cid=e148799209&mc_eid=ea393d8c64
https://www.unhcr.org/en-au/news/press/2020/3/5e70b9474/uzbekistan-end-statelessness-50000-people.html?mc_cid=f703c8e68b&mc_eid=a0b6e5d286
https://www.ohchr.org/EN/NewsEvents/Pages/DisplayNews.aspx?NewsID=25482&LangID=E
https://www.rnz.co.nz/international/pacific-news/407725/kiribati-man-loses-appeal-over-nz-deportation


Thematic Focus: Mixed Migration 
Dimensions of COVID-19 

This quarter saw the unprecedented emergence of the COVID-19 pandemic, which has had tragic impacts 
on healthcare systems and economies around the world. 

COVID-19 as a risk multiplier

The COVID-19 crisis is a risk-multiplier, exacerbating existing inequalities, and likely affecting those already 
in vulnerable situations the worst. Grave concerns have been raised regarding the spread of the virus in 
less-developed countries, including in Asia. Many people, including refugees and migrants, lack access to 
adequate healthcare and social services, and live in crowded conditions, without access to appropriate 
sanitation and running water. Amongst those populations potentially most affected are refugees and 
migrants, who already face barriers to accessing healthcare and other essential services due to their 
non-citizenship, fear of persecution and language and cultural barriers. These barriers are expected to 
only worsen in the face of the pandemic.

Widespread loss of livelihoods for migrants leads to destitution 
and returns

COVID-19 related global lockdowns have devastated economies in Asia and around the world, leading 
to the loss of livelihoods for many, including refugees and migrants working in the informal sector. The 
widespread closure of factories and the suspension of construction-related work has left large migrant 
populations without income in Southeast Asia. In Thailand, this quarter, all but essential services were 
closed, in an attempt to suppress the spread of the virus. Alongside the announcement of imminent 
land-border closures, job losses resulted in a mass exodus of around 60,000 migrant workers to Lao PDR, 
Cambodia, and Myanmar by mid-March.

Similarly, Afghan migrants in Iran faced widespread job losses as the country closed all non-essential 
businesses in response to the COVID-19 outbreak. This led to an estimated 200,000 refugees and migrants 
returning from Iran in the second half of March alone. With only 600 of the 200,000 refugees and migrants 
tested for COVID-19 after crossing the border, there are fears that the virus will spread further, putting 
pressure on the 100-bed hospital designated to quarantine COVID-19 patients in Afghanistan. 
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https://time.com/5792180/southeast-asia-undetected-coronavirus/
https://www.thenewhumanitarian.org/news/2020/02/27/Coronavirus-Iran-refugees-IDPs-Italy-Europe-disease
https://www.thenewhumanitarian.org/news/2020/02/27/Coronavirus-Iran-refugees-IDPs-Italy-Europe-disease
https://tbsnews.net/bangladesh/call-refugees-inclusion-covid-19-response-57229
https://migrationdataportal.org/themes/migration-and-health
https://foreignpolicy.com/2020/03/27/coronavirus-refugee-health-pandemic-unhcr/
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-health-coronavirus-global-economy/global-economy-already-in-recession-on-coronavirus-devastation-reuters-poll-idUSKBN21702Y
https://thediplomat.com/2020/03/amid-covid-19-crisis-southeast-asias-migrant-workers-fall-through-the-cracks/
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-health-coronavirus-thailand-exodus/thai-lockdown-sparks-exodus-of-60000-migrant-workers-ministry-official-idUSKBN21C0ZI?feedType=RSS&feedName=worldNews&fbclid=IwAR33xTkT9t33p6tt-iosLWwsfqYWEECwQN6Yx4wYQd6Av_IWn0JdqVTQ_xg
https://thediplomat.com/2020/03/how-afghanistan-failed-to-contain-covid-19/
https://thediplomat.com/2020/03/how-afghanistan-failed-to-contain-covid-19/
https://thediplomat.com/2020/03/how-afghanistan-failed-to-contain-covid-19/


Grave concerns for those living in camps

Concerns exist for refugees and migrants living in overcrowded conditions without access to sanitation and 
running water in the face of the COVID-19 pandemic. On the Greek islands, where refugees and migrants 
are already unable to address essential health and safety needs, news of a confirmed COVID-19 case in 
mid-March has sparked fears of a potentially devastating outbreak. These concerns are set to the backdrop 
of increasing tensions and restricted access to doctors and aid workers’ in the camps. 

