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INTRODUCTION 
 
Early in the pandemic scholars questioned whether it heralded an ‘end to the age of migration’ 
(Gamlen 2020, 1). This chapter reflects in broad terms on the relationship between human mobility, 
development and crisis, and explores global migratory dynamics through the pandemic. Both crisis 
and mobility, particularly international migration, are often seen somewhat separated from the 
realm of ‘normal development’ (interrupting its progress, or escaping its spatial fixes), something 
that Agenda 2030 tends to perpetuate. The first part of this chapter problematises this, emphasising 
that crisis and migration are deeply implicated in histories of development and change, and certainly 
in the contemporary unfolding of global neoliberal capitalism which has shaped Agenda 2030. It also 
provides insights from existing empirical explorations of the connections between migration and 
crisis.  
 
The second part of the chapter reflects specifically on global migration during Covid-19. First, looking 
at evidence regarding changes in migration flows, reversals and immobilities have been particularly 
salient through this pandemic, nuancing our understanding of crisis-development-migration 
relationships. But second, looking at evidence regarding migrant populations, the pandemic also 
underlines the structural and social embeddedness of migration and patterns of differential 
inclusion. Circling back to the SDGs, offered now as a ‘roadmap to survival’ through the crises that 
the world faces (UN 2022), the conclusion questions their capacity to grapple with the fundamental 
structures underpinning global deprivation, inequality and injustice  in a world of diverse 
(im)mobilities.  
 
CONCEPTUALISING DEVELOPMENT, CRISIS AND MOBILITY/MIGRATION 

Development, crisis and mobility/migration are thickly intertwined in social scientific and political 
debate, which is vital to informing discussion of the SDGs and migration. The term development is 
used to refer to historical processes of social change, as well as the normative visions and practical 
mechanisms that seek to propel these, incrementally, in particular directions (Kothari 2005). Crisis 
signals a rupture, typically associated with some form of threat and/or actual damage to important 
human needs and goals. It is very often understood as an external threat that interrupts and 
undermines ‘normal’ development pathways (Lindley 2014).  

Mobility signifies people’s capacity to move, but is also often used as an umbrella term to capture 
diverse acts of movement; migration, meanwhile, more specifically signifies people changing their 
place of residence (Glick Schiller and Salazar 2013).1There is a long history of viewing mobility – and 
particularly international migration - as anomalous, within a mindset that naturalises people’s 
connections to place, to make them ‘legible’ for policy intervention and control (Cresswell 2006). 
There persists a ‘sedentary bias in much of the theory and practice of development… development 

 
1 It is worth noting that whereas commentators more often use the term mobility to refer to internal and/or 
less politically problematised movement of the highly skilled and well-off, and migration more often with 
international movement and/or the migration of the racialized poor (Glick Schiller and Salazar 2013). 
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actors… have consistently framed both internal and international migration as a problem to be 
addressed, with the widespread expectation that development progress will reduce migration 
pressures… that development is about enabling people to stay at ‘home’’ (Bakewell 2008, 1342).  

On first sight, the dominant neoliberal economic development paradigm of recent decades would 
appear to be more mobility-positive, envisaging freer flows of capital, goods and labour as leading 
ultimately to equilibrium, convergence and development (Friedman 1962; Williamson 1994; Harris 
and Todaro 1970). Cheap labour is seen as a comparative advantage of poorer countries, with 
circular temporary migration policies hailed as a ‘triple-win’ – yielding economic benefits for 
migrants in terms of income maximisation, for origin countries via diaspora remittances and 
investment, and for destination countries securing labour force flexibility (Castles and Ozkul 2014). 
But this quest for flexibility has notably not led to general liberalisation of immigration regulation 
(outwith some regional relaxations), but rather a ‘managed migration’ policy model, which 
selectively welcomes elites and ‘highly skilled’ workers; carefully rotates ‘lower skilled’ workers in 
key sectors; firmly marginalises and discourages those without legal authorisation; and tightly 
regulates the space for family migrants and people seeking protection (de Haas, Natter, and Vezzoli 
2016).   

