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Introduction

The year 2020 saw one of the biggest health crises in the form of the COVID-19 pandemic. 
The repercussions induced by the pandemic still persist, and the long-term impact on health for 
those who were inflicted by the virus is yet to be fully understood. Approximately more than 
600 million cases of COVID-19 had been reported globally and more than six million people 
have died as of October 2022, (World Health Organization, 2022). The pandemic also gravely 
affected the economic growth of almost all countries and was also the reason for major mobility 
restrictions all over the world. Mobility forms the crux of a migrant’s life. Most migrants decide 
to move away from home for better employment and living conditions. Although COVID-19 had 
a devastating impact on almost everyone in one way or another, migrant populations were found 
to be particularly vulnerable.

The migrant experience of educated and highly skilled migrants drastically differs from those who 
migrate to be employed in informal sectors and those who are low or medium-skilled (Rather and 
Yousuf, 2020; Rajan and Saxena, 2019). The challenges and vulnerabilities faced by these groups 
can vastly differ beginning from their context of migration including motivations to migrate, 
economic and education status to the post-migration life. Migrants cannot be understood as 
a homogenous group but rather as diverse individuals with different aims and aspirations for 
whom mobility is of significant importance. This paper aims to understand the migration journey 
of the “distressed” migrant returnees, who had to come back due to a crisis or setback in the 
destination country due to the COVID-19 pandemic (Rajan and Arokkiaraj, 2022; Rajan and 
Pattath, 2022a). 

The 281 million international migrants worldwide in 2020 reflect the fact that migration is 
increasingly seen as a gateway of opportunities and new possibilities, especially for individuals 
from precarious living conditions in their origin country (McAuliffe and Triandafyllidou, 2021). 
We live in a world where free movement and accessibility are the promises of the near future 
encouraged by rapid globalization and the emergence of a global village. However, these seem 
to remain promises as illustrated by recent migration policies adopted post-COVID-19.  Indian 
migrants working in large tech firms like Twitter, Meta and Amazon were severely affected by 
the recent layoffs in the United States as part of the ongoing recession (BBC News, 2022). 
While the new United Kingdom prime minister is scrutinizing the admissions of foreign students 
enrolling in “low-quality” degrees (The Guardian, 2022). This move comes after the Office for 
National Statistics (ONS) reported that for the first time, Indian students have overtaken Chinese 
international students in the United Kingdom (ONS, 2023). The post-COVID-19 migration 
policies of the West, especially the much sought-after destination countries such as the United 
States and the United Kingdom, show a tightening of migration policies placing restrictions on 
the inflow of migrants.

Structural issues ingrained in migration and the institutional bias towards migrants from regions 
of the Global South is evident when considering that nationals from countries with very high 
levels of human development, mostly that of the Global North can travel visa-free to around 85 
per cent of all other countries. In contrast, visa restrictions for countries with very low levels 
of human development indicate that irregular pathways are the most likely option available for 
those belonging to countries that fall below the developed section (McAuliffe and Triandafyllidou, 
2021).

Immigration to the Global North for a better life is not as easy as it was in the past. Even for 
those who did manage to migrate, they have been disproportionately impacted by the COVID-19 
pandemic. The large-scale return of migrants during the pandemic also served as a wake-up call 
to governments around the world of the likelihood of migrants’ return to their country of 
origin given the increasing limitations of permanent residency in destination countries. This holds 
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especially true for developing countries such as India with a massive share of nearly 18 million of 
its population residing outside its boundaries (McAuliffe and Triandafyllidou, 2021).  International 
and internal migrants are integral to India’s economy. The latter is larger in number and the 
different facets of internal migration are drastically different from international migration (Dhar 
and Bhagat, 2021). Internal migrants form the backbone of the informal sector of India and over 
the years they have formed strong migration corridors within the country (Ibid.).  

This paper looks into the impact of COVID-19 on international and internal Indian migrants and 
the specifics regarding their return. The first section delves into the concept of return migration 
and also looks at the limited discourse on retunees to India. The second section elaborates 
on the various vulnerabilities of migrants that were magnified due to the pandemic and how 
migrants from a developing country like India are disproportionately affected during such a crisis 
leading up to their return to their home country or their villages, in the case of internal migrants. 
The third and fourth sections focus on the various programmes and policies available as part of 
the reintegration process in India and their respective impact on migration governance. Although 
the paper focuses on the conditions of Indian migrants, it is most definitely a reflection of the 
realities of migration journeys in similar developing countries in South Asia (Rajan, 2023). 

