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AN OUNCE OF PREVENTION IS WORTH A POUND OF CURE: 
ACCESS TO HEALTHCARE AMONG MIGRANT WORKERS IN ASIA AND 
THE PACIFIC IN TIMES OF THE COVID-19 PANDEMIC

This paper looks at how the COVID-19 pandemic affected migrant workers in countries of destination in Asia and the Pacific. It discusses 

the factors which reinforced the existent vulnerabilities migrant workers are facing and looks at how governmental approaches to the 

inclusion of migrant workers into national anti-COVID-19 campaigns evolved during the pandemic. Potential factors contributing to high 

reported infection rates among migrant workers are discussed through examples of different countries of destination. The case study 

examines how the vaccination of migrant workers in Malaysia was approached. The last part of the paper discusses the key takeaways 

and recommendations for the future.   

Before the World Health Organization declared the coronavirus 

outbreak a global pandemic on 11 March, 2020, the Asia-Pacific 

region hosted around 25 million migrant workers.1 Most of 

them were employed in low- and semi-skilled sectors.2 It is 

believed that out of all labour migrants in the region at least 

one-third hold irregular status.3 Being employed in low-skilled 

occupations and holding irregular status, migrant workers often 

become vulnerable due to the lack of social protection and 

limited access to basic services, including healthcare and decent 

living and working conditions.

Although the majority of labour migrants embark on migration 

journey at a relatively young age and tend to be healthy and 

fit, employment in low-skilled sectors with hard physical work 

and prolonged exposure to hazardous environments negatively 

affects their health.4 Those workers who hold irregular status 

are even more vulnerable to health risks as often they are 

not protected by official contracts which specify working 

conditions, are involved in dangerous jobs and are reluctant 

to seek medical help because of its high costs and the fear of 

losing their jobs or being deported.5,6

While access to health and decent working and living conditions 

are not new challenges, they became even more acute with 

the start of the global pandemic. In general, migrant workers 

were disproportionately more affected by the COVID-19 

virus due to a confluence of reasons, including lack of access 

to preventive and curative healthcare, limited ability to follow 

Public Health and Social Measures (PHSM) such as physical 

distancing, overcrowded housing, employment in informal 

sectors and their overall precarity and vulnerability associated 

with their migratory status and work.7 In addition, due to 

financial insecurities and to keep supporting families back 

home, migrant workers often choose to keep working despite 

significant risks to their health.8

1. IOM, 2021a
2. ILO, 2021d
3. Migration Data Portal, 2022
4. IOM, 2020
5. ibid
6. Ng, 2022
7. ADBI, OECD and ILO, 2022
8. Ng, 2022
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9. IOM, 2021b
10. ILO, 2022e
11. ibid
12. Ng, 2022
13. ILO, 2022a
14. ibid
15. Reuters, 2021b
16. UNICEF, 2021b
17. ADBI, OECD and ILO, 2022

MIGRANT WORKERS’ ACCOMMODATION AND SPREAD OF COVID-19

Substandard living conditions and lack of hygiene in migrants’ 

accommodation is a problem which was salient even before the 

pandemic and was frequently raised by various organizations 

including the ILO and IOM.9,10 However, due to stay-at-home 

orders and the transmission threats associated with living in a 

congested environment with poor hygienic standards, this issue 

became even more acute in times of the COVID-19 pandemic.11 

Many migrant workers are required to live in facilities that are 

provided by their employers. To cut the costs associated with 

hiring migrant workers, employers often place migrants into 

crowded dormitories or shared apartments close to places 

where they work. 

Crowding, insufficient physical distance, lack of hygiene facilities, 

restriction of movement (curfews and retention of passports 

are among the most popular examples), and lack of access to 

running water and proper ventilation were among the main 

concerns associated with migrant workers’ accommodations 

long before the pandemic began.12 It is believed that these 

factors further exacerbated migrant workers’ vulnerabilities 

and increased the virus transmission among migrant workers.