In contrast to the neoliberal narrative, Marxist-influenced readings of capitalist development 
highlight its crisis- and displacement-ridden nature (Saad Filho 2011). Displacement and mobility 
feature prominently in the processes of primitive accumulation and the production of a ‘reserve 
army of labour’, tending to serve the interests of capital, raising the  challenge of building solidarity 
across the diverse groups subordinated within this system (Cohen 2006; Standing 2012). From this 
perspective, many of the world’s crises are best understood not as an aberration but as ‘actually 
existing development’ under capitalism (Cramer 2006; Duffield 2007, 183). Rather than putting crisis 
in context, we need to recognise it as context, as a condition of life for many people around the 
world who experience the fragmentation of coherence and control as a daily reality (Vigh 2008). 
Thus the permanent temporariness and rights infringements experienced by many migrant workers, 
protracted displacement of many refugees, and multidimensional pressures driving much global 
migration (Chang 2014; Hanieh and Marfleet 2014; Piper, Rosewarne, and Withers 2017; Hammond 
and Lindley 2014).  

As outlined in the introduction to this book, Agenda 2030 is part of a long line of liberal development 
visions and co-ordination efforts, emphasising the overarching aims of tackling material, educational 
and health deprivations, and promoting sustainable economic growth, with an emphasis on inclusion 
and equality and ‘leaving no one behind’ (UN 2015). There is strong evidence that progress towards 
many goals was considerably off-target even pre-pandemic (Hughes et al. 2021) and critics have 
pointed out that Agenda 2030 continues to emphasise market-based solutions to development 
issues, part of the neoliberal capitalist development paradigm that undermines efforts to secure 
fundamental entitlements and address structural injustices (Saad Filho 2011; Nijenhuis and Leung 
2017). Thus, while the SDGs (in contrast to the MDGs) do embrace migration in ways described in 
the introduction, they arguably ‘reproduce a vision of deve lopment that has long been implicated in 
the production of unequal and deleterious migrant mobilities’ . Seeking to act on the drivers of 
migration – economic inequality, violent conflict and climate change - they continue to frame 
migration as a problem to be ordered and controlled via ‘well-managed migration policies’, noting 
the need to tackle extreme forms of abuse, and emphasising remittances as economically 
instrumental in origin country economies (Suliman 2017, 415). This framing tends to depoliticise 
migration as a matter for technical policy management (Suliman 2017; Nijenhuis and Leung 2017; 
Pécoud 2015).  
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Crises of various kinds (economic, political, environmental) unfolding at various scales (local, 
national, regional, global) have haunted shifting development paradigms, including the formulation 
and launch of the SDGs. The Covid-19 pandemic presented a new, dramatic and multi-faceted global 
challenge. The outbreak of a new virus with serious impacts spreading globally and changing over 
time, responded to by massive state intervention in society, interacting with multiple fields of 
people’s life experiences in dramatic and differentiated ways, can be unambiguously understood as 
a crisis with far-reaching consequences. It has been widely framed as a health crisis disrupting 
Agenda 2030, causing setbacks in various SDGs with effects that ‘will linger for decades’ (Hughes et 
al. 2021, 8), causing a fresh crisis of development, generating calls to redouble policy focus and 
investments towards the SDGs, as the ‘roadmap for survival’ (UN 2022). In light of the critiques 
above, regarding the toothlessness of the Agenda 2030 to tackle structures underpinning global 
deprivation, inequality and injustice, one might view this as a politically pragmatic but rather limited 
approach.  
 
In this turbulent global context, analysts have framed Covid-19 as a ‘Great Disruptor’ of migration 
(IOM 2021) – prompting questions about the future migration and development landscape , and a 
search for insights among past explorations of crisis and mobility. We know that political, economic 
and environmental crises are often associated with elevated levels of human movement (Lindley 
2014). Violent conflict in particular disrupts people’s lives and endangers them in ways that often 
prompt displacement on an unusually large scale. Economic crises in specific countries have also 
been shown to prompt increased movement as people dispossessed and lacking opportunities seek 
work further afield. Both acute and slow-onset environmental challenges can lead to displacement 
and other shifts in movement. At the same time, migrant presence, crisis-driven or otherwise, has 
varying impacts on public finances, economy and society. As destination contexts respond, there is 
often talk of a ‘crisis of immigration control’ or a ‘migration crisis’, sometimes reflecting genuine 
policy challenges, but also often using migrant presence as a scapegoat for wider societal ills (Collyer 
and King 2016; Hollifield, Martin, and Orrenius 2014).  
 
