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Abstract
The question of human mobility is inextricably tied to the COVID-19 pandemic that started in late 2019 and whose effects 
continue to unfold. Human mobility—especially with global advances in transportation and interconnectedness—is an 
important factor in the spread of the pandemic. Yet, the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on the millions of people forced 
to migrate for safety and economic reasons has received little attention. In this article, we provide an overview of human rights 
challenges that forced migrants currently face during this pandemic. While we do not address all dimensions of the impact 
COVID-19, we highlight several troubling situations that have emerged for refugees and asylum seekers. These include entry 
restrictions into some countries that had formerly welcomed asylum seekers, overt and covert forms of exclusion of migrants 
from labor markets due to rising unemployment and economic hardship, and implementing new deportation policies, as well 
as new exclusionary policies for immigrants who would have been authorized to work in past. Without concerted efforts to 
amplify solidarity with all forced migrants and ensure their human rights, discriminatory and restrictionist policies enacted 
in the Global North over the past decade will become entrenched. As a result, fewer refugees and asylum seekers will be 
accorded protection and continue to face violence and persecution in their home countries.
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Introduction

The question of human mobility is inextricably tied to the 
COVID-19 pandemic that started in late 2019 and whose 
effects continue to unfold. Human mobility—especially with 
global advances in transportation and interconnectedness—
is an important factor in the spread of the pandemic. Yet, 
the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on the millions of 
people forced to migrate for safety and economic reasons 
has received too little attention. This has been exacerbated 
for those living in detention facilities or refugee camps 
with limited ability to control their surroundings and few 
material resources to mitigate against the SARS-CoV-2 

virus’s spread or address its health and economic effects. As 
national borders have closed, movement itself has become 
a casualty of the virus.1 Thus, for those fleeing persecution, 
being able to make such asylum claims, let alone fly or 
cross over land or sea, has become increasingly challenging 
(Slack & Heyman, 2020). Within weeks of the World Health 
Organization’s (WHO) identification of the novel coronavirus 
as a pandemic, many countries moved to restrict travel and/
or close borders entirely. Even as a gradual easing of travel 
restrictions in some countries occurred in mid-2020, being 
able to resettle as a refugee through the United Nations (UN) 
resettlement process or to claim asylum remains problematic 
(Ramji-Nogales & Goldner Lang, 2020).

Shortly after the WHO pressed governments to take 
measures to limit the coronavirus’s spread, human rights 
advocates and UN humanitarian bodies raised warnings 
about how SARS-CoV-2 virus containment policies could 
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have unintended consequences for those seeking asylum 
or third country resettlement as refugees. They noted that 
asylum seekers in detention or refugees in camps were also 
at grave risk of contracting COVID-19 due to cramped and 
unsanitary living quarters. Orcutt et al. (2020) recently 
summarized what was at stake: “Principles of solidarity, 
human rights, and equity must be central to the COVID-
19 response; otherwise the world risks leaving behind 
those who are most marginalized” (p. 1482). In this article, 
we provide an overview of human rights challenges that 
forced migrants currently face. While we do not address all 
dimensions of the impact of the coronavirus, we highlight 
several troubling situations that have emerged for refugees 
and asylum seekers. These include entry restrictions into 
some countries that had formerly welcomed asylum seekers, 
overt and covert forms of exclusion of migrants from labor 
markets due to rising unemployment and economic hardship, 
implementing new or enhanced deportation policies, as well 
as introducing new exclusionary policies for immigrants 
who would have been authorized to work in past.

By March 2020, scholars and activists had identified 
the threat of extreme restrictionism or containment facing 
asylum seekers and refugees. More than 600 academics, 
lawyers, and human rights advocates signed a document, 
“Human mobility and human rights in the COVID-19 
pandemic: Principles for protection for migrants, refugees 
and other displaced persons,” developed by Columbia 
University’s Mailman School of Public Health, Cornell 
Law School, and The New School’s Zolberg Institute on 
Migration and Mobility (2020). The declaration outlined 
14 principles grounded in international human rights law 
that must be upheld during the pandemic (hereafter called 
the 14 Principles of Protection). These concerns underscore 
why the human rights of asylum seekers, refugees, and other 
forced migrants must be prioritized during the COVID-19 
pandemic.

Among the principles, the declaration calls for states to 
respect the right to health of migrants, refugees and others 
who are displaced, including that “the provision of essential 
medicines, prevention, and treatment are provided” without 
discrimination (Columbia University, et al., 2020). States 
should also refrain from and prevent non-state actors from 
actions that “stigmatize or incite violence against persons 
on account of their actual or perceived health status, in 
particular when such stigmatization is linked to nationality 
or immigration status.” The document further notes that all 
restrictions on mobility must respect the rights of persons 
to “leave any State or to renter their home States,” and 
states must “respect the liberty of movement of all persons 
within their territory.” Especially important in the context of 
asylum seekers, it asserts, states much respect the principle 
of “non-refoulement, including non-return to a real risk 
of persecution, arbitrary deprivation of life, torture, or 

other cruel, inhuman, or degrading treatment.” These 
concerns align with a recent call for the UN Human Rights 
Committee, which monitors the International Covenant on 
Civil and Political Rights (ICCPR) (United Nations, 1966a), 
to develop a general comment on state’s responsibilities 
for upholding civil and political rights in the context of 
public health emergencies. Sun (2020) suggests that an 
“authoritative body” such as the Human Rights Committee 
must address “the necessity and proportionality of state 
responses and the misuse of emergency powers during the 
pandemic” (p. 387).