For example, although Thailand recorded relatively low 

numbers of COVID-19 cases compared to other countries 

in the region, crowded accommodations migrant workers 

lived in were connected to several concentrated outbreaks of 

COVID-19 cases in the country13. In December 2020, after a 

wholesale shrimp market which employed migrant workers in 

Samut Sakhon province was identified as a COVID-19 cluster, 

the entire province was put into a lockdown. Later, in early 

2021, the Government adopted a “bubble and seal” policy which 

required workers to stay home and leave their accommodation 

only for work, where they were transported in special employer-

provided vehicles without any stops en route. As the situation 

worsened, the Government ordered construction sites in 

Bangkok and its peripherals to close. Migrant workers were 

ordered to stay in their worksites or construction camps which 

were crowded, unsafe, and unhygienic accommodation and not 

allowed to leave.14 Workers who tested positive for COVID-19 

were quarantined in the same congested construction camps. 

According to some estimates, more than 80,000 people in 575 

construction camps in Bangkok were isolated.15,16 Substandard 

living conditions in migrant workers’ accommodation, lack of 

access to running water and overall poor sanitation standards 

are among the reasons which made migrant workers affected 

disproportionally more than local citizens during the pandemic.   

FIGURE 1: 
COVID-19 CASES PER 1,000 PERSONS, THAILAND, 
AS OF 23 NOVEMBER 2021 (CLM -CAMBODIA, LAO 
PEOPLE’S DEMOCRATIC REPUBLIC, MYANMAR)17
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Malaysia is a major destination country, with official estimates 

quoting the number of foreign workers in Malaysia to be 

as high as 3 million, but the actual total number of foreign 

workers is postulated to be around 5.5 million.18,19 In Malaysia, 

living conditions in migrant workers’ accommodations were 

also widely discussed and seen as factors contributing to 

high numbers of cases among migrant workers. Although 

in Malaysia and Singapore most migrant workers live in 

apartments rather than dormitories, many still prefer to live in 

accommodations arranged by their employers as it is a cheaper 

option.20 However, even those who prefer to live in apartments 

usually share rooms with several other workers to minimize 

their expenses on rent, and their living conditions are not 

significantly different from those who live in employer-provided 

accommodations. In November 2020, a cluster of the infection 

was identified and connected to Top Gloves Corporation’s 

factories and dormitories hosting migrant workers from 

Bangladesh and Pakistan. According to the existing information, 

more than 5,000 migrant workers were infected, which made 

The Top Gloves Corporation’s factories the largest COVID-19 

cluster in Malaysia.21 To isolate the cluster, migrant workers 

were placed on lockdown in their dormitories. Some sources 

mention that isolated workers lacked access to running water 

and other essentials like proper ventilation and garbage disposal 

services. Lack of physical distancing at workplaces and in 

accommodations was also a common concern among migrant 

workers. Existing reports state that most migrant workers’ 

dormitories in Malaysia are beyond being overcrowded and 

give an example of places where 30 migrant workers had to 

share two bathrooms without air conditioning.22 In general, the 

large part of migrant workers’ housing remains unexamined 

for compliance with the existing living standards, and only 3 

per cent of employers have been investigated, which led to 

1,169 investigation papers, 817 compounds and 134 charges.23 

According to the available data, in Malaysia, more than 90% of 

migrant workers are not provided with regulation-compliant 

housing.24 Substandard living conditions were a contributing 

factor to a COVID-19 outbreak among migrant workers, who 

accounted for around 40 per cent of all confirmed COVID-19 

cases in Malaysia, despite representing only 15 per cent of 

Malaysia’s population.25 To address the rising infection rates 

among migrant workers in dormitory accommodation, the 

Malaysian government has revised the Workers’ Minimum 

Standards of Housing and Amenities Act (Act 446) to ensure 

that employers/accommodation providers improve the workers’ 

housing standards and expand them to reach all labour sectors. 

In addition, the Government has published the Emergency 

(Employees’ Minimum Standards of Housing, Accommodations 

and Amenities) Ordinance. This document instructs employers 

to replace/alter/repair accommodation that does not comply 

with the Section 24FA of Act 446 and move workers from 

crowded accommodation to a temporary facility or face a fine 

of RM 200,000 or three-years imprisonment.26 

Singapore is another country where migrant workers were 

seriously affected by the pandemic due to inadequate housing. 