These are the dominant associations of migration and crisis: that crisis in places of origin interrupts 
development and causes outwards migration through which people seek on a temporary or 
permanent basis to stabilise their lives; and that at destinations migration may cause crisis situations 
as administrations struggle with the consequences of migration on society. This overlooks, however, 
several other important angles. Economic crisis, violent conflict and environmental deterioration 
need to be understood in the context of particular histories and configurations of political and 
economic power. Crises and their migratory consequences are not isolated anomalies ‘outside’ the 
norm, but a deeply embedded, constitutive component of social transformation and change (Castles 
2010; Raghuram 2009; Lindley 2014). These processes are globally networked - close analysis also 
challenges methodologically nationalist ‘spatial fixes’ of crises (Collyer and King 2016; Hanieh 2012). 
For instance, international recruitment is intended to avert the crises of labour supply and economic 
accumulation in destinations that arise in the course of capitalist development; meanwhile, when 
economic downturns trigger migrant layoffs these can transmit instabilities to places of origin 
(Castles and Vezzoli 2011; Chang 2014; Hanieh 2012). Migration can also act as a socio-political 
safety valve dispersing the unemployed and/or restive, or conversely contribute to disarticulation of 
families and communities, dispersal of and labour/skills shortages. Moreover, in contexts of violent 
conflict, environmental disaster or deterioration, stymied domestic development and economic 
collapse, there are also often large ‘trapped’ populations  unable to use mobility to address the 
issues that they face (Lubkemann 2008; Carling 2002; Jónsson 2012; Black and Collyer 2014). There 
are also important questions of political framing: some migratory movements are hyped, others are 
downplayed: the construction and (de)politicisation of situations as crises are shaped by complex 
power relations (Lindley 2014).  
 



4 
 

The migratory ramifications of health crises, specifically, have not been subject to extensive study 
historically, possibly because they have tended not in recent history to cause mass migration, 
certainly by comparison with economic, political and humanitarian crises (Edelstein, Koser, and 
Heymann 2014). This has been examined most prominently in relation to HIV/AIDS, where worker 
mobility combined with unprotected sexual activity in key ‘hot spots’ has been recognised as fuelling 
virus transmission, triggering interventions targeting relevant populations and behaviours (Piper and 
Yeoh 2005). Movement directly associated with acute health crises has tended to be internal - 
limited ‘panic mobility’ away from densely populated urban centres in the early phases of the crisis 
(Edelstein, Koser, and Heymann 2014; Cohen 2020, no page). However, throughout the historical 
record, fear of contagion has prompted policy responses that tend to restrict mobility substantially 
(Edelstein, Koser, and Heymann 2014; Martin and Bergmann 2021; Onoma 2020) . International 
travel restrictions have been recognised as being a blunt tool at best (given the fluidity of 
contemporary global movement, challenges of isolating early cases, varying incubation and 
detection periods, and the efficacy of alternative preventative practices), most likely to delay 
somewhat rather than stop the spread of disease, and having serious economic consequences 
(Jennings 2021; Martin and Bergmann 2021; Edelstein, Koser, and Heymann 2014). Indeed, 
recognition of this, alongside knowledge advances enabling local preventative behaviours, led the  
International Health Regulations agreed by member states of the WHO to emphasise ‘maximum 
prevention of the spread of infectious diseases with minimal disruption of travel and trade’, focusing 
on the need to develop of core public health capacities to ensure prevention via detection and 
containment at source (Edelstein, Koser, and Heymann 2014, 98). But fear of contagion combines 
potently, with fear of the other drawing on sedentary politics – something apparent, as we shall see 
further down, in the context of Covid-19. 
 