Likewise, the first case of COVID-19 was reported in Cox’s Bazar in Bangladesh in late March, worrying 
hundreds and thousands of refugees living in crowded and unsanitary conditions in the nearby camps. In 
addition, the continued internet shutdown in both Rakhine state and Cox’s Bazar has made it “virtually 
impossible” to spread awareness of COVID-19 prevention measures on a large scale.

These concerns come as the tightening of border security, and almost complete cessation of international 
flights has led to the suspension of refugee resettlement. European border restrictions may also affect the 
plans to transfer hundreds of children from Greek islands to other EU countries.

Heightened vulnerabilities of those in immigration detention

People in immigration detention, like other incarcerated populations, are at a heightened risk of COVID-19 
due to overcrowded and unhygienic conditions as well as the inability to practice physical distancing 
and self-isolation. Furthermore, refugees and migrants in immigration detention centers frequently do 
not receive adequate health care even under normal circumstances. In an Australian detention center in 
Brisbane, an immigration guard tested positive for COVID-19, prompting fears for the health and wellbeing 
of people detained inside. Meanwhile, hundreds of refugees and asylum seekers held in Sydney’s Villawood 
detention center have signed an open letter to Prime Minister pleading for their release amid concerns they 
are at significant risk of an uncontrollable outbreak.

Good practices bring hope

Amidst the pandemic, communities have galvanized into action in attempts to prevent the spread of 
COVID-19 to refugee and migrant populations. In Cox’s Bazar, a network of women volunteers helped 
set up isolation units in hospitals and educated children about hygiene measures possible in the camps. 
In Malaysia, the UNHCR and Rohingya community leaders stepped up to get refugees who potentially 
contracted the virus free testing. Similarly, UNHCR, in coordination with the government of Iran, announced 
that it would ensure all migrants and refugees would receive free access to primary healthcare services 
and are included in the national COVID-19 response.

Civil society actors across Asia have also quickly mobilized to advocate for policy and program supports for 
refugees, and migrants at risk of COVID-19 and its political effects, in particular, to ensure the inclusion of 
refugees and migrants in preparedness and response plans. 
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https://www.reuters.com/article/us-health-coronavirus-refugees/refugees-in-asia-face-delays-pushbacks-as-coronavirus-shuts-borders-idUSKBN2170MO?mc_cid=f703c8e68b&mc_eid=a0b6e5d286
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-health-coronavirus-refugees/refugees-in-asia-face-delays-pushbacks-as-coronavirus-shuts-borders-idUSKBN2170MO?mc_cid=f703c8e68b&mc_eid=a0b6e5d286
https://www.thenewhumanitarian.org/news/2020/03/27/greece-island-refugee-camps-coronavirus?utm_source=The+New+Humanitarian&utm_campaign=7630cf97e7-EMAIL_CAMPAIGN_03_27_2020_DAILY&utm_medium=email&utm_term=0_d842d98289-7630cf97e7-75569861
https://www.theguardian.com/global-development/2020/mar/11/lesbos-coronavirus-case-sparks-fears-for-refugee-camp-moria?utm_term=RWRpdG9yaWFsX0dsb2JhbERpc3BhdGNoLTIwMDMxMQ%3D%3D&utm_source=esp&utm_medium=Email&CMP=globaldispatch_email&utm_campaign=Globa
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2020/mar/04/we-left-fearing-for-our-lives-doctors-set-upon-by-mob-in-lesbos
https://uk.reuters.com/article/us-health-coronavirus-refugees/just-one-case-fears-coronavirus-may-spread-like-wildfire-in-worlds-refugee-camps-idUKKBN21F0OW
https://www.thenewhumanitarian.org/first-person/2020/03/24/coronavirus-rohingya-refugees-internet-ban-misinformation?utm_source=The+New+Humanitarian&utm_campaign=7bd002f64e-EMAIL_CAMPAIGN_03_24_2020_DAILY&utm_medium=email&utm_term=0_d842d98289-7bd002f64e-75569861
https://www.thenewhumanitarian.org/first-person/2020/03/24/coronavirus-rohingya-refugees-internet-ban-misinformation?utm_source=The+New+Humanitarian&utm_campaign=7bd002f64e-EMAIL_CAMPAIGN_03_24_2020_DAILY&utm_medium=email&utm_term=0_d842d98289-7bd002f64e-75569861
https://www.unhcr.org/news/press/2020/3/5e7103034/iom-unhcr-announce-temporary-suspension-resettlement-travel-refugees.html
https://uk.reuters.com/article/uk-health-coronavirus-un/eu-border-restrictions-will-hit-transfers-of-child-refugees-u-n-official-idUKKBN21439K
https://uk.reuters.com/article/uk-health-coronavirus-un/eu-border-restrictions-will-hit-transfers-of-child-refugees-u-n-official-idUKKBN21439K
https://www.ohchr.org/EN/NewsEvents/Pages/DisplayNews.aspx?NewsID=25745&LangID=E
https://www.hrw.org/news/2020/03/19/human-rights-dimensions-covid-19-response
https://www.theguardian.com/australia-news/2020/mar/19/fears-for-refugees-as-guard-at-brisbane-immigration-detention-centre-tests-positive-for-coronavirus?fbclid=IwAR2ud5UF2g4RW6kFGZ8nSdWGVRbHNGwxDYyCskOlCWBtHHjxCcmnhQ8H5nc
https://www.abc.net.au/news/2020-03-25/coronavirus-fears-asylum-seekers-plead-for-release-detention/12084604
https://uk.reuters.com/article/bangladesh-coronavirus-refugees/women-in-bangladesh-promote-hygiene-in-refugee-camps-amid-coronavirus-fears-idUKL8N2B35A6
https://www.usnews.com/news/world/articles/2020-03-20/rohingya-un-step-up-efforts-to-get-malaysia-refugees-screened-for-virus
https://www.unhcr.org/ir/2020/03/15/unhcr-distributes-much-needed-aid-to-refugees-in-iran-to-protect-against-covid-19/
https://tbsnews.net/bangladesh/call-refugees-inclusion-covid-19-response-57229