Return migration

The return migration of “distressed returnees” discussed in this paper is theorized by Battistella 
(2018) as “return of setback” caused by a combination of voluntary and forced returns because 
of troubles such as unemployment, family responsibility and dissatisfaction, as well as “return 
of crisis” which is a result of a crisis in the place of destination. Outside the context of crisis, 
the return of migrants can also be associated with the temporary nature of migration observed 
in many destination countries. Most of India’s migrants are working in the Gulf in low-skilled 
occupations with temporary working permits ( Jain and Oommen, 2016; Rajan and Oommen, 
2020). This guarantees the destination country a definite return of the migrants in the later 
stage of their migration journey (Collier et al., 2011). Being heavily remittance dependent, these 
returnees impact the economic stability of migrants’ families in the country of origin. This sparks 
possibilities of remigration among the returnees, thereby, making the return migration just a 
phase and not the end of their migration journey (Rajan and Pattath, 2022a). Apart from family, 
migrant’s decision-making are also heavily influenced by other factors such as their skill sets, 
economic conditions, gender and experiences in the destination country. 

The experiences of women returnees vary drastically from that of their men counterparts. 
Women reportedly face more challenges in sustainable reintegration such as access to 
employment opportunities, and health-care services and face various forms of abuse (Paasche 
and Skilbrei, 2017). Women who migrate through irregular channels due to reasons such as 
lack of documentation and pressure from the community find it difficult to plan their return 
home and are often vulnerable to exploitation (UN-Women, 2017; Arokkiaraj and Rajan, 2021). 
Similarly, there is a difference in the return experience of a distressed migrant who does not 
anticipate the return and was compelled to do so due to difficult circumstances when compared 
to an individual who was prepared to make their journey back home (Bhatt and Roberts, 2012). 
To ensure the successful reintegration of these varied groups, the reintegration models should 
cater to the different needs of such groups. Looking at returnees not just as possible economic 
resources but in terms of a humanistic perspective, actions taken for reintegration should include 
other important elements such as their psychological and social well-being.

Studies on reintegration and return migration to India are limited in terms of exploring specific 
issues pertaining to return migration and it is also concentrated in historically relevant migrant-
sending states such as Kerala and Punjab whereas the emigration clearance data shows that 
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the North Indian states like Uttar Preadesh and Bihar and West Bengal currently account for 
more than 50 per cent of the emigration clearances to Gulf countries (Reserve Bank of India, 
2022). Most of the current analysis on migrants and their return is done using the data using the 
National Sample Survey which essentially helps in examining characteristics of the migrants and 
is not necessarily sufficient to make effective predictions or policies. In this respect, the Kerala 
Migration Survey (KMS), which extensively covers the various nuances related to migrants, the 
conditions of the migrant household in the home country and their return, has been of significant 
help to the Kerala government in the planning and implementation of many of its programmes.1

 

Vulnerabilities of migrants during COVID-19

Observed to have been in the most vulnerable or “at risk” category, migrants both within India 
and outside its boundaries faced the brunt of the complete lockdowns and more importantly, 
stringent rules that were imposed in a land that was not their home. Unlike the very small 
percentage of highly skilled migrants employed in secure and formal employment, the majority 
of migrants from India feature at a lower rung on the skill ladder. They were the ones who were 
predominantly impacted by the COVID-19 pandemic, especially in terms of:

(1) Health challenges: Physical distancing was the golden rule implemented at the onset 
of the pandemic to decrease the spread of the virus. But those confied to congested 
spaces that served as accommodation for migrants did not allow for such physical 
distancing (Rajan, 2022). The crowded dormitories of construction workers in Saudi 
Arabia, for example, resulted in migrants being 75 per cent of the total population that 
tested positive for COVID-19 as of May 2020 (Ministry of Health Saudi Arabia, 2020). 
When they contracted the virus, these migrants had difficulty accessing the formal 
healthcare system in the destination country (Khan and Arokkiaraj, 2021). Moreover, 
an increase in xenophobia during the inception of the pandemic, wherein migrants 
were scapegoated as virus spreaders, severely impacted the psychological health of 
the migrants. This was even more pronounced for Asian migrants who tended to be 
associated with the origin of the virus in China, leading to anti-Asian attitudes, including 
through terms like ‘Wuhan virus’ being used by prominent leaders of the world (Reny 
and Barreto, 2022).

(2) Economic challenges: The lockdowns and the new norms that were imposed due 
to the pandemic, such as remote working, did not extend to low-skilled workers. The 
lockdowns resulted in the loss of jobs and lack of employment opportunities, raising 
issues for migrants to sustain their families back in the country of their origin. The 
economic crisis that was induced by the pandemic severely disrupted the economies of 
countries across the globe. Many migrants reported loss of wages or non-payment of 
wages (Khan and Arokkiaraj, 2021; Rajan and Akhil, 2022). The informal status of their 
employment and the lack of redressal mechanisms available in the destination country 
meant that most wage-related issues did not receive a concrete solution (Rajan and 
Pattath, 2022b). Although India initiated Vande Bharath Mission to bring back migrants 
stuck abroad, the returnees had to suffer the brunt of expensive flight charges while 
they were already facing severe economic challenges due to the pandemic (Abella and 
Sasikumar, 2020).2  

1 KMS is a large-scale secondary database on migration from Kerala (both international and internal to the other states of 
India) conducted by the Centre for Development Studies (CDS) and International Institute for Migration and Development, 
coordinated by S. Irudaya Rajan and K.C. Zachariah, since 1998 and completed eight rounds and the ninth round just begun in 
2023. The Kerala model of migration surveys are already replicated in the following states: Punjab, Gujarat, Goa, Tamil Nadu, 
Jhkhakhand and Odisha.