The declaration also identifies principles related to 
healthcare grounded in human rights standards. States must 
refrain from enforcing immigration law in a way that “increases 
the risk of transmission” and such enforcement must adhere to 
due process rights; immigration detention is “impermissible 
where such detention would expose them to serious risks to 
their health and life due to the COVID-19 pandemic.” States 
must also “take effective measures to mitigate COVID-19 
transmission” for those living in “camps, collective shelters, 
and settlements.” Access to health information for migrants, 
refugees, and asylum seekers is critical. States must ensure that 
migrants, refugees, and other displaced persons “have a right to 
information about COVID-19, including information related to 
symptoms, prevention, control of spread, treatment, and social 
relief,” including access to the internet as an “indispensable 
source of information.” In addition, states must “ensure the 
protection of the rights of displaced women, girls and gender-
non-conforming people” and other groups that may be 
particularly vulnerable including “older people, persons with 
disabilities, and children.”

These are comprehensive principles that were not widely 
upheld prior to the pandemic, but in the current context 
they have taken on added urgency. Without concerted 
efforts to amplify solidarity with all forced migrants and 
ensure their human rights, discriminatory and restrictionist 
policies enacted in the Global North over the past decade 
will become entrenched (Libal & Kashwan, 2020). As a 
result, fewer refugees and asylum seekers will be accorded 
protection and continue to face violence and persecution in 
their home countries. In the following, we address human 
rights deficits and potential for rights realization for these 
groups, seeking to illustrate from our research in Europe and 
the USA (Berthold & Libal, 2019; Popescu & Libal, 2018), 
how human rights matter for refugees and asylum seekers 
during the pandemic and beyond.

COVID‑19 and Refugee Camps

Currently, refugees seeking safety from violence and 
disaster face a new set of safety concerns related to the 
coronavirus pandemic (Cordaid, 2020; Alemi et al., 2020). 
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According to UN estimates, 2.6 million refugees live in 
camps globally (United Nations High Commissioner for 
Refugees [UNHCR], n.d.). The WHO’s guidelines for 
protection from COVID-19 include washing hands with soap 
and water, avoiding crowds, wearing masks in public, and 
social isolation when ill (WHO, 2020). These guidelines 
are challenging and, at times, impossible in refugee camps, 
which are meant to be temporary shelters where those fleeing 
conflict, natural disasters, and human rights violations can 
find safety. Camps ideally provide basic necessities, such 
as housing, food, and healthcare. However, most camps 
are designed to house many people close together, and past 
disease outbreaks of cholera and Ebola show that this close 
proximity can cause diseases to spread rapidly (Cordaid, 
2020).

In addition to crowded spaces, refugee camps often fail to 
provide access to adequate amounts of water and sanitation 
to allow for proper hygiene, further increasing the spread 
of disease. The International Rescue Committee (IRC, 
2020) recently compared the population density of camps 
in Bangladesh, Greece, and Syria to that of the Diamond 
Princess cruise ship. The IRC concluded that the disease 
was likely to spread even more quickly in these camps due 
to the combination of high population density and lack 
of access to water and sanitation. Since these conditions 
are present in most refugee camps throughout the world, 
refugees and humanitarian workers will likely face basic 
health challenges. Other concerns for displaced individuals 
include COVID-19-related travel restrictions that may 
force some, out of desperation, to attempt more dangerous 
border crossings (UN High Commissioner for Refugees 
[UNHCR], 2020a) Refugee camps in specific areas in the 
world have additional dangers. The UN High Commissioner 
for Refugees (UNCHR) is concerned about conflicts in 
some regions in West and Central Africa, where over nine 
million forcibly displaced individuals reside, exacerbating 
challenges faced by an already vulnerable population in the 
midst of the pandemic (UNHCR, 2020d).

Additionally, the impact of COVID-19 may overwhelm 
fragile healthcare infrastructures and struggling economies 
in developing countries where 85 percent of refugees are 
housed (UNHCR, 2017). Many of those living in refugee 
and internally displaced persons camps rely on the informal 
economy, which is disproportionately impacted during 
public health crises (Girls Not Brides, 2020; Balcioglu & 
Erdogan, 2020). Also, those living in refugee camps often 
do not have access to national healthcare systems.

Displaced women and girls face additional risks during 
the pandemic. The restrictions on movement and reduced 
interaction with community members during social 
distancing amplifies the effects of intimate partner violence 
(UNHCR, 2020b). The negative impact on the economy may 
force some women to participate in survival sex to meet 

financial obligations, and more young girls may be forced 
to marry early. During the Ebola outbreak in West Africa 
in 2014–2016, school closings led to an increased rate of 
girls’ school dropout, sexual abuse, early marriages, and 
early pregnancies (Girls Not Brides, 2020). Humanitarian 
staff and governments hosting refugees should consider 
these gendered circumstances.