As one of the main countries of destination, in 2019, Singapore 

hosted around 1.5 million foreign workers.27 During the first 

nine months of the pandemic, 47 per cent of all migrant 

workers contracted the COVID-19 virus.28 Furthermore, the 

data shows that by February 2021, more than 90 per cent of 

all infections in the country were from migrant workers living 

in dormitories. As COVID-19 cases were rising in the country, 

to contain the virus from the wider Singaporean population, 

the government decided to isolate migrant workers. More 

than 320,000 migrant workers were locked in their crowded 

dormitories, with up to 20 people sharing a room.29,30 Although 

Singapore has a regulation requiring each worker to have at 

least 4.5 square metre of living area per person, this regulation 

is rarely adhered to.31 

18. World Bank, 2020
19. Ng, 2022
20. ILO, 2022a
21. Reuters, 2021a
22. Peter, 2020
23. CodeBlue, 2021
24. CAN, 2020
25. Khalidi and Tan, 2022
26. ILO, 2022b
27. Ministry of Manpower of Singapore, 2021
28. Illmer, 2020
29. Song, 2021
30. ILO, 2022d
31. Saparamadu et al., 2021
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32. Tam et al., 2021
33. Song, 2021
34. ADBI, OECD and ILO, 2022
35. ibid
36. Koh, 2020
37. Subramaniam, 2020
38. ADBI, OECD and ILO, 2022
39. IOM, 2021e
40. ILO, 2021a
41. ILO, 2022e
42. Marschke et al., 2020
43. Spotlight Initiative, 2020
44. ILO, 2022c
45. ADBI, OECD and ILO, 2022

Moreover, the data published by the Humanitarian Organization 

of Migrant Economics, shows that many migrant workers have 

less than one-metre distance from others in employer-provided 

dormitories.32 Sources argue that several migrant workers’ 