2 Vande Bharath mission was a civilian evacuvation exercise of India to bring back Indian citizens stranded abroad during the 
lockdown in 2020 due to COVID-19.
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(3) Mobility challenges: The COVID-19 database of the United Nations High 
Commissioner for Refugees noted that at the peak of the pandemic, 168 countries fully 
or partially closed their borders, 27 countries returned asylum-seekers to their country 
of origin and 31 countries sought to derogate from their treaty-based human rights 
obligations. The rise of far-right political parties and anti-migrant sentiment, especially 
in destination countries has further intensified the mobility crisis experienced by the 
migrants during the pandemic (McAuliffe and Triandafyllidou, 2021). Many States used 
the COVID-19 pandemic to further extend their migration deterrence policies. A case 
in point is the plans made by the South African authorities to build a 40 kilometres 
fence along the border shared with Zimbabwe citing the prevention of undocumented 
migrants from spreading health risks (Aljazeera, 2020). As from March 2020, Title 42 
(which is now terminated) was widely used by the Trump administration to override 
the immigration law of providing asylum to irregular entrants in the pretext of health 
risks during COVID-19 (The Guardian, 2023). Mobility limitations disproportionately 
affected the lives of migrants, whether they were planning to migrate or were living in 
destination countries. Even within India the lives of about 600 million internal migrants 
came to a standstill with no employment or any source of livelihood due to the severe 
lockdown measures (Rajan and Bhagat, 2021; Rajan et al., 2020). About 600,000 to 
800,000 migrants left the city of Mumbai on foot, by trucks or relying on special service 
trains in the early months of the lockdown (Saldanha, 2021). Most of these migrants 
suffered from heatstrokes and other health challenges and tragic stories of their return 
journey during the pandemic remain a dark chapter of the COVID-19 crisis. 

Most of these challenges are not unique to COVID-19 but are rather a regular part of a 
migrant’s life. The only difference is that these challenges further intensified the vulnerabilities of 
the migrants during the pandemic. Upon their return, migrants reported unhygienic quarantine 
facilities and increased instances of discrimination by communities back home as migrants were 
considered as the potential carriers of the virus and, thus, “at risk” individuals (Rather and Yousuf, 
2020). Isolated living conditions and feelings of alienation in their home country added to the 
psychological challenges of returnees. Returnees were also faced with further challenges related 
to their economic conditions. A significant contribution to India’s GDP comes from remittances 
and the decrease in remittances naturally trickled down to the rural economies of the country 
which depend on a large number of international low and semi-skilled migrants (International 
Labour Organization, 2020). Having left in the first place due to unfavourable socioeconomic 
conditions in the home country that are largely structural in nature, returnees found it hard 
to find means of sustenance upon their return (Mohamed and Abdul, 2020). India is yet to 
achieve structural transformation given the increasing income inequality, unemployment and 
demographic dividend (Thakur, 2020). Most of the migrant sending countries, such as India, rank 
high in population density and their labour markets are not capable of absorbing returnees, who 
are mostly low to semi-skilled (ibid.). This made the economic reintegration of returnees at the 
time of a global health crisis a serious challenge for the Government of India. 

With nearly 18 million Indians living abroad in 2020 (McAuliffe and Triandafyllidou, 2021), India 
saw an unprecedented increase in the number of returnees during the pandemic. Nearly 4 million 
overseas Indians were reported to be brought back by the Vande Bharath Mission by December 
2020 (Rajan and Arokkiaraj, 2022). The number of international migrants from India varies 
drastically from region to region. About 89 per cent of Kerala’s international migrants reside in six 
countries in the Gulf (Rajan and Zachariah, 2019). These countries do not allow for permanent 
residency heightening the vulnerabilities faced by migrants in the destination country at the time 
of a crisis. For instance, as of 2022, there were 118,095 permanent residents of Indian descent in 
Canada, up from 32,828 in 2013 and the 2021 Canada census revealed 520,000 residents in the 
country spoke Punjabi (Government of Canada, 2022). The diverse set of international migrants 
from the very same country face widely different problems, and can only be addressed both by 
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destination as well as the country of origin if they possess a comprehensive understanding of the 
nature of their migration. The KMS is one step forward towards understanding the nuances of 
migration from the state of Kerala with a deep focus on migrant households, but such integral 
and systematic efforts are yet to be initiated by other large sending states in India. The KMS data 
was used by the Government of Kerala to determine the requirements for hospital beds and 
quarantine facilities even before the Vande Bharat Mission began.3 