Greece: COVID‑19 Effects on Refugees and Migrants 
in Camps

Prior to the pandemic, Greece struggled to host 
approximately 115,000 asylum seekers (UNHCR, 2020c). 
The country is still recovering from the 2008 financial 
collapse, has high taxes, and severe austerity measures 
remain in place (Karagkounis, 2017). Since the 2016 
EU-Turkey agreement, those seeking asylum in EU countries 
are required to remain within Greece during their application 
process which can take several years. Approximately 40,000 
refugees reside on five Greek islands, with about 35,000 
living in the Reception and Identification Centers (RICs) 
that only have the capacity to hold 5400 individuals in total 
(UNHCR, 2020c). Thousands live in informal structures 
outside of camps because of lack of capacity; some camps 
are ten times overcapacity. This overcrowding is “causing 
major protection, security and now health risks, especially 
for the most vulnerable individuals in the context of 
COVID-19” (UNHCR, 2020c). In November 2019, Greece 
announced it would transfer an estimated 20,000 people 
from island camps onto the mainland due to overcrowding, 
but has not done so (Human Rights Watch [HRW], 2020b).

The lack of space in the RICs is a major obstacle for social 
distancing. Waiting in line is a daily reality for most camp 
residents. A Syrian refugee living in a camp on the island of 
Samos told Human Rights Watch (HRW), “I spend around 
3 hours in line every day to get food. If we are 200 people 
waiting for food, the camp is not even big enough for all of 
us to be able to wait and keep that (recommended) distance 
between each other” (2020b). Some refugees have been 
showering only once a week to avoid lines. Others report 
waiting all day in line to visit a health clinic. Water and 
sanitation shortages have also been reported. Moria, what 
was the largest refugee camp in Europe located on the Greek 
island of Lesvos prior to two devastating fires in September, 
2020, had a capacity for 2200 individuals. Until it was 
disbanded after the fire, it housed 18,000 refugees (Mpoke 
Bigg, 2020). In some parts of the camp, 1300 people shared 
one water tap (International Rescue Committee, 2020); 210 
people shared a toilet and 630 shared a shower (Fallon, 
2020). The fires destroyed the Moria camp and initially left 
thousands without shelter. While the subsequent removal 
of several thousand people to the Greek mainland eased 
overcrowding, by December more than 7000 refugees were 
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still living at a hastily constructed site called Mavorovouni 
camp. Built on a former military firing range, concerns over 
potential lead contamination and the presence of unexploded 
munitions at the camp have recently been raised (European 
Council on Refugees and Exiles, 2020).

COVID-19 has exacerbated already sub-standard 
conditions for pregnant women in some island camps. 
Pregnant women shared stories of “sleeping in overcrowded 
tents on the ground lined only with thin mats or blankets, 
struggling to reach toilets over rough terrain, and being 
returned to these conditions within days of caesarean 
births” (Margolis, 2020). Disruption of maternal health 
services because of COVID-19 could make matters worse 
with increased maternal mortality rates, as shown in past 
instances of disease outbreaks. In response, the European 
Court of Human Rights ordered the Greek government to 
improve the conditions in the Pyli camp for one pregnant 
woman.

Asylum seekers are at the mercy of the geopolitical 
realities of their host country and surrounding countries. 
Shortly before the pandemic, Turkish President Recep 
Tayıp Erdoğan made the decision to stop intercepting 
asylum seekers migrating through Turkey to Greece 
(Boffey, 2020). The Greek government responded to this by 
suspending asylum applications, violating international law, 
the Convention on Refugees, and the EU’s founding charter 
(Fouskas et al., 2020). The suspension, beginning in early 
March 2020, was intended to be in place for 30 days but was 
extended over 6 weeks due to COVID-19 concerns. During 
this time, almost 2000 newly arrived asylum seekers were 
held in two detention centers in substandard conditions, with 
no precautions being taken for COVID-19 besides having 
their temperatures taken on arrival (HRW, 2020c). 

As COVID-19 cases began to appear in Greece in 
mid-March, the government restricted the movement of 
residents within island camps (HRW, 2020b). Officials 
prohibited leaving camps except for buying necessities; 
informal schools closed; and camps were closed to non-
essential visitors (HRW, 2020b). The situation heightened 
anxiety in an already tense environment. Also, increased 
fighting among refugees was reported within what was then 
Europe’s largest refugee camp near Moria on Lesbos Island 
(Carassava, 2020). One refugee shared his concern about the 
camp: “There is only one supermarket inside the camp and 
it’s overcrowded and not enough for people. It also makes 
people’s anxiety worse to be all the time inside the camp and 
not able to leave” (Fallon, 2020).

Restrictions on movement for Greek citizens were 
lifted in early May 2020, but they have been extended for 
camp residents several times, with the latest extension to 
early July 2020 (Carassava, 2020); these were justified as 
a public health concern to “limit the spread of COVID-19 
in areas of overcrowding” (Cosse, 2020). Human rights 

organizations have criticized the Greek government for 
not responding effectively to protect the rights of refugees 
during the pandemic, yet Greek officials claim they need 
more assistance from the European Union and humanitarian 
community to address COVID-19 risks in camps.