This section has made the case for situating Covid-19, the SDGs and migration, against the backdrop 
of longer debates about development, crisis and mobility. Analysis of crises and mobility have 
highlighted how these do not occur outside the realm of ‘normal’ development, but are a central, 
constitutive element in longer term processes of global social transformation. Agenda 2030 seeks to 
act on recognised drivers of migration – economic inequality, conflict and environmental change – 
and focuses on managing migration, addressing extreme abuse and mobilising remittances - but it is 
questionable whether the process is adequate to tackle the structures underpinning the injustices 
that surround around migration and development. The relationship between crisis and mobility is 
typically approached through a focus on ‘crisis migration’, or ‘migration crises’, which risks eclipsing 
complexities that deserve greater attention, including wider embeddedness, spatial 
interconnectedness, and immobility. Health crises are interesting in that empirically they do not 
seem to cause widespread movement, although they are often associated with concerns about 
movement as a vector of disease. While acknowledging that the world is experiencing ‘cascading and 
intersecting crises’ (UN 2022, 3), the next two sections will focus on the fresh mobility implications 
of the Covid-19 pandemic.   
 
 
SALIENCE OF IMMOBILITIES AND REVERSALS IN COVID-19 
 
The new virus caused severe illness and death in some sufferers, and when initial attempts to 
contain it failed, the outbreak spread rapidly within a short period and on a global scale. The 
resulting pandemic has had ramifications far beyond those it makes sick, having pervasive effects 
throughout the world and in different spheres of people’s lives. It has been  described as a biosocial 
crisis due to the critical strain that disease spread and radical response measures to contain the 
spread put on government finances, health and education systems, labour markets and livelihoods, 
and people’s wider well-being, pervading many different fields of people’s lives (Singer and Rylko-
Bauer 2021).  
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The aspirations-capability framework provides a useful and nuanced way to consider the mobility 
implications of the pandemic. People’s migration aspirations can be understood as ‘a conviction that 
migration is preferable to non-migration; it can vary in degree and in the balance between choice 
and coercion’ (Carling and Schewel 2018, 946). Migration aspirations are ‘a function of people’s 
general life aspirations and perceived geographical opportunity structures’  (de Haas 2021, 17). 
People’s migration capabilities, can be understood as ‘the ability to decide where to live, including 
the option to stay at home.’ (de Haas 2021, 20). Migration capabilities are shaped by context-specific 
obstacles and opportunities, and may be latent, or actualised through movement (Carling and 
Schewel 2018). Lower or higher aspirations to move intersect with lower or higher capabilities, to 
produce various types of (im)mobility. The framework thus helps counter the ‘mobility bias’ in 
migration research, which tends to dissect the drivers of migration in great detail, but fails to give 
adequate recognition to the forces that constrain or encourage people to stay put and the degrees 
of agency involved in that (Schewel 2019). International migration is often explained with reference 
to the income and human security disparities between countries, yet despite these often sharp 
disparities, only a very small percentage of world population is an international migrant, suggesting 
that causes of immobility warrant greater attention (Castles and Miller 2009; de Haas, Natter, and 
Vezzoli 2016; Schewel 2019). 
  
The response to the pandemic involved limiting very basic forms of human mobility. A key tool 
adopted to avoid its spread was to minimise inter-household contact, problematising everyday 
micro-mobilities like going for a walk, visiting neighbours, shopping, taking public transport, and 
going to work. A combination of factors - including people’s natural caution, public health advisories 
and stay-at-home regulations, concomitant closure of the places where people move and mix 
(including workplaces and shopping/leisure facilities) and reduction of public transport - dampened 
people’s aspirations and capabilities to move around. Some populations have experienced 
prolonged and/or repeated bouts of unusual stasis, while others for whom mobility was necessary to 
survival found it now came at the cost of exposure to illness as well as regulatory enforcement.   
 
Beyond these micro-mobilities, people’s aspirations and capabilities to change their place for 
residence, within their country or abroad, have also been affected by Covid-19 and accompanying 
policy responses. On-going income and security disparities ensure that many people still aspire to 
seek work elsewhere. Income loss as a result of the pandemic-related economic contraction may 
well have sharpened that aspiration. But at the same time factors discouraging mobility – such as 
location-specific economic investments, opportunities and advantages, attachment to place, family 
and community togetherness, gendered expectations, aversion to risk – are also susceptible to being 
sharpened amidst the uncertainty of a pandemic (Schewel 2019; Gamlen 2020; Simon, Schwartz, and 
Hudson 2022). Thus while the pandemic may have impacted migration aspirations and capabilities of 
some, the process is complex, with other and deeper drivers of (im)mobility also at play.  
 