Similar to most South and South-east Asian countries, India also is a developing country that 
heavily relies on remittances as an important component of its GDP (Lubambu, 2014). Economies 
like India derive major strength from remittances and such countries must ensure that a sizeable 
investment is made towards sustaining these economic arrangements (remittance via migration) 
and improve the institutional support to facilitate efficient migration to destination countries 
(Barbora et al., 2008). Although bilateral labour agreements, memorandum of understanding 
and migration policies support migration from India to some destination countries, the phase of 
return migration is absent from policies and programmes designed for migrants. This omission 
can be attributed to the larger problem of lack of discourse on return migration as, unlike 
migration that promises remittance, the return of these migrants is necessarily not framed as 
beneficial for the origin country. This especially holds for countries like India wherein migration in 
the first place is due to the lack of economic opportunities in the country. Many of these migrants 
experienced wage theft and felt a lack of protection from the government and the employers 
in the destination country (Foley and Piper, 2021). Although most of them acknowledge the 
positive role played by various civil society organizations, they reported ineffective reintegration 
measures in their home country as a hurdle upon their return (Khan and Arokkiaraj, 2021; Rajan 
and Arokkiaraj, 2022). 

The case of Kerala

The KMS 2018 records about 2.1 million emigrants living abroad among which almost  
90 per cent are working in the Gulf countries. This migration corridor that was formed over the 
years is a major source of economic support to the Kerala government. Remittances from the 
Gulf are vital for sustaining many families in Kerala (Rajan and Zachariah, 2019). The number of 
returnees to Kerala between May 2020 and April 2021 was estimated to be 1.43 million and most 
of these returnees reported loss of job, pay or other distress as the reason for return (Rajan and 
Pattath, 2022b; Rajan and Akhil, 2022). The Non-Resident Keralite Affairs (NORKA), launched 
in 1996 by the Kerala government to ensure the welfare of migrants, has been increasingly 
used as a platform to help and guide returnees. Apart from the existing NORKA rehabilitation 
programmes such as Santhwana, new schemes such as the Pravasi Bhadratha – PEARL and Pravasi 
Bhadratha – MEGA, were also initiated to financially aid the returnees at the time of COVID-19. 
Despite Kerala having one of the oldest and most comprehensive systems of management 
of international migrants in the country, the effectiveness of these schemes is yet to be fully 
explored. The Return Emigrant Survey conducted among 1,985 returnees to Kerala observed 
that almost 84 per cent of the returnees were unaware of the schemes being available (Rajan and 
Pattath, 2022b). The study also noted that 50 per cent of the returnees wanted to re-emigrate 
for better employment opportunities. This further reiterates the importance of effective and 
innovative models for return migrants, not only in terms of reintegration but also re-emigration 
and the need for adequate monitoring and analysis of the implementation of current schemes. 

3 The writer of this series is one of the members of the expert committee to advise the Government of Kerala during COVID-19 
wave I.
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Reintegration measures

COVID-19 and the economic crisis that ensued led to the return journey of millions of migrants 
to their villages. The large crowds and images of migrants walking hundreds of kilometres to 
reach back to their villages due to lack of transportation portrayed the migrant crisis existing 
within India. The magnitude of the problem resulted in few immediate government interventions 
and relief packages and programmes for the internal return migrants. This included: 

• The Pradhan Mantri Garib Kalyan Rojgar Abhiyan,  Rs. 50,000 crores (USD 6.3 billion), 
to facilitate the employment of migrant workers who have gone back to their home 
state.

• Aatm Nirbhar Bharat: On May 2020, the Prime Minister of India announced 
economic packages of Twenty lakh crore (USD 268.74 billion) to create employment 
opportunities, for workers of the unorganized sector including migrant workers, 
strengthening the micro, small and medium enterprises sector and promoting the 
rural economy. 

• State migrant cell: Migrant workers’ cell was created to prepare a database of migrant 
workers in every state. 

• Ministry of Labour and Employment instructed all state governments to provide 
financial assistance to construction workers from Building and Other Construction 
Workers’ Cess Fund. About two crore migrant workers have been provided Rs. 5000 
crores (USD 650 million) directly in their bank accounts by various states. 

Additionally, the ministry launched the e-SHRAM portal, a national database of unorganized 
workers in 2021 and plans to link it with Aadhaar to facilitate the delivery of social security and 
welfare schemes to such workers (Rajput and Rajan, 2023). Looking at schemes and programmes 
introduced prior to the pandemic, the one nation one ration card programme is one of the 
swiftly implemented schemes of the Indian Government starting in 2019, covering almost  
80 crore beneficiaries and proved useful during the time of COVID-19, especially for migrants, 
ensuring subsidized food grains. Although the programme suffers from exclusion errors, it surely 
challenges the prior limitations of such schemes that were formerly domicile based. Migrants in 
cities like Mumbai and Delhi often reside in slums or unauthorized settlements to save on rental 
expenses. Such informal settings lack basic hygienic conditions like sanitation facilities or safe 
drinking water. To support these migrants, the affordable rental housing complexes initiated by 
the Ministry of Housing and Urban Affairs aids migrants in urban spaces to access dignified rental 
housing close to their workplaces.