Refugee Resettlement

Global Refugee Resettlement Program and Risks 
of Long‑term Suspension

Resettlement of refugees from a country of asylum to one 
that offers permanent residence and a path to citizenship 
is one of the UNHCR’s “three durable solutions” 
(UNHCR,  2003). However, this is the least common 
outcome due largely to the unwillingness of potential 
host countries to offer a substantial number of permanent 
resettlement spaces. Thus, at the end of 2018 there were 
more than 20 million refugees “of concern” to UNCHR, and 
yet in 2019 only 81,600 were recommended for permanent 
resettlement worldwide (UNCHR USA, n.d.). On average, 
each year, fewer than 1% of all refugees are able to gain 
permanent resettlement to third countries such as the USA, 
Canada, Australia, and European states.

Historically, the USA has accepted the largest number of 
refugees through the global refugee resettlement program. 
In 2018, however, it lost that distinction due to the Trump 
administration’s radical cuts to US refugee admissions 
(Cecco, 2019). This was compounded in March 2020, 
when, citing the spread of COVID-19, UNCHR temporarily 
suspended all refugee resettlement. These changes, however 
“temporary,” are a cruel irony: refugees living in camps 
are particularly at risk of contracting COVID-19 and can 
access few resources to combat the disease, as noted earlier. 
Claiming that the coronavirus posed a public health threat, 
in March 2020, the Trump administration also implemented 
several policy changes to how the USA handles the cases 
of refugees and asylum seekers. These included suspending 
the family reunification program; failing to offer refuge 
to unaccompanied minors; and no longer prioritizing 
resettlement of the most vulnerable refugees in camp and 
urban situations abroad (Somin, 2020). For those fleeing 
conflict or persecution, even individuals and families 
identified by UNHCR for third country resettlement, the 
promise of sanctuary in the USA or other countries has 
become illusory amidst the COVID-19 pandemic. As 
president, Joe Biden has pledged to increase annual refugee 
admissions to as much as 125,000 people a year, and to 
“raise it over time commensurate” with US “responsibility 
… values, and the unprecedented global need” (Biden 
Harris, n.d.). Despite this commitment, the pandemic will 

151Journal of Human Rights and Social Work  (2021) 6:148–160



present unique challenges for refugee resettlement to the 
USA. Hauslohner (2020) suggests that the “ongoing surge of 
coronavirus cases in the United States and globally, and the 
associated economic slump—including the high domestic 
unemployment rate—are also likely to hinder the refugee 
resettlement process.”

The consequences of COVID-19 have also been profound 
for refugees already resettled in the United States, where the 
rapid spread of the disease has destabilized the economy 
and revealed weakness in the health infrastructure. Refugees 
are more likely to work in low-wage, low-skilled jobs (often 
deemed “essential services”) and thus are at higher risk for 
contracting COVID-19 (Centers for Disease Control and 
Prevention [CDC], n.d.), while many lack adequate health 
coverage. Closer examination of the US case provides insights 
into the unique vulnerabilities and risks faced by newly resettled 
refugees, as well as the simultaneous efforts of resettlement 
organizations and volunteers to help mitigate those hazards.

Resettled Refugees as “Essential” and Vulnerable 
in the USA

It is widely recognized that newly arrived refugees face 
obstacles in terms of securing health, housing, and 
economic security. These conditions have been exacerbated 
during COVID-19. As the Centers for Disease Control and 
Prevention (CDC) recently noted:

Due to social and economic conditions, resettled 
refugees face many of the same challenges that lead 
to poorer health for some racial and ethnic minority 
groups in the United States. Refugees also face the 
challenges of a new healthcare system and finding 
health information they can understand (CDC, n.d.).

The CDC also found that refugees are clustered in jobs—
meatpacking, grocery stores, janitorial, restaurants—where 
they are often required to continue work despite coronavirus 
outbreaks in the workplace or their communities. The CDC 
has encouraged health and public health professionals, and 
community organizations and refugee resettlement agencies 
to provide refugees with “culturally sensitive resources on 
COVID-19 prevention, symptoms, and self-management” 
(CDC, n.d.). They also recommend giving refugees personal 
protective equipment and cleaning supplies, which may be 
lacking or inadequate in their home or workplace. Despite 
these recommended steps, it is unclear if most refugees 
have adequate information and supplies to protect against 
infection by the SARS-CoV-2 virus.

Amidst record high unemployment, some resettled refugees 
have lost jobs and faced challenges accessing unemployment 
benefits, compounding unstable housing and food shortages. 
Based on information from US resettlement agencies, 
many refugees and asylum seekers have grappled with food 

insecurity; some organizations have set up emergency funds to 
prevent eviction and developed food banks and food delivery 
services to help address unmet needs among refugees. The 
lack of paid sick leave is a particular challenge that most 
service sector, agricultural, or other low-wage workers face, 
and is relevant to the experience of refugees in the USA. 
Clarke et al. (2020) find that recently resettled refugees are 
at elevated risk for contracting COVID-19, such as “being 
more likely to experience poverty and live in crowded 
housing, being employed in less protected, service-sector jobs, 
experiencing language and health care access barriers, and 
have higher rates of co-morbidities” (pp. 1–2).