accommodations in Singapore had stray animals roaming 

freely in addition to unattended garbage and dirty kitchens.33 

Dormitory operators reported that migrant workers staying 

in the dorms stayed mostly in their rooms and rarely left.34 

Living conditions at the migrant workers’ accommodations, 

along with overall stress and worries about families at home, 

negatively affected workers’ mental health and led to suicide 

attempts among the workers.35,36 

To address the situation and reduce residential density, the 

Government of Singapore relocated workers to empty 

military barracks, public housing apartments, exhibition 

centres and offshore hostel ships.37 To ensure that migrant 

workers are placed in facilities with decent living conditions, 

the Singapore Government developed specific guidelines for 

dormitory operators and managers on how to manage these 

new accommodation types, covering safe distancing, planning 

for meal catering arrangements, ensuring cleaning and hygiene 

standards, and taking care of the migrant workers’ well-being.38 

Besides highlighting the need to grant migrant workers access to 

health services including vaccination, the COVID-19 pandemic 

once again brought attention to the low standards of facilities 

migrant workers live in. To address the issue and prevent future 

outbreaks, various international organizations, civil society 

groups, and governments issued recommendations on how to 

mitigate the risks of virus transmission among migrant workers 

in their workplaces and accommodations. Governments issued 

varying risk mitigation measures related to accommodations, 

prioritizing quarantining new arrivals, mass testing of workers, 

hygiene and sanitation, and physical distancing.39 

ACCESS TO PERSONAL PROTECTIVE EQUIPMENT

Access to Personal Protective Equipment (PPE) is another 

issue which is often connected to safety at work and the spread 

of the COVID-19 virus among migrant workers. According 

to the ILO estimates, 94 per cent of migrant workers in the 

ASEAN region had access to PPE at work. However, as much 

as 33 per cent of sampled migrant workers stated that it was 

not provided for them by employers, and they had to buy it 

themselves.40  

Fisheries is an industry that employs many migrant workers 

and was particularly prone to the lack of PPE among the 

employees.41 Sources claim that migrant workers employed in 

fisheries in Thailand reported that PPE was not provided and 

not used at work, partially because PPE is hard to endure in the 

water-and-sun environment of fisheries.42 In Malaysia, migrant 

workers employed in sawmills reportedly did not have access 

to PPE such as masks and hand sanitizers which are considered 

to be crucial for preventing the spread of COVID-19.43

To address the issue and ensure that migrant workers are 

protected, ASEAN Forum on Migrant Labour issued a set 

of recommendations, which specified that employers must 

improve workplace safety and health standards and provide 

workers with the needed PPE free of charge.44

ACCESS TO COVID-19 TESTING AND TREATMENT 

Despite the rates of COVID-19 infection in the Asia-Pacific 

region, many migrants were unable to access medical help when 

they needed it. Although national laws and regulations of some 

countries of destination guaranteed migrant workers’ access to 

health services, practical impediments like moving restrictions, 

fear of deportation and language barriers prevented them from 

receiving the needed help.45 
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46. ILO, 2021g
47. ADBI, OECD and ILO, 2022
48. UNICEF, 2021a
49. ADBI, OECD and ILO, 2022
50. ibid
51. Kunpeuk et al., 2022
52. Fishbein and Hkawng, 2020
53. ILO, 2017
54. ILO, 2021f
55. Singapore Ministry of Manpower, 2021
56. ADBI, OECD and ILO, 2021
57. Xiang and Ying, 2021
58. ADBI, OECD and ILO, 2022
59. ILO, 2021g
60. Daim, 2021
61. ILO, 2021g
62. Universiti Malaya, 2020

Language barriers is one of the significant issues that prevented 

and keeps preventing migrant workers from seeking qualified 

help. Information on the prevention of COVID-19 and 

actions in case of contracting the virus were not consistently 

translated to the languages migrants can understand.46,47,48 At 

the beginning of 2021, when the pandemic was going through 

its second and third waves, testing was mainly administrated 

in hospitals, which rarely had interpreters who could assist 

workers in languages they understood.49 Although later, when 

prices decreased and supplies increased, low-cost rapid tests 

were available for purchase from pharmacies. However, for 

those workers who do not have quality health insurance or 

those who lost their jobs or held irregular status, the costs of 

COVID-19 testing and treatment are significant, which deters 

them from seeking medical help.50 Irregular migrant workers, 

due to their precarious position in their countries of destination 

and fear of being deported, were even more vulnerable and 

significantly more reluctant to seek medical attention or even 

show that they were unwell.51 Fear of being reported while 

seeking medical help, which may result in eventual deportation, 

is another strong reason pushing migrant workers, especially 

irregular, not to get medical assistance when needed.52    

Article 5 of the Migration for Employment Convention (No. 

9) stipulates that governments are responsible for maintaining 

and extending appropriate medical services to migrant workers 

and their families during the entire period of their stay in 

countries.53,54 Besides the Migrant Employment Convention, 

countries in the region have their policies aimed at the provision 

of quality health care to migrant workers.

Singapore has a policy according to which, while employers 

remain responsible for covering migrants’ healthcare for 

other illnesses, all migrant workers are entitled to free testing 

and treatment for respiratory diseases at local hospitals.55 In 

November 2021, the government introduced a policy which 

allowed migrant workers to access comprehensive medical care 

including mobile clinics and telemedicine.56 It is also mandatory 

for healthcare providers in Singapore to communicate in major 

migrant workers’ languages.57 

In Malaysia, migrant workers, including irregular migrants, were 

initially provided with free testing and treatment for COVID-19. 

However, this policy was reversed in April 2020.58 In May 2020, 

the government declared that migrant workers must undergo 

mandatory COVID-19 testing before returning to work and 

that all the associated costs must be paid by their employers. 