Meanwhile, Covid-19 broadly speaking made the act of migration an (even) more challenging affair. 
As a global recession deteriorated the resources many people have from which to finance migration, 
international travel restrictions related to Covid surged (IOM counted some 108,000 in 2020 around 
the world, including pre-travel/arrival screenings, quarantine, bans - in due course vaccination 
requirements were added), overlaying an already complex entanglement of visa and immigration 
regulations, increasing the cost of complying with – or circumventing - border controls and 
bureaucracy (Gamlen 2020; IOM 2021; Jones, Mudaliar, and Piper 2021). Deteriorations in the 
health situation in major destinations also seems likely to have discouraged or delayed the moves of 
many would-be migrants (Simon, Schwartz, and Hudson 2022). Economic contractions and 
recruitment stoppages meant that obtaining a job abroad may require increased time, energy and 
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money, again curbing both aspiration and capability to move (Jones, Mudaliar, and Piper 2021). The 
progressive reopening moved in fits and starts. 
 
The precise consequences for fresh migration flows globally are hard to gauge with precision, but 
available evidence points to a relative dampening of fresh movement. At international level, air 
passenger numbers dropped some 60% in 2020 compared with 2019 (ICAO 2022). This includes 
people travelling for leisure and business as well as fresh and return migration, and separating out 
movement for these different purposes is not an easy task: ‘Differences in concepts and definitions, 
as well as data collection methodologies between countries, hinder full comparability of national 
statistics on international migrants.’ (IOM 2021, 23). Accurately capturing global migration flows is 
further complicated by the porous physical geography of many international borders and scale of 
informal movements (IOM 2021). There are significant time lags in global flow data, meaning that at 
the time of writing in early 2022, UN data is not available for 2020. The OECD dataset (OECD 2021), 
however, includes many major migration destinations, and estimates that 2020 saw permanent 
migration flows declined by 30-40%, reaching the lowest level since 20032 (with particularly 
noticeable decline in the family migration component, and also declines in permanent work moves, 
protection/humanitarian status acquisition, and free movement within regional frameworks) and 
that temporary labour migration decreased in all OECD countries in 2020 (e.g. 66% in Japan, 37% in 
USA). New asylum applications in OECD countries decreased by 31% in 2020 (OECD 2021- although 
still higher than any year 1993-2014) and UNHCR estimates suggest that globally 1.5 million fewer 
refugees and asylum-seekers arrived in other countries in 2020 than would have been expected 
without the pandemic (UNHCR 2020).  
 
There were also some important migration reversals. People facing the interruption or loss of 
precarious livelihoods and illness in places of residence often fled impending lockdowns, preferring 
to cluster with family and in communities of origin during periods of uncertainty and restriction. 
India, which has the largest number of international migrants of any country in the world as well as 
substantial internal migration patterns, provides a good example. Following the March 2020 
lockdown announcement in India, an estimated 7.5 million people – the largest internal movement 
since partition in 1947 – left urban centres for rural home areas, the majority being low-paid 
informal sector workers without social protection, fearing being stranded, destitute, far from family 
(Jesline et al. 2021; The Tribune 2020). At international scale too, fearing or facing loss of jobs and 
work permits, large numbers of workers in major international labour migration corridors also 
returned home: in response to Covid-related travel restrictions, India’s Vande Bharat Mission had by 
end of April 2021 facilitated the repatriation of over 6 million Indian nationals stranded abroad 
(Jones, Mudaliar, and Piper 2021; Migration Data Portal 2022). Many of these return migrants 
aspired to remain but lacked the capabilities to weather the pandemic in their places of residence. 
Others had the capabilities to weather lockdown, but preferred the familiarity and security of being 
with family during uncertain times, and/or rural isolation from major centres of virus transmission. 
In families and communities where people were highly dependent on migrant workers’ remittances, 
substantial return, particularly in the context of economic downturn, prompted serious hardship  
(Ratha et al. 2021).  
 