Although reintegration schemes did exist prior to COVID-19, they did not receive much popular 
attention or focus until there was a glaring migrant crisis in 2020. Post-COVID-19, there has 
been an effort to create a national database, which was long overdue. As of March 2022, more 
than 24.98 crore unorganized workers, mostly constituting of internal migrants have been 
registered on the e-SHRAM portal. The Labour and Employment Minister of India informed the 
Parliament in September 2020, that the data collected from the state government revealed an 
estimated 10 million migrants had tried returning to their villages during the pandemic (Sharma, 
2020). However, there is no official database that recorded the migrants who were rendered 
unemployed and faced wage theft or even the number of deaths during to tragic return journeys 
of these migrants. 
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The Migration in India 2020–21 report by the National Statistical Office which uses the Periodic 
Labour Force Survey reported that 51.6 per cent of rural migrants went back to their villages 
from the urban areas due to the pandemic and the lockdown. The delay in the conduction of the 
2021 census on the pretext of the pandemic further adds to the data crisis of labour migration in 
India. Despite the long lists of aid and assistance promised, there is no real evidence (official data) 
about the efficiency and impact assessment of these programmes post their implementation 
(Rajan, 2020). International migration and reintegration of international returnees are yet to 
receive a serious level of attention.  Even prior to COVID-19, despite India being heavily reliant 
on remittances, migration governance was more to do with facilitating migration while return 
migration did not receive concrete institutional backing as compared to the process of migration. 
The most prominent programme introduced by the Government of India on a national scale 
during COVID-19 and the largescale return migration was the Skilled Workers Arrival Database 
for Employment Support, intended at conducting a skill mapping exercise of migrant workers 
returning from abroad under the Vande Bharat Mission. Further investigation is required to study 
the impact of these steps taken by the government and ensure that these programmes are not 
reflective of reality without being inclusive of the nuances attached to a migrant’s return. 

Rethinking reintegration beyond the COVID-19 pandemic 

Established in 2004, the Ministry of Non-Resident Indians' Affairs, later renamed as the Ministry 
of Overseas Indian Affairs, was merged with the Ministry of External Affairs in 2016. Due to the 
high proportion of migrants travelling to the Gulf countries, strong migration governance can be 
observed for this corridor even prior to the pandemic (Ministry of External Affairs, 2021). Some 
of them are: 

• Opening of the Indian Workers Resource Centre in host countries to serve as a  
one-stop service outlet for the information and assistance needs of emigrants. 

• Overseas Workers Resource Centre set up in Delhi enables emigrants/ prospective 
emigrants to seek information and file complaints against Recruiting Agents/ Foreign 
Employers. 

• Indian Community Welfare Fund provides boarding and lodging for distressed 
overseas Indian workers in household domestic sectors and unskilled labourers.

• Mandatory Insurance under Pravasi Bhartiya Bima Yojana. 

• Mahatma Gandhi Pravasi Suraksha Yojana provides life insurance, pension and 
resettlement on return for overseas Indians having emigration check required 
passports. 

With India ranking first among the countries with the highest number of international migrants, 
especially with most of them working in the low to the medium-skilled category, it is high time that 
India develops a pragmatic reintegration model since the return of these international migrants is 
inevitable (International Organization for Migration, 2017; Bossavie et al., 2021). Return migration 
is often not effectively edged out in most of the laws and policies about migration governance in 
India. The current models at place focus mostly on economic reintegration and do not accurately 
account for other dynamics such as the social and psychological reintegration of the returnees 
(Rajan et al. 2019a).
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Reintegration is a concern for most of the developing countries in South Asia. A study in  
Sri Lanka revealed that there was a skill mismatch between returnees and the demand of the 
local labour market (Jayaratne et al., 2014). Bangladesh also faces the same issue and a study 
on Pakistani return migrants observed that those who had spent longer durations working 
abroad found it difficult to assimilate into the labour market in their origin country due to the 
lack of employment opportunities that met their expectations (Nawaz and Tonny, 2019; Arif, 
1998). The proper implementation of reintegration measures already in place and innovative 
reintegration models that will ensure follow-up steps wherein not only the immediate financial 
concerns of the returnee are taken care of but also being inclusive of their future accounting 
for more complex problems such as social and psychological challenges while reintegrating will 
help improve migration governance (Arowolo, 2000). The Philippines is an example of a country 
having developed sustainable models of reintegration. To mainstream the return of migrants 
into society, the reintegration preparedness begins in the destination country itself, including 
counselling, awareness programmes on financial literacy, capacity-building and technology-related 
skills that can be taught to migrants before their return journey (Wickramasekara, 2019).

Conclusion

Although migration can turn out to be a brain drain for countries of origin, the return of migrants 
cannot generally be associated with brain gain. Returnees do bring with them skillsets they have 
acquired while working abroad, but it is observed that the employment of these skills upon 
their return and their potential to be economically fruitful could be limited in countries of origin 
(Kumar, 2018; Zachariah et al., 2006). This can be attributed to the difference in both living 
and working conditions in countries of origin and destination. Varied conditions create varied 
opportunities that may not require the training one received abroad (Abraham, 2020). This 
makes the need for effective reintegration models, that are specific to each country and their 
regional variations become the key in tackling the reverse migration crisis of developing countries. 