The Malaysian Employers Federation objected to this decision 

and the Malaysian Government announced that the costs 

will be partially covered by the Social Security Organization 

for migrant workers with regular status. Still, employers will 

have to pay full costs for those workers who hold irregular 

status in Malaysia.59 In June 2021, the government developed a 

policy according to which migrant workers are covered under 

the Social Security Organization and the Employment Injury 

and Invalidity Scheme.60 Migrant domestic workers, as well as  

irregular migrant workers, who do not contribute to the Social 

Security Organization, remain excluded from the subsidized 

COVID-19 tests.61 Existing legislation is another issue which 

once again raised concerns about access to healthcare among 

migrant workers in Malaysia. According to the Immigration 

Act, commonly known in Malaysia as “Circular 10/2001”, 

health workers at public facilities are required to report 

migrant workers, children, and other undocumented migrants 

seeking medical help to the police.62 The rationale behind this 

act frames irregular migrants as a potential national security 
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63. Ibid
64. Fishbein and Hkawng, 2021
65. Khalidi and Noor, 2020
66. ILO and UN ESCAP, 2021
67. ADBI, OECD and ILO, 2021
68. Singapore Government, 2021
69. The Economic Times, 2022
70. Kok, 2021
71. (Suwannarong, 2022)
72. ibid
73. ADBI, OECD and ILO, 2022
74. Suwannarong, 2022
75. ibdi
76. ADBI, OECD and ILO, 2022

threat who use a large portion of the Ministry of Health budget 

without contributing to it.63 Besides installing fear of authorities 

among migrants, this act sets an ethical dilemma for health 

professionals who are required to withhold medical care based 

on their legal status, which conflicts with the ethics of the 

medical profession. Even before the pandemic many migrant 

workers were reluctant to seek medical assistance because 

of the fear of being reported. However, with the beginning of 

the pandemic and high infection rates among migrant workers, 

this issue became even more important. Due to governmental 

efforts to ensure that all adults in the country were vaccinated, 

these fears translated into lower vaccination rates among 

migrant workers.64,65 

In Thailand, all foreign residents, including migrant workers, 

were allowed to access qualified medical help via Universal 

Coverage for Emergency Patients. This allowed all COVID-19 

patients, regardless of nationality and legal status, to seek help 

in their local hospitals for free.66 However, due to hospitals’ 

limited capacities, it was challenging for migrant workers to 

access COVID-19 testing and treatment. Moreover, due to 

difficulties associated with reimbursement and high hosts of 

mandatory 14-day hospitalization, healthcare providers were 

reluctant and tried to avoid testing migrant workers.67    

ACCESS TO VACCINATION

Access to vaccination for migrant workers is another issue that 

often comes into attention in discussions on the effect of the 

COVID-19 pandemic on Asia and the Pacific.     

The degree to which countries in the region included migrant 

workers in their national vaccination campaigns differed 

dramatically and depended on the status of workers (regular/

irregular), availability of vaccines and national policies of 

countries of destination. 

In Singapore, after the initial outbreak in migrant workers’ 

dormitories, 98 per cent of migrant workers who were living 

there were fully vaccinated against COVID-19.68 Getting 

vaccinated allowed migrant workers, who were previously not 

allowed to go to crowded public spaces, to visit recreation 

centers and places frequented by the public.69 Moreover, by 

the end of 2021, when migrant workers were offered booster 

shots, 88 per cent of those who were eligible chose to get it.70

In Thailand, the vaccination strategy was established in 2 

stages based on vaccine supply and the objectives at each 

stage.71 During the first stage, while the supply of vaccines was 

limited, vaccination was provided to reduce mortality and to 

maintain the viability of the health service system. The first 

stage of the vaccination campaign targeted medical and public 

health personnel, persons with conditions which make them 

more vulnerable to the infection, seniors over 60 or older, 

and clinical staff who were in close contact with COVID-19 

patients.72 At the beginning of the vaccine rollout, vaccine 

registration was available mainly to nationals, effectively 

excluding migrant workers. However, after the outbreak 

among migrants in Samut Sakhon this strategy was altered, 

and migrant workers living and working in identified outbreak 

areas were vaccinated as part of targeted vaccination drives.73 

The migrant-centric vaccination strategy proved to be the 

most effective in containing the outbreak when considering 

the cost per life saved.74 Sources mention that the switch 

from a nationalist approach to vaccination, of vaccinating only 

Thais and ignoring on-Thais (mainly migrant workers) in the 

early days of the pandemic, to an inclusive migrant-centric 

vaccination approach allowed Thailand to be successful in 

saving lives.75 It was also mentioned that initially, many women 

domestic workers were left out of the vaccination campaign as 

they neither were covered by social security nor had employers 

who could register them for alternative vaccine programmes.76  
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Language barriers were another issue which hindered the 