Responding to Refugee Needs

Voluntary agencies, such as Hebrew Immigrant Aid Society 
(HIAS) and the International Rescue Committee, and 
hundreds of local refugee-serving organizations across the 
country, recognized after social distancing measures were 
enacted that their work would face new challenges. Thus, 
refugee resettlement organizations are providing “essential 
services” during COVID-19, continuing to facilitate remote 
“triage” for healthcare access, supplying needed information 
about prevention of the spread of disease, and offering 
emergency income support and access to food banks. In one 
example, Unite Oregon created the “Coronavirus Immigrant 
and Refugee Support Fund,” to assist workers laid off from 
service sector jobs, such as in restaurant and hotel industries. 
In asking for support for all “vulnerable community members 
in need,” the organization noted: “We know many of our 
allies are receiving their federal stimulus payments—will you 
contribute all or part of that to ensure that immigrant families 
(including refugees) are able to put food on their table and 
keep their housing?” (Unite Oregon, n.d.).

In addition to financial donations, critical during a time in 
which the federal government has cut funding to resettlement 
agencies (Roldan, n.d.), community members have also 
mobilized in response to COVID-19 to help provide key 
services. Several of the authors’ interviews with grassroots 
activists show that community interest to support refugees 
spiked in the weeks after implementation of stay at home 
restrictions and has remained high (Harding & Libal, 2020). 
Such efforts have helped ensure that refugees basic rights 
to housing, food, and health are met in a context of limited 
government support.

Whether creating mutual aid groups or launching 
innovative (information) campaigns, local communities 
have been essential to providing support during this crisis. 
Volunteers have served refugees and asylum seekers at 
new or expanded food banks at resettlement organizations; 
community centers; and/or at churches, synagogues, 
or mosques. Most have taken their work “online” as 
well, providing remote tutoring for English as a Second 
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Language courses, citizenship test preparation, job-training 
programs, or other forms of online community building. As 
the pandemic spiked in late 2020, however, the economic 
impacts on resettled refugees and other immigrants 
intensified. For example, immigrant women now experience 
the highest levels of unemployment in the United States 
(Gelatt et al., 2020). Efforts to support refugees and other 
immigrants through mutual aid are unlikely to meet the 
extent of need amidst continued economic crisis.

Beyond direct services, it is important to emphasize the 
heightened role of political advocacy for refugees. A number 
of voluntary agencies and local resettlement organizations 
have pressed federal and state governments for emergency 
financial support to refugees and asylum seekers. They 
also have requested that US Citizenship and Immigration 
Services restore full funding to the resettlement program, 
regardless of whether new refugees arrive in the future. In 
fact, many organizations and voluntary agencies have begun 
to advocate for an end to restrictive immigration measures 
implemented by the Trump administration. However, as 
immigrant rights groups have emphasized, it will take some 
time to rebuild the immigration justice system and enhance 
human rights protections (Preston, 2020).

The Rights and Well‑Being of Detainees

Protecting the health and well-being of migrants and asylum 
seekers held in detention from COVID-19 is not just a 
matter of public health and public policy; it is a matter of 
human rights (Berwick et al., 2020; Amon, 2020). Health 
is a human right affirmed by numerous international human 
rights instruments and has implications for migrants in 
detention. The International Covenant on Economic, Social, 
and Cultural Rights (ICESCR) (United Nations, 1966b), for 
example, requires states to implement needed measures for 
“the prevention, treatment and control of epidemic, endemic, 
occupational, and other diseases” (Article 12.1). Notably, 
while the United States has not ratified the ICESCR nor the 
Convention on the Rights of the Child (UN CRC, 1989), it is 
arguably responsible for upholding these standards due to its 
other human rights obligations and domestic law. International 
law has established “parameters... to which States must adhere 
in their responses to the COVID-19 crisis, including to protect 
all those deprived of liberty” (United Nations Network on 
Migration, n.d.). The US Supreme Court has also ruled 
that carceral conditions that pose an unreasonable risk of 
harm, such as developing a communicable disease, violate 
the prohibition against cruel and unusual punishment in the 
Eighth Amendment (Helling v. McKinney, 1993).

Immigration detention facilities operated by the 
Department of Homeland Security (DHS), or jails and 
private prisons under contract with DHS, are congregate 

environments with conditions that endanger the health and 
lives of detainees during this pandemic (CDC, 2020a). 
Detainees are typically housed in overcrowded and 
unsanitary conditions, with inadequate ventilation and 
limited access to fresh air, and are at risk of getting the 
virus from staff, visitors, and new detainees. Many detention 
facilities are not employing quarantining practices, according 
to Amnesty International (2020b). A wife of one detainee 
in the Colorado-based Aurora Detention Facility asserted, 
“Three guys have gotten fevers and haven’t been moved out 
of the general population. These guys are sitting ducks for 
contracting COVID-19. My husband especially needs out 
right now. He’ll die of illness!” (Amnesty International, 
2020b, p. 9). Many prisons continue to prohibit the use of 
hand sanitizers as contraband (Tolan, 2020). Such conditions 
violate public health guidelines in the face of the coronavirus 
pandemic for social distancing and washing and sanitizing 
one’s hands and environment (CDC, 2020c). Further, 
detainees often lack adequate access to preventive and basic 
healthcare (CDC, 2020a) which can exacerbate the impact 
of COVID-19 on physical and mental health.