Highlighted New Research and Reports

A different kind of pressure: The cumulative 
effects of displacement and return in Afghanistan

IDMC | January 2020
Displacement in Afghanistan is both a historical and contemporary phenomenon. 
One in four Afghans have been displaced, and conflict triggered 372,000 new 
internal displacements in 2018. Attempted peace talks have failed to prevent 
civilian casualties from reaching unprecedented levels. Despite this bleak 
picture, however, more than 3.3 million Afghans have returned from abroad 
since 2012. 

This study, based on a non-representative survey with 120 displaced Afghans in Kabul, Herat and 
Nangarhar provinces, examines the relationship between internal displacement, cross-border movements 
and durable solutions in Afghanistan.

Quality and rigor in TIP research in the Mekong 
region: Assessing the evidence base

USAID | January 2020
The research review was conducted by NEXUS Institute for the USAID Asia 
Counter Trafficking in Persons (USAID Asia CTIP) project. 480 TIP studies in 
the five countries, published between 2008 and 2018, were identified and 
analyzed. Overall the body of TIP research reviewed was of uneven quality and 
robustness. While there were many high quality studies and reports on TIP in 
the five countries, there were also studies and reports that were less technically 
and/or ethically robust. Identifying issues and challenges in research quality is 

critical in improving the TIP evidence base in the Mekong region. Addressing the key findings will enhance 
the collection of technically robust and ethically rigorous TIP research and program data.

Innovative approaches for the management of 
labor migration in Asia

ADB | February 2020
This 2020 edition, “Innovative Approaches for the Management of Labor 
Migration in Asia,” has four chapters and two statistical annexes providing a 
comprehensive comparative analysis on international labor mobility in Asia. It 
contains major outcomes and key lessons from the Ninth Roundtable on Labor 
Migration in Asia, held in Tokyo on 24–25 January 2019.

www.internal-displacement.org

THEMATIC SERIES
THE INVISIBLE MAJORITY

This thematic series addresses the gap in awareness, data and knowledge about 
the relationship between internal displacement, cross-border movements and durable solutions.