There is also evidence of people being stranded, immobilised without choice and little support in 
places of residence as the economy contracted and travel restrictions came down. Here, people 
aspired to return but could not manage to make that a reality. With both countries of residence and 
origin restricting travel, often at short notice, for prolonged periods, some international migrant 
workers were stranded in their places of residence or even en route home (Martin and Bergmann 

 
2 Note that the permanent migration figure includes changes from temporary to permanent statuses , which 
are thought to have held relatively more steady, implying a greater decline for new permanent migration 
moves (OECD 2021). 
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2021). Institutional follow-through on responsibilities to international recruits in terms of support 
with healthcare, repatriation and employment, appears to have been extremely patchy (Jones, 
Mudaliar, and Piper 2021).  
 
Using the aspirations-capabilities framework to consider (im)mobility patterns has highlighted some 
dynamics not often identified and discussed in other crisis situations: the acquiescent immobility of 
people who lack the resources but also the aspiration to move; the voluntary immobility of people 
who would have resources to move, but lack the aspiration; the involuntary immobility of people 
trapped at home, or stranded elsewhere; and the return mobility of migrants returning home, with 
varying degrees of willingness and to varying socioeconomic situations (de Haas 2021; Carling and 
Schewel 2018). The pandemic has put all this into sharp relief, illustrating how immobility and 
reversals can form part of and may exacerbate a crisis, and should encourage fresh examination of 
immobility dynamics and their implications for the unfolding of crises around the world. Analysis of 
(im)mobility dynamics in crisis situations also underscores how these overlay and intertwine with 
wider processes of development and change. To more fully grasp pandemic (im)mobilities, however, 
we need to consider not only movement events / migration flows, but also the contexts and 
conditions of migrants’ stays. 
 

COVID-19 UNDERSCORING MIGRANT EMBEDDENESS AND DIFFERENTIAL INCLUSION 

It is important to contextualise observations about a dampening of fresh flows, reversals and 

immobilities, with information on the evolution of the size and situation of migrant populations. As 

with data for international migrant flows, aggregate data on migrant ‘stocks’ (as demographers term 

population numbers) has its issues. Most revealing is not numbers of international migrants but 

numbers as a proportion of the world’s population. The most recent UN estimates for mid-year 2020 

suggests that 3.6% of the world’s population was an international migrant, compared with 3.4% in 

2015, 3.2% in 2010, around 2.9% in the 1990s and 2000s, and around 2.3% in the 1970s and 80s 

(IOM 2021). OECD data for 2020 suggests that the foreign-born population accounted for 14% of the 

population in OECD countries, an increase from 12% in 2010 (OECD 2021). Globally aggregated data 

on the size of migrant populations since 2020 is forthcoming, and given the challenges many w ould-

be migrants and migrants have faced, outlined above, may well show declines in migrant population 

numbers, and even conceivably in proportions of international migrants in relation to the global 

population (Ratha et al. 2021). However, in the face of these challenges, the persistence of migrant 

presence is notable, something also observed in the context of the Global Financial Crisis  (Castles 

and Vezzoli 2011). Then, long residence, absence of viable alternatives, migrant adaptations and the 

evolution of demand meant that migrants persisted as an important feature of the global political 

and economic landscape, and these factors also seem to have shaped (im)mobilities through the 

upheavals caused by the pandemic (Castles and Vezzoli 2011; Chang 2014; Cornelius et al. 2010). 

Many migrants had reasons for staying put in places of residence, as the pandemic unfolded. A large 

proportion of migrants have been living in their country of residence for many years, and have 

significant place-specific economic investments (properties, businesses, permanent jobs), as well as 

social and emotional investments and connections (including mixed families, long-standing 

friendships, community involvements). Thus while some migrants have more temporary status and 

attachment in places of residence, others are strongly socially embedded within their places of 

residence – such that economic conditions there would have to deteriorate very significantly for 

them to relocate (Orozco and Klaas 2021; Lindley and et al. 2022).  