Nearly half of US detainees tested for COVID-19 have 
the SARS-CoV-2 virus (Berwick et al., 2020). With lack of 
complete testing and asymptomatic infection, it is likely that 
there are more undetected cases. It is impossible to adhere 
to social distancing and other public health guidelines while 
detained. A widely endorsed recommendation by public 
health and human rights organizations, as a result, is to 
immediately release those who are detained, prioritizing 
vulnerable sub-populations such as children, the elderly, and 
those with medical conditions that put them at increased 
risk of contracting or developing complications from 
COVID-19 (Berwick et al., 2020; Inter-Agency Standing 
Committee,  2020). Protests by detainees, advocates, 
and healthcare providers, as well as other efforts by civil 
society, have called for releasing those in detention amid 
the pandemic in the USA, Mexico, and other countries 
(Coronado, 2020; Da Silva, 2020; Gonzalez, 2020; 
Human Rights Watch, 2020d; Médecins Sans Frontières 
[MSF], 2020).

Despite these requests, the USA has not moved to release 
all migrants held in detention. At the end of March 2020, US 
District Judge James E. Boasberg urged the US Immigration 
and Customs Enforcement (ICE) to release detained migrant 
families in the wake of the coronavirus as part of a lawsuit 
involving approximately 1350 migrant family members 
housed in two centers in Texas and one in Pennsylvania 
(Hsu, 2020b). Some families were released, while others 
languished in dangerous settings (Hsu, 2020a). By late May 
2020, some 350 family members remained in detention and 
parents faced tough decisions. For example, ICE reportedly 
asked parents to decide whether to let their children, some 
as young as one-year-old, to be released by themselves or 
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remain in detention together (Echavarri & Lanard, 2020; 
Merchant, 2020). Notably, federal judge Dolly M. Gee of 
the US District Court for the Central District of California 
ruled in late June 2020 that children held in one of three 
family detention centers (in Pennsylvania and Texas) must 
be released by July 17, 2020, if they can be released into 
custody of a guardian or family member (Jordan, 2020). 
Legal battles over this ruling and the Flores Settlement 
continued throughout 2020. Whether Judge Gee’s ruling 
will be implemented for these children under the Biden 
administration, or if it will affect policies related to COVID-
19 and unaccompanied children in other settings, remains 
to be seen.

More comprehensive measures, however, are needed. 
While the CDC (2020c) has issued guidance for operational 
preparedness, prevention, and management of COVID-19 
for those in detention, human rights advocates call for more 
comprehensive action (Amon, 2020; UN Office of the High 
Commissioner for Human Rights, 2020). This includes 
releasing asylum seekers, those detained pre-trial, migrant 
children, and others particularly vulnerable to COVID-19 (or 
putting them in alternative facilities that can ensure appropriate 
care and protection), and ending mandatory immigration 
detention and establishing alternatives (Amon, 2020; Berwick 
et al., 2020; Inter-Agency Standing Committee, 2020; United 
Nations Network on Migration, n.d.).

As of late May 2020, two detainees were known to have 
died from the coronavirus while others with identified medical 
conditions were still being detained by ICE (Montoya-Galvez, 
2020). More than 4600 asylum-seekers who had established a 
credible fear of being tortured or otherwise persecuted in their 
native countries remained in detention in unsafe conditions 
(Montoya-Galvez, 2020). The Trump Administration 
halted asylum processing on its Southern border, put most 
immigration proceedings on hold, and deported a number 
of migrants who tested positive for COVID-19 (Narea, 
2020). By August, 2020 Amnesty International reported 
that 21,066 individuals were in immigration detention in the 
USA, including approximately 100 families, in conditions 
that a federal judge characterized as “on fire” (Amnesty 
International, 2020a) with high rates of confirmed COVID-
19 cases. The situation for those in ICE custody worsened 
in the following months as numbers as the COVID virus 
spread throughout the USA. In August, ICE also reported six 
detainee deaths from COVID-19 (Erfani et al., 2020), while 
data from its website showed that the spread of the virus was 
more rapid in ICE detention centers when compared to the US 
population (with 13 times the case rate on average).

While this discussion has focused on the USA, similar 
conditions exist in other countries where asylum seekers and 
migrants are detained, such as Mexico, France, Greece, and 
Italy (Médecins Sans Frontières [MSF], 2020). In response, 
several countries have taken action to mitigate the impact 

of COVID-19 by prioritizing alternatives to the detention 
of migrants. For example, Spain released many detained 
immigrants while pledging to discharge all detained migrants 
(United Nations Network on Migration, n.d.). A federal judge 
in Mexico ordered that the government transfer all separated 
and unaccompanied children who were detained to community 
shelters and release detained migrants deemed most vulnerable 
to contracting SARS-CoV-2 (United Nations Network on 
Migration, n.d.). Mexico later announced it had emptied 
its detention centers. Yet, as a representative from the Jesuit 
Refugee Service in Mexico noted: “We fought for people to 
be let out of the detention centers, because we thought that the 
risks were greater inside, but there have to be alternatives, so 
they do not end up homeless... In the markets and streets, we see 
a degree of misery far higher than before” (Averbuch, 2020). 
The United States should take similar steps to release detained 
migrants, but must also ensure that they have safe alternatives 
that do not leave them destitute and at risk. Doing so would be 
wise in terms of public health, and also promote the human 
rights of detained migrants.