Unlike those who have not migrated, international and internal Indian migrants’ right to 
participate in democratic decision-making through voting is extremely narrow as the voting 
system in India is constituency-based with no scope for remote voting (Rajan et al. 2019b). 
Migrants not being seen as a possible vote bank contributes to the lack of representation of the 
challenges faced by migrants both in the destination as well as in their place of origin upon their 
return. In planning and developing migration-related policies and programmes, it is important to 
identify and understand the different sets of challenges faced by the various vulnerable groups 
within migrants. In the case of those employed in the informal sector, it can be the economic 
and social exclusion, lack of access to basic necessities such as health care, inclusive working 
conditions or hygienic accommodation in the destination. Other subgroups like that of women 
face severe exploitation and harassment as compared to men. These vulnerabilities also play out 
in the reintegration process of these individuals. Hence, reintegration models should not only 
concentrate on harnessing the financial capital of the returnees but should be concerned with 
the holistic integration and capacity-building of the returnees. 

Challenges related to migrants are pertinent to most of the countries of South Asia and South-
East Asia, and platforms such as the South Asian Association for Regional Cooperation and the 
Bay of Bengal Initiative for Multi-Sectoral Technical and Economic Cooperation can be used 
to reach a consensus regarding problems faced by migrants from these countries (Rajan and 
Kumar, 2023). South Asian and South-east Asian countries like India, Bangladesh, the Philippines 
and Nepal top the list of migrant-sending countries and also in the list of remittances received. 
Countries such as Nepal, Sri Lanka, Pakistan and Bangladesh are highly reliant on remittances 
to form a significant part of their GDP (KNOMAD, 2020). India is among the fastest growing 
economies in the Global South and given the instrumental role played by the country in today’s 
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geopolitical climate, India can take up issues related to migration on a global scale in international 
forums. The Colombo process, a forum for Asian labour-sending countries aims at creating 
spaces for sharing experiences, creating solutions for problems faced by Asian migrants in the 
destination country and reviewing and monitoring the implementation of actions taken. Further, 
the Abu Dhabi Dialogue, an action-oriented dialogue formed in 2008 with 11 Member (origin) 
States of the Colombo process and seven countries of destination, to initiate conversations 
regarding the management of temporary contractual labour mobility in Asia is an encouraging 
step towards active global involvement. 
 



Return M
igration G

overnance
in India during C

O
VID

-19

11

References

Abella, M.I. and S.K. Sasikumar (2020). Estimating earnings losses of migrant workers due to 
COVID-19. The Indian Journal of Labour Economics, 63(4):921–939.

Abraham, A. (2020). International migration, return migration and occupational mobility: evidence 
from Kerala, India. The Indian Journal of Labour Economics, 63:1223–1243.

Aljazeera (2020). South Africa to build 40km fence along Zimbabwe border. 20 March.  

Arif, G. (1998). Reintegration of Pakistani return migrants from the Middle East in the domestic 
labour market. Pakistan Development Review, 37(2):99–124.

Arokkiaraj, H. and S.I. Rajan (2021). Trafficking to Gulf countries: The lived experiences of Indian 
female domestic workers. Asian Women, 37(1):119–41.

Arowolo, O. (2000). Return migration and the problem of reintegration.  International 
migration, 38(5):59–82.

Barbora, S., S. Thieme, K. Siegmann, V. Menon and G. Gurung (2008). Migration matters in South 
Asia: commonalities and critiques. Economic and Political Weekly, 43(24):57–67.

Battistella, G. (2018). Return migration: a conceptual and policy framework. 8 March.  

Bhatt, W. and B.R. Roberts (2012).  “Forbidden return”: return migration in the age of 
restriction. Journal of Immigrant and Refugee Studies, 10(2):162–183.  

Bossavie, L., J.S. Gorlach, C. Ozden and H. Wang (2021). Temporary migration for long-term 
investment. Policy research paper No. 9740. World Bank, Washington, D.C., July. 

British Broadcasting Coorporation (BBC) News (2022). US tech layoffs: India workers face painful 
exit from the US. BBC News, 22 November.

Collier, W., M. Piracha and T. Randazzo (2011). Remittances and return migration. Discussion 
Paper No. 6091. The Institute for the Study of Labour, Bonn, Germany, October. 

Dhar, B. and R.B. Bhagat (2021). Return migration in India: internal and international 
dimensions. Migration and Development, 10(1):107–121. 

Foley, L. and N. Piper (2021). Returning home empty-handed: Examining how COVID-19 
exacerbates the non-payment of temporary migrant workers’ wages. Global Social Policy, 21(3):468–
489.

Government of Canada (2022). Permanent residents- monthly IRCC updates. Government of 
Canada. 

International Labour Organization (ILO) (2020). Road Map for Development of Policy Framework 
for the Inclusion of Internal Migrant Workers in India. ILO, Geneva.

International Organization for Migration (IOM) (2017). Towards an Integrated Approach to 
Reintegration in the Context of Return. IOM, Geneva. 