vaccination of migrant workers as mobile phone applications 

and websites used for registration did not have options of 

switching to languages known to migrants.77 

However, at the later stages of the pandemic, the situation 

in Thailand changed and Thailand’s Ministry of Public Health, 

in cooperation with other stakeholders, introduced mobile 

vaccination services for migrant workers in Bangkok.78 It was 

stated that although in 2022, all migrant workers, regardless 

of their status, could go to any hospital in Bangkok and get 

77. Charoensuthipan, 2021
78. Kummetha, 2022
79. ibid
80. The Thai Red Cross Society, 2022
81. Suwannarong, 2022
82. The Thai Red Cross Society, 2022
83. Mustafa and Azmi, 2021
84. World Bank, 2020
85. ADBI, OECD and ILO, 2022
86. Human Rights Watch, 2021
87. ibid
88. Mustafa and Azmi, 2021
89. ADBI, OECD and ILO, 2022

vaccinated for free, many irregular workers were reluctant 

to do so because of the fear of authorities.79 To expedite the 

vaccination process and cover irregular migrants, who may be 

afraid to contact the authorities, the ministry has introduced 

the door-to-door programme, which will allow vaccinating 

workers at their residences. In addition, in March 2021, in 

collaboration with other agencies, the Thai Red Cross Society 

launched a vaccination campaign to provide free vaccination to 

the most vulnerable groups, including migrant workers.80 Since 

November 2021, under this initiative 25,259 migrants have 

been vaccinated.81,82

VACCINATION CAMPAIGN IN MALAYSIA 

As a country of destination, Malaysia hosts around 1.7 million regular migrant workers and between 2 and 4 

million undocumented migrants.83,84 To address the growing numbers of COVID-19 cases among migrant workers, 

the Malaysian Government introduced an inclusive vaccination campaign on 11 February, 2021. According to the 

official statement, all foreign nationals residing in the country, including irregular migrant workers, were eligible for 

free vaccination against COVID-19. It was claimed that irregular migrants would not be arrested when vaccinated. 

However, this policy was later revised, and it was announced that irregular migrants would be located and arrested. 

Following this announcement, the Government conducted several raids detaining more than 500 migrant workers.85    

Various human rights groups highly criticized this decision and the subsequent raids. Members of these groups claimed 

that the threat of arrest and deportation of irregular migrants would be counterproductive and would force these 

people into further hiding, leaving them at risk of contracting the virus and transmitting it to others.86 It was claimed 

that in the given circumstances, the government should make a concrete commitment to vaccinating irregular migrants 

without inducing fear of being deported and thus making a choice between getting protected from the virus and facing 

risks of deportation or compromising their health to remain in the country.87 

To provide better protection for irregular migrants, the Malaysian Red Crescent Society (MRCS) started vaccinating 

irregular migrant workers with support from embassies of the neighbouring countries.88 MRCS received vaccinations 

free from the government and worked with local district government authorities to ensure that no arrest and detention 

took place during the mobile vaccination missions. To support the vaccination of irregular migrants, entities such as 

the World Health Organization, IOM, UNHCR, and the UN Resident Coordinator implemented Vaccine Roll-out for 

Vulnerable non-citizen Group programme.89 Migrant and refugee leaders supported the efforts by going door-to-door 
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LESSONS-LEARNED AND RECOMMENDATIONS

With the increasing vaccination rates, resumption of 

international mobility and gradual socio-economic recovery, 

countries of destination most likely would renew their labour 

migration programmes to fill the existing labour gaps (to read 

more, please see Issue Brief No.2: “Shifting patterns: The impact 

of COVID-19 on labour mobility in Asia and the Pacific” in the 

same series). According to the available data, compared to 

2020, intraregional labour mobility increased in the second half 

of 2021 and will likely increase even further in 2022.90 However, 

while existing health protocols may be amended to some 

extent, it is unlikely that they will be lifted completely. To better 

facilitate labour mobility in the post-COVID era with health 

protocols in place, countries should not discriminate between 

migrant workers and other entrants on health requirements. 