Unaccompanied Child Migrants

The Global Context for Unaccompanied Children 
During COVID‑19

Unaccompanied child migrants are a particularly 
vulnerable group affected by the COVID-19 pandemic. 
According to UNHCR (2020a), 12.7 million refugees 
and 1.1 million asylum seekers globally are children. 
Unaccompanied child migrants “are children who 
have been separated from both parents and other 
relatives and are not being cared for by an adult 
who, by law or custom, is responsible for doing so” 
(UNHCR, 1997).2 Unaccompanied children depend on a 
complex, inadequate, and increasingly restrictive set of 
international protections and legal provisions pertaining 
to the rights of the migrants and refugees and children’s 
human rights instruments (Papoutsi, 2020).

Core human rights principles with respect to all children 
have been established by the Convention on the Rights of 
the Child (CRC) (UN, 1989). Any decisions, legislative 
measures, or emergency policy provisions should be (1) 
nondiscriminatory; (2) centered on the best interests of the 
child without discrimination; 3) safeguard the right to life, 
survival and development of all children; and (4) engage 

2 In U.S. literature the group is often referred to as unaccompanied 
minors. We have chosen to use the international term and not to use 
the acronym UAC for “unaccompanied child” because it distances the 
reader from the fact that we are talking about children.

154 Journal of Human Rights and Social Work  (2021) 6:148–160



children, and respect their views and voices, throughout any 
decision-making processes pertaining their rights (Papoutsi, 
2020). In addition, the UN Committee on the Protection of 
the Rights of All Migrant Workers and Members of Their 
Families (CMW) and the UN Committee on the Rights of 
the Child (CRC) have established a protection framework 
to address the needs of child migrants, elaborated in joint 
general comments on the rights of child migrants (UN 
CMW/CRC, 2017a, b). These human rights norms are 
applicable to the rights of children globally, and within 
the USA, regardless of whether or not a given country has 
ratified the treaties.

During the COVID-19 pandemic many containment and 
mitigation measures taken by states have had a negative impact 
on unaccompanied children and thus violate these key principles 
(Human Rights Watch, 2020a). Border closings adopted by 
167 countries, including 57 states that make no exceptions for 
asylum seekers (UNHCR, 2020b), have drastically reduced any 
existing protections provided to unaccompanied children. This, 
in turn, has increased the risks for violence and child trafficking 
(UN News, 2020a). Human Rights Watch (2020e) reports that 
a high number of children are detained globally whose asylum 
cases have been postponed indefinitely due to the pandemic. 
School closures further disrupt these children’s education. 
Moreover, the transition to remote learning, due to connectivity 
issues, lack of equipment, language barriers, and other factors, 
impedes access and use of technology. According to UNHCR, 
school closures also increase food and water insecurity for 
many of these children (UNHCR, 2020a). As a result, UNICEF 
warns that the pandemic is rapidly becoming a “child rights 
crisis” (UN News, 2020b).

A Human Rights Disaster for Unaccompanied 
Children in the USA

The US COVID-19 mitigation measures violate all core 
principles of the CRC, principles of the International 
Covenant on Civil and Political Rights (ICCPR) (United 
Nations, 1966a), Convention Against Torture (CAT) (United 
Nations, 1984), and domestic law such as the Trafficking 
Victims Protection Reauthorization Act of 2018 (Refugees 
International, 2020). While the United States has not ratified 
the main CRC treaty, it has ratified the Optional Protocol 
on the Sale of Children, Child Prostitution and Child 
Pornography, which entails protection of unaccompanied 
children from trafficking and exploitation during migration 
(United Nations, 2002). When unaccompanied children 
arrive at the US-Mexico border, they face multiple human 
rights violations. Often, they are prevented from claiming 

asylum, deported without due process, or placed within the 
child welfare system.

In March 2020, the CDC issued an emergency order 
with a major impact on forced migrants in general and on 
unaccompanied children in particular.3 The order, enacted under 
Title 42 of the Public Health Safety Act, allows immigration 
officials to expel undocumented migrants at the southern border, 
including unaccompanied children, and suspend asylum legal 
procedures until further notice during the COVID-19 pandemic 
(CDC, 2020b). Since then, approximately 13,000 unaccompanied 
minors have been deported from the USA, without any screening 
for credible fear of persecution in their home country or potential 
human trafficking (American Civil Liberties Union, 2020; US 
Committee on Refugees and Immigrants, 2020). This order 
violates US obligations under the 1951 Refugee Convention 
(Nicolosi, 2020; Hathaway, 2005), the ICCPR (Estrada-
Tank, 2016), and US immigration laws (Human Rights Watch, 
1998). Moreover, these practices ignore provisions under the 
Optional Protocol to the Convention on the Rights of the Child 
on the sale of children, child prostitution, and child pornography 
(United Nations, 2002) and the Victims of Trafficking and 
Violence Protection Act of 2000 (Villagran, 2020).

For the estimated 1800 unaccompanied children in 
detention centers in the US (O’Toole & Carcamo, 2020) 
basic protections against the pandemic can exacerbate 
existing risks for major physical and mental health 
challenges, including death (Cheatham, 2020). While 
immigration advocates recently pressured state governments 
to release unaccompanied children to sponsors, the Trump 
administration refused and instead expedited deportations 
(Garcia Bochenek, 2020).