Jain, P.C. and G.Z. Oommen (eds.) (2016). South Asian Migration to Gulf Countries. History, Policies, 
Development. First edition. Routledge India, London. 

Jayaratne, S., N. Perera, N. Gunasekera and N. Arunatilake (2014). Returning Home: Experiences 
and Challenges. The Experience of Returnee Migrant Workers of Sri Lanka. Institute of Policy Studies 
of Sri Lanka, Colombo, Sri Lanka. 

* All hyperlinks were active at the time of writing this report.

https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC7577360/
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC7577360/
https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2020/3/20/south-africa-to-build-40km-fence-along-zimbabwe-border#:~:text=Authorities in South Africa have,country has no confirmed cases.
https://www.semanticscholar.org/paper/Reintegration-of-Pakistani-return-migrants-from-the-Arif/29a2af86af2d4a5713918e10109161f90b3ad3a9
https://www.semanticscholar.org/paper/Reintegration-of-Pakistani-return-migrants-from-the-Arif/29a2af86af2d4a5713918e10109161f90b3ad3a9
http://e-asianwomen.org/_PR/view/?aidx=28636&bidx=2514
http://e-asianwomen.org/_PR/view/?aidx=28636&bidx=2514
https://library.fes.de/libalt/journals/swetsfulltext/9404784.pdf
https://cmsny.org/publications/2018smsc-smc-return-migration/
https://openknowledge.worldbank.org/entities/publication/fec867cb-bc39-5bd1-93a2-ee247a60de7a
https://openknowledge.worldbank.org/entities/publication/fec867cb-bc39-5bd1-93a2-ee247a60de7a
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-asia-india-63658535
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-asia-india-63658535
https://docs.iza.org/dp6091.pdf
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/pdf/10.1177/14680181211012958
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/pdf/10.1177/14680181211012958
https://open.canada.ca/data/en/dataset/f7e5498e-0ad8-4417-85c9-9b8aff9b9eda
https://www.ilo.org/newdelhi/whatwedo/publications/WCMS_763352/lang--en/index.htm
https://www.ilo.org/newdelhi/whatwedo/publications/WCMS_763352/lang--en/index.htm
https://www.iom.int/sites/g/files/tmzbdl486/files/our_work/DMM/AVRR/Towards-an-Integrated-Approach-to-Reintegration.pdf
https://www.iom.int/sites/g/files/tmzbdl486/files/our_work/DMM/AVRR/Towards-an-Integrated-Approach-to-Reintegration.pdf
https://www.ips.lk/wp-content/uploads/2017/01/Returning-Home-Experiences-Challenges.pdf
https://www.ips.lk/wp-content/uploads/2017/01/Returning-Home-Experiences-Challenges.pdf


M
IG

RA
TI

O
N

 R
ES

EA
RC

H
 S

ER
IE

S 
| N

º 
79

12

Khan, A. and H. Arokkiaraj (2021). Challenges of reverse migration in India: a comparative study 
of internal and international migrant workers in the post-COVID economy. Comparative Migration 
Studies, 9(1):49.

KNOMAD (2020). Phase II: COVID-19 crisis through a migration lens. Migration and Development 
Brief 33. KNOMAD-World Bank, Washington, D.C., October. 

Kumar, A. (2018). Economic Re-integration of Return Migrants in the Construction Sector in India. 
ILO, India. 

Lubambu, K.M.K. (2014). The Impact of Remittances on Developing Countries. European Parliament, 
Belgium. 

McAuliffe, M. and A. Triandafyllidou (eds.) (2021). World Migration Report 2022. IOM, Geneva.

Ministry of External Affairs (2021). Annual Report, 2020–21. Ministry of External Affairs, 
Government of India.

Ministry of Health Saudi Arabia (2020). Ministry of Health portal.

Mohamed, M.A. and A.N. Abdul-Talib (2020). Push–pull factors influencing international return 
migration intentions: a systematic literature review. Journal of Enterprising Communities: People and 
Places in the Global Economy, 14(2):231–246.

Nawaz, F. and T.A. Tonny (2019). Reintegration challenges of migrants in Bangladesh: a study 
on forced returnee women migrants from Saudi Arabia. Horizon Journal of Humanities and Social 
Sciences Research, 1(1):49–58. 

Office for National Statistics (ONS) (2023). The international student population in England and 
Wales: Census 2021. 17 April. 

Paasche, E. and M.L. Skilbrei (2017). Gendered Vulnerability and Return Migration. Temida, 20(2): 
149–166. 

Rajan, S.I (2020). Covid-19 led Migrant Crisis: A Critique of Policies. Economic and Political Weekly, 
55(48):13–16.

Rajan, S.I. (ed.) (2022). India Migration Report 2021: Migrants and Health. First edition. Routledge 
India.

Rajan, S.I (ed.) (2023). Migration in South Asia: IMISCOE Regional Reader. Springer, Cham. 

Rajan, S.I. and C.S. Akhil (2022). Non-payment of wages among Gulf returnees in the first wave of 
COVID-19. In: India Migration Report 2022: Health Professionals Migration. First edition. Routledge 
India, Dehli.