A DIFFERENT KIND OF PRESSURE
The cumulative effects of displacement 

and return in Afghanistan

JANUARY 2020

PANTONE
P 108-16 C

QUALITY AND RIGOR IN TIP 
RESEARCH IN THE MEKONG 
REGION.

ASSESSING
THE EVIDENCE BASE 

Rebecca Surtees
and Laura S. Johnson
NEXUS Institute
2019

2008-2018
COUNTER-TRAFFICKING IN PERSONS 
RESEARCH REVIEW

INNOVATIVE APPROACHES 
FOR THE MANAGEMENT OF 
LABOR MIGRATION IN ASIA

Quarterly Mixed Migration Update Q1 2020: Asia      

MMC Asia

11

https://www.internal-displacement.org/sites/default/files/publications/documents/202001-afghanistan-cross-border-report.pdf
https://www.internal-displacement.org/sites/default/files/publications/documents/202001-afghanistan-cross-border-report.pdf
https://www.winrock.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/01/TIP_Research_Review.pdf
https://www.winrock.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/01/TIP_Research_Review.pdf
https://www.adb.org/sites/default/files/publication/561211/adbi-innovative-approaches-management-labor-migration-asia.pdf
https://www.adb.org/sites/default/files/publication/561211/adbi-innovative-approaches-management-labor-migration-asia.pdf
https://www.internal-displacement.org/sites/default/files/publications/documents/202001-afghanistan-cross-border-report.pdf
https://www.winrock.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/01/TIP_Research_Review.pdf
https://www.adb.org/sites/default/files/publication/561211/adbi-innovative-approaches-management-labor-migration-asia.pdf


Youth and migration: Engaging youth as key 
partners in migration governance

IOM | February 2020
This report outlines initiatives and projects that show what can be done when 
young people are actively involved in conversations. It offers a fresh perspective 
on migration, and tells us that, while more work will be needed, the future is 
young and, with migrants, can be bright.

Unprepared for (re)integration: Lessons learned 
from Afghanistan, Somalia ad Syria on Refugee 
Returns to Urban Areas

DRC/IRC/NRC | February 2020
This study informs programming and policies in relation to refugee returns and, 
specifically, with regards to their (re)integration within urban areas, with a focus 
on Afghanistan, Somalia and Syria. While millions of refugees return to poverty, 
conflict and insecurity in all three settings, a tunnel focus on returns rather 
than on (re)integration has limited value for long-term planning. Stakeholders, 
including communities and returnees themselves, have been unprepared for 
what happens post-return

Uyghurs for sale: Re-education, forced labor and 
surveillance beyond Xinjiang

ASPI | March 2020
This report examines case studies in which Uyghur workers appear to be 
employed under forced labor conditions by factories in China that supply major 
global brands. In one case study, a factory in eastern China that manufactures 
shoes for US company Nike is equipped with watchtowers, barbed-wire fences 
and police guard boxes. Another case study uncovers an eastern province 
factory claiming to supply sportswear for multinationals Adidas and Fila, where 
evidence suggests that Uyghur workers were transferred directly from one of 
Xinjiang’s ‘re-education camps.’ 
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https://publications.iom.int/system/files/pdf/idm-29.pdf
https://publications.iom.int/system/files/pdf/idm-29.pdf
https://reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/files/resources/Reintegration%2BFull%2BReport_0.pdf
https://reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/files/resources/Reintegration%2BFull%2BReport_0.pdf
https://reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/files/resources/Reintegration%2BFull%2BReport_0.pdf
https://s3-ap-southeast-2.amazonaws.com/ad-aspi/2020-04/Uyghurs%20for%20sale_UPDATE-14APR.pdf?jYhPRNLiVh1CYbU59N9HZoL37PZmnDNk=
https://s3-ap-southeast-2.amazonaws.com/ad-aspi/2020-04/Uyghurs%20for%20sale_UPDATE-14APR.pdf?jYhPRNLiVh1CYbU59N9HZoL37PZmnDNk=
https://publications.iom.int/system/files/pdf/idm-29.pdf
https://reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/files/resources/Reintegration%2BFull%2BReport_0.pdf
https://s3-ap-southeast-2.amazonaws.com/ad-aspi/2020-04/Uyghurs%20for%20sale_UPDATE-14APR.pdf?jYhPRNLiVh1CYbU59N9HZoL37PZmnDNk=


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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