The impacts of such blatant violations of fundamental 
human rights for unaccompanied children are complex and 
yet to be fully understood. Current measures established 
to mitigate the spread of COVID-19 and contain the pan-
demic (or justified by such goals) fall well short of core 
CRC principles regarding non-discrimination; adhering 
to the child’s best interests; safeguarding the right to life, 
survival and development; and respecting children’s views. 
Regarding the latter, the US Office of Refugee Resettlement 
has reportedly blocked minors from speaking to advocates 
or the media (O’Toole and Carcamo, 2020). Importantly, 
the US government is currently separating families at the 
US-Mexico border, sometimes placing children in holding 
centers temporarily, and then summarily deporting them in 
contravention of human rights standards for the protection of 
minors. “Hundreds of migrant children and teenagers have 
been swiftly deported by American authorities amid the 
coronavirus pandemic without the opportunity to speak to a 
social worker or plea for asylum from the violence in their 
home countries—a reversal of years of established practice 
for dealing with young foreigners who arrive in the United 
States” (Dickerson, 2020).

3 The order was extended indefinitely on May 21, 2020 
(CDC, 2020b).
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Seeking Just Migration Policies: COVID‑19 
and Beyond

UN Secretary General António Guterres recently stressed 
the global community’s obligation to support refugees and 
asylum seekers during the pandemic. “We all have a vested 
interest to ensure that the responsibility of protecting the 
world’s refugees is equitably shared,” he noted, “and that 
human mobility remains safe, inclusive, and respects 
international human rights and refugee law” (UN News, 
2020c). Social work scholars and practitioners must join 
in efforts to build solidarity with forced migrants during 
a time of heightened vulnerability for this population. 
Indeed, Jacqueline Bhabha (2018) has challenged 
immigrant rights activists and community members to 
go beyond “impressive outpourings of popular support” 
through neighborly assistance and to marshal “determined 
and skillful political leadership to outmaneuver the 
xenophobic hatred in evidence today” (116). The mass 
mobilization of support for overturning historic racial 
injustices in the United States and other parts of the world 
through the Black Lives Matter movement could mark a 
new beginning for tackling racism and xenophobia in all 
its forms, especially as directed against those crossing 
national borders (Libal & Kashwan, 2020).

Given rising anti-immigrant sentiment in many countries 
of the Global North, advocacy for asylum seekers and 
refugees must entail more purposeful and creative approaches 
at local, national, and global levels (Garcini et al., 2020). 
Here, international collaboration among activists can 
help facilitate trans-national solidarity and help overcome 
the isolation of such work conducted within individual 
countries. As shown, during COVID-19 the rights of forced 
migrants living in camps, those languishing in detention, and 
refugees permanently resettled in a third country are being 
systematically violated throughout the world. A number 
of steps can be taken to address their plight, but these will 
demand sustained organizing and concerted advocacy. For 
example, we can press for releasing detained migrants in 
the USA, including unaccompanied children, and support 
employing community-based alternatives while asylum 
seekers await adjudication of their cases. The denial of the 
right to claim asylum at the US-Mexico border, and similar 
processes in other parts of the world, should also be a priority.

These circumstances also underscore the need for 
greater public education to support the rights of all 
migrants, especially those with heightened vulnerabilities, 
such as unaccompanied children (Monico et al., 2019; 
Berthold & Libal, 2016). Social work scholars can 
engage in research that focuses on the impact of current 
immigration provisions on child development, while 
documenting the significant harm caused by restrictive 

“pandemic-justified” policies on the lives of refugees 
and asylum-seekers. Disseminating findings is critical to 
ensuring rights-affirming policies for forced migrants and 
other immigrants. Given the timeliness of these issues, 
sharing this work immediately and making it accessible 
is imperative. Thus, writing op-eds, policy briefs, and 
for publication on blogs/websites, etc., to reach a broader 
audience will help insure a wider impact of such work. 
In addition, acting on this research is critical, and thus 
the need to use professional associations and other means 
to lobby/advocate on these issues. Given global social 
protest, and the outcome of the national elections in the 
USA, the opportunity exists to address immediate and 
long-terms policies to support the rights of all migrants, 
regardless of immigration status.

As we noted earlier in this article, the 14 Principles for 
Protection developed by leading refugee and immigrant 
scholars and activists provides a platform for attending to 
the human rights of refugees, asylum seekers and other 
migrants during global public health emergencies, such as 
COVID-19. These guidelines distill international human 
rights law, highlighting the particular human rights at stake 
during our current global pandemic. These principles, now 
signed by more than 1000 experts in the field, represent 
collective action to realize and enforce the rights of refugees, 
asylum seekers, and other migrants. Alicia Ely Yamin (2020) 
recently asserted that collective action for health rights and 
social justice will be essential following the pandemic: 
“What the world and our health care systems and societies 
look like after this phase of the pandemic depends on how 
we collectively think, and in turn what we do to demand our 
governments and other powerful actors to act differently. 
We must shrink the curve, and create pressure for equity.” 
Applying this mandate to address the human rights of those 
fleeing conflict, persecution, and other material conditions 
that endanger their lives is one of the key challenges of our 
era.
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