Migrant workers should be subject to the same regulations as 

any other entrants, including tourists.     

Almost all countries in the region made it mandatory for all 

incoming migrant workers to be vaccinated.91 Unvaccinated 

arrivals must undergo lengthy and expensive quarantines. To 

incentivize more migrant workers to return and to prevent 

possible future outbreaks, it is imperative for governments 

of countries of destination to collaborate with employers 

to ensure decent living and working conditions for workers 

at working places and accommodations. Future outbreaks of 

COVID-19 or other communicable diseases are significantly 

more likely to happen in crowded and poor-ventilated 

environments.92 Hence, to protect migrant workers and local 

population, countries of destination must ensure access to 

affordable and safe housing for migrant workers. According to 

the ILO, decent living and working conditions should be a part 

of a broader social protection package developed and provided 

to migrant workers by governments of hosting countries.93 

RECOMMENDATIONS:

• One of the key takeaways from the pandemic for 

governments of countries of destination should be that 

it is crucial to provide migrant workers with reliable 

access to social protection schemes. Access to 

healthcare, including testing, vaccination, and treatment, 

are among the most important elements of these schemes 

which must not be neglected. Migrant-inclusive health 

systems positively affect public health and global health 

outcomes.94 To prevent the spread of infection and possible 

outbreaks, it is essential for all migrants, regardless of their 

status, to be able to enjoy access to quality healthcare. 

Moreover, costs of testing, quarantine and health insurance 

should not be borne by migrant workers. 

Comprehensive social protection, including access to 

healthcare, is not a measure that benefits only migrant 

workers but protects society as a whole. The past 

two years of the pandemic once again highlighted the 

conventional wisdom that no one is safe until everyone 

is safe. Migrant workers, irrespective of their status, 

contribute to the economic development of countries of 

to inform, educate and register migrants for vaccination in their community. The government required a government 

identification to receive a vaccination, but an alternative solution was agreed where a unique ID was generated and 

used for those who had no ID. The UN and civil society also worked to translate government announcements 

about vaccinations into relevant migrant languages and share voice and video messages via social media and migrant 

communities to promote knowledge sharing in relevant languages and channels that migrants were familiar with. 
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destination. Thus, should be seen as full members of these 

societies and treated with dignity and respect. However, 

they are often stigmatized and discriminated against. 

They often lack many rights that other members enjoy. 

Access to healthcare is one of them. Migrant workers, 

particularly irregular migrants, are often reluctant to seek 

medical help from authorities for many reasons. The cost 

of healthcare, especially for those without comprehensive 

health insurance, is just one of them. Fear of government 

authorities is another. Irregular migrants are afraid to go 

to hospitals because they often fear being reported and 

deported.95 The absence of financial security is another 

issue which often pushes migrant workers to keep 

working despite contracting diseases. As sole providers 

of remittances for their families at home, many migrant 

workers cannot afford to take days off work and continue 

working while unwell. To protect migrant workers and the 

broader population, two goals should be achieved. The 

first is to protect migrant workers from being stigmatized 

as hosts of viruses, and the second is to provide them 

with safe and affordable access to social protection and 

healthcare.

• Access to information is another missing piece which 

made, and keeps making, migrant workers vulnerable 

to infections, including COVID-19. Information on 

available support mechanisms is crucial for protecting 

migrants and the general public. Many migrants may struggle 

accessing information on available COVID-19 services for 

a plethora of reasons, including low literacy rates, poor 

health-seeking behaviour, language barriers and others.96,97 

To support other public health measures, stakeholders 

must ensure that information about healthcare, including 

information about risks, prevention and available support, 

must be accessible to migrants and translated to languages 

they understand.