Meanwhile, the global spread of the pandemic meant that the situation in many migrants’ countries 

of origin was often no better, or even significantly worse, than in their country of residence, leading 



8 
 

to an element of ‘bunkering down’ through the crisis. Most starkly, refugees may be affected by 

livelihood deterioration, but lack the option of returning safely to their origin countries (UNHCR 

2021). In a different way, many international students were also stranded, wanting to return to 

families but impeded by travel restrictions, and/or as a result of their heavy investment in their 

programmes of study requiring them to see through the pandemic in their country of residence  (Ma 

and Miller 2021; Lindley et al. 2021; Martin and Bergmann 2021). The question of alternatives also 

arose for people who migrated for work. Certain sectors with high levels of migrant recruitment such 

as construction, hospitality, tourism, manufacturing, security and domestic work were indeed hard -

hit and many migrant workers employed in precarious low-wage jobs easier for employers to fire, 

with evidence of migrant unemployment rising ahead of citizen workers, while others were forced to 

accept reduced hours or income (Jones, Mudaliar, and Piper 2021; OECD 2021). Deteriorating labour 

market conditions certainly prompted the return of many workers, but other temporary migrants 

still deemed it better to remain in countries of residence, taking what work they could find. Many 

had migration debt still to pay off, had not reached their savings goals, had family ‘back home’ 

relying on them (often more than prior to the pandemic), and faced worse prospects in countries of 

origin (Jones, Mudaliar, and Piper 2021; Ratha et al. 2021). Thus global structural inequalities 

continued to filter down into individual migrants’ calculations. They also seem to have played a role 

underpinning the maintenance of significant flows of remittances, despite initial expectations of a 

sharp decline (Ratha et al. 2021 Lindley et al. 2022).  

Moreover, the pandemic also illustrates that much of the demand for migrant labour in many 

countries is structural and does not simply disappear in an economic downturn. Employers and 

policy-makers have various options to address recruitment challenges, but often see migrants as a 

cheap and flexible solution, as many migrants’ primary goal is to get ahead in their origin country, 

rather than build a life abroad; they have less access to alternative social support; and their 

residence depends on continued employment (Ruhs and Anderson 2010). Processes of labour 

market segmentation combined with demographic ageing have resulted in the normalization of 

heavy reliance on foreign labour in some sectors and jobs (Ruhs and Anderson 2010; ICMPD 2021). 

Economic crises in countries of destination often trigger nationalist citizen-first rhetoric and 

measures, but walking back structural dependence on migrant labour is far from straightforward 

(Chang 2014; ICMPD 2021). In Covid-19, many migrants were already employed - or found work - as 

essential workers in key sectors, supporting systems vital for the core functions of society, where 

labour demand was less affected by the pandemic, or even increased (Fernández-Reino and Vargas-

Silva 2021). Indeed, crises of labour supply have become apparent in key sectors of the economy, as 

employers and states scrambled to recruit, leading to adjustments of migration controls to facilitate 

recruitment of foreign workers, from health and care workers to seasonal agricultural workers to 

truck drivers (ICMPD 2021; IOM 2021).  

All this illustrates that rather than being separate from the rest of society, migration is structurally 

and socially embedded in important ways (Castles 2010). This, in turn, prompts consideration of the 

situation of migrants and forms of ‘differential inclusion’, i.e. ‘how inclusion in a sphere or realm can 

be subject to varying degrees of subordination, rule, discrimination and segmentation’ (Mezzadra 

and Neilson 2012, 181). Covid-19 can be understood as a ‘syndemic’ (combining the sense of synergy 

and epidemic, recognising that disease occurs in ways that interact with socioenvironmental 

conditions and other diseases) hitting particular population groups, including many poorer migrants 

around the world, particularly hard (Singer and Rylko-Bauer 2021). This has put a spotlight on 

inequalities within and between countries and on the ‘leave no one behind’ challenge of the SDGs. 