Rajan, S.I. and H. Arokkiaraj (2022). Return migration from the Gulf region to India amidst 
COVID-19. In: Migration and Pandemics. Springer, Cham. 

Rajan, S.I. and R.B. Bhagat (2021). Internal migration in India: Integrating migration with 
development and urbanization policies. KNOMAD Policy Brief 12, February.

Rajan, S.I. and A. Kumar (2023). Migration, Development within the SAARC framework: towards 
a migration governance model of the future. In: Migration in South Asia: IMISCOE Regional Reader. 
Springer Cham, Thiruvananthapuram, Kerala, India.

Rajan, S.I. and G.Z. Oommen (2020). Asianization in the Gulf: a fresh outlook. In: Asianization of 
Migrant Workers in the Gulf Countries. Springer, Singapore.

Rajan, S.I. and B. Pattath (2022a). Distress return migration amid COVID-19: Kerala’s response. 
Asian and Pacific Migration Journal, 31(2):176–189. 

https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC8563095/
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC8563095/
https://www.knomad.org/sites/default/files/2020-11/Migration %26 Development_Brief 33.pdf
https://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---asia/---ro-bangkok/---sro-new_delhi/documents/publication/wcms_616322.pdf
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/etudes/join/2014/433786/EXPO-DEVE_ET(2014)433786_EN.pdf
https://publications.iom.int/books/world-migration-report-2022
https://www.mea.gov.in/Uploads/PublicationDocs/33569_MEA_annual_Report.pdf
https://www.moh.gov.sa/en/Pages/default.aspx
https://horizon-jhssr.com/view-issue.php?id=10
https://horizon-jhssr.com/view-issue.php?id=10
https://www.ons.gov.uk/peoplepopulationandcommunity/populationandmigration/internationalmigration/articles/theinternationalstudentpopulationinenglandandwalescensus2021/2023-04-17#:~:text=There were 373%2C600 international students,third born in EU countries.
https://www.ons.gov.uk/peoplepopulationandcommunity/populationandmigration/internationalmigration/articles/theinternationalstudentpopulationinenglandandwalescensus2021/2023-04-17#:~:text=There were 373%2C600 international students,third born in EU countries.
https://www.taylorfrancis.com/books/edit/10.4324/9781003287667/india-migration-report-2021-irudaya-rajan 
https://link.springer.com/book/10.1007/978-3-031-34194-6
https://www.taylorfrancis.com/chapters/edit/10.4324/9781003315124-13/non-payment-wages-among-gulf-returnees-first-wave-covid-19-irudaya-rajan-akhil
https://link.springer.com/chapter/10.1007/978-3-030-81210-2_11#citeas
https://link.springer.com/chapter/10.1007/978-3-030-81210-2_11#citeas
https://www.knomad.org/publication/internal-migration-india-integrating-migration-development-and-urbanization-policies
https://www.knomad.org/publication/internal-migration-india-integrating-migration-development-and-urbanization-policies
https://link.springer.com/chapter/10.1007/978-3-031-34194-6_15
https://link.springer.com/chapter/10.1007/978-3-031-34194-6_15
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC9379595/#:~:text=Emigrants from Kerala%2C India%2C were,scale return migration to India.


Return M
igration G

overnance
in India during C

O
VID

-19

13

Rajan, S.I. and B. Pattath (2022b). What next for the COVID-19 return emigrants? Findings from 
the Kerala return emigrant survey 2021. In: India Migration Report 2021. Routledge India, London.

Rajan, S.I. and P.  Saxena (eds.)  (2019).  India’s Low-Skilled Migration to the Middle East: Policies, 
Politics and Challenges. Springer Nature, Singapore.

Rajan, S.I. and K.C. Zachariah (2019).  Emigration and remittances: new evidences from the 
Kerala migration survey, 2018. Working paper No. 483. Centre for Development Studies, 
Thiruvananthapuram, Kerala, India.

Rajan, S.I., P. Aggarwal and P. Singh (2019a). Draft Emigration Bill, 2019: the missing links. Economic 
and Political Weekly, 54(30):19–22. 

Rajan, S.I., A. Kumar and A. Heller (2019b). The realities of voting in India: perspective from 
internal labour migrants. Economic and Political Weekly, 54(18).

Rajan, S.I., P. Sivakumar and A. Srinivasan (2020). The COVID-19 pandemic and internal labour 
migration in India: a ‘crisis of mobility’. The Indian Journal of Labour Economics, 63(4):1021–1039.

Rajput, K. and S.I. Rajan (2023). Visibilising invisible population: e-Shram Portal and essentiality of 
internal migration database in India. Journal of Social Inclusion Studies, 9(1):82–94.

Rather, A. and A. Yousuf (2020). The impact of unplanned lockdown on migrant workers. 22 May.

Reny, T.T. and M.A. Barreto (2022). Xenophobia in the time of pandemic: othering, anti-Asian 
attitudes, and COVID-19. Politics, Groups, and Identities, 10(2):209–232.

Reserve Bank of India. (2022). RBI Bulletin.

Saldanha