• Strengthening international cooperation and 

collaboration between governments of countries of 

origin, destination, and other stakeholders can positively 

affect countries’ responses to future pandemics, and 

possibly avert them. An effective international health 

governance system is essential for developing an effective 

response to future pandemics. According to the UNDP 

report, supporting regional health systems and cross-

border controls for effective pandemic management 

could have reduced the rate and spread of the virus.98 The 

emergence of several new variants of COVID-19 during 

the past two years highlighted the mutating nature of this 

virus. Effective data sharing between countries is crucial 

for developing response plans and preventing the spread 

of viruses.99 

• Partnership with workers’ support and humanitarian 

organizations to support migrant workers who may 

be reluctant to seek health from authorities. To 

safeguard public health, it is crucial to increase vaccination 

rates and ensure access to health care among all members 

of the public regardless of socio-economic or legal status. 

The joint vaccination campaign launched by the Thai Red 

Cross Society and the Thai Ministry of Public Health 

serves as an example of best practices which should be 

employed to cover hard-to-reach groups like irregular 

migrant workers.  

• Reviewing recruitment, deployment, and immigration 

policies to ensure that migrant workers are protected 

against health and other risks. It is important to 

ensure that costs related to testing, quarantine, and other 

health and safety requirements are not borne by migrant 

workers.100  

• Developing, strengthening, and enforcing national 

safety, hygiene, and comfort standards for employer-

provided housing. As unsatisfactory living conditions 

migrant workers’ accommodation led to outbreaks 

in Thailand, Malaysia and Singapore, it is essential to 

ensure that hygiene standards are followed. Malaysia and 

Singapore provide examples of how amendments to the 

existing regulations on migrant workers’ accommodations 

can contribute to lowering numbers of transmissions.    

95. Sato and Dempster, 2022
96. Chandrasekhar, Inkochasan and Duigan, 2020
97. ILO, 2021g
98. UNDP, 2020
99. National Institute of Allergy and Infectious Diseases, 2021
100. ILO, 2021g
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CONCLUSION

The COVID-19 pandemic has been a socio-economic disaster 

which adversely affected all countries in the Asia-Pacific region 

in numerous ways. While it affected people to different extents, 

it is the poorest who were affected the most.101 Most migrant 

workers, irrespective of their status, are among the poorest 

and were disproportionately affected by the pandemic.102 

Inadequate hygiene and lack of ventilation in crowded migrant 

workers’ accommodations, absence of safety nets and access 

to healthcare and information on COVID-19 were among 

the factors contributing to the high infection rates among 

migrant workers. While these issues are not new and had 

been discussed long before the pandemic, they became critical 

during the past two years and highlighted how, if not attended 

to, they can be a threat not only to the wellbeing of migrant 

workers but to everyone.

While initially, the national vaccination programmes in the 

region were targeted exclusively at nationals, they were 

expanded later to include migrant workers when COVID-19 

cases started to increase among them. While vaccination rates 

were rising among regular migrant workers, those with irregular 

status were often reluctant and unable to seek help due to fears 

of being detained or deported. As a result of exclusive access 

to healthcare, irregular migrants largely were left unprotected 

from the virus. It translated not only into direct threats to their 

health but also marginalized and exposed them to xenophobia.  

With the resumption of international mobility and socio-

economic recovery in the region, countries of destination 

most likely will reopen and invite more migrant workers to 

help close labour gaps. To protect everyone and prevent 

further outbreaks, countries of destination should build on 

the lessons from the pandemic and make several adjustments 

to their policies. First and foremost, migrant workers must be 

provided affordable access to comprehensive healthcare and 

should not be denied help or charged premium rates based 

on their status. Information on how to prevent the spread of 

infections and where to seek help should be translated into the 

languages migrant understand and must be easily accessible. 

Finally, countries of origin and destination should cooperate 

with other stakeholders and develop an efficient international 

health governance system to share data and build an effective 

response to future outbreaks.

The pandemic once again highlighted that no one is safe until 

everyone is safe.

101. Sánchez-Páramo et al., 2021
102. Chandrasekhar, Inkochasan and Duigan, 2020
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