Understanding the pandemic as crisis requires grappling with not only medical science and 

immediate public policy response but also the issue of structural violence: ‘the often-hidden ways 



9 
 

that structures of inequality, such as poverty, racism, and discrimination, negatively impact the lives 

and well-being of affected populations’ (Singer and Rylko-Bauer 2021, 8). To illustrate, racism and 

poverty amplify virus exposure among many migrant populations: via prevalence of low-paid jobs 

involving public contact; via poor facilities and over-crowded accommodation that created obstacles 

to preventative measures; by generating health issues in some migrant communities that increased 

vulnerability to Covid-19; and by impeding access to health services on paper and/or in practice 

(Singer and Rylko-Bauer 2021; Vearey and Gandar 2020). A stark example of this was the restriction 

of migrant workers in Singapore to crowded and inadequate hostel accommodation, resulting in 

soaring Covid rates – which ultimately posed a risk to the wider community (Jones, Mudaliar, and 

Piper 2021). Thus the immobilising effects of lockdown measures, referred to in the previous 

section, have far from uniform effects on the people involved. The pandemic has brought the human 

suffering haunting the global migration landscape into sharp relief.  

The impact of the pandemic on migration politics is complex and still unfolding. There is a common 

perception that as Carland puts it, ‘racism and recessions go together’ – and that a complex crisis 

like Covid-19 can be expected to trigger psychological predispositions valuing security, personal 

safety, authority and group loyalty, which have been associated with anti-immigration sentiment 

and scapegoating (Dennison and Geddes 2020). Indeed, as in previous health crises, a discourse of 

medical risk has been mobilised by politicians in relation to ‘others’, and racialised migrants appear 

to have been subject to heightened disinformation, discrimination and xenophobic attack (Jennings 

2021; IOM 2021; Jones, Mudaliar, and Piper 2021). Moreover, the pre-existing policy emphasis on 

‘orderly’ movement indicates a regulatory bent that was arguably turbocharged with the 

proliferation of pandemic travel, as well as the gearing up of digital monitoring (UN 2020; Gamlen 

2020; IOM 2021; Pécoud 2021). However, there are also other dynamics at play and spaces of 

possibility. The dangers of forgetting the ‘public’ in public health has been made very apparent, 

triggering a range of health outreach and inclusion efforts targeting migrant communities (Vearey 

2020). The concept of ‘essential work’ has focused public attention on the labour essential for the 

core functioning of societies in ways that cut across usual categorisations of low vs. high skill, and in 

many contexts migrants have been recognised has having an ‘outsized role on the frontlines of 

responding to the crisis’ (UN 2020, 3; Fernández-Reino and Vargas-Silva 2021). Analysis of pan-

European surveys between 2002 and 2018 suggested that attitudes to immigration prior to the 

pandemic in fact became progressively more positive,3 leading to the suggestion that in the context 

of the pandemic, immigration politics may even become ‘quieter’ as governments and publics 

prioritise economic reconstruction, state finances, healthcare and education (Dennison and Geddes 

2020). 

 

CONCLUSIONS 

This chapter has provided some reflections on the relationships between de velopment, crisis and 
mobility with particular focus on Agenda 2030 and migration through the Covid-19 pandemic. It 
highlighted that crises are often viewed as exceptional interruptions to development, and the idea 
that migration should be approached as a cause or effect – something separate from - development. 
Rather, it suggested that crisis and migration are central and constitutive elements in patterns of 
global social transformation and change. It also highlighted some often overlooked dimensions of 
the crisis-migration nexus.  

 
3 In a way that would seem to be out-pacing the generational shifts that often account for shifting attitudes, 
possibly due to new information or effective pro-migration communication. 
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Against this background, global migratory dynamics during Covid-19 were considered.  The salience 
of immobilities and reversals during the pandemic, and the issues this prompts around the world, 
makes a contrast with the surge in fresh movement commonly associated with many political, 
economic and humanitarian crises, highlighting the relevance of a mobility perspective. At the same 
time, the persistence of migrant populations through the upheavals of the pandemic highlights the 
social and structural embeddedness of migration, alongside complex processes of differential 
inclusion. Stepping back, the analysis calls into question whether Agenda 2030 will be able to 
adequately address the structures that underpin those negative aspects of the global migration 
landscape which have caused concern, lending weight to calls for deeper transformation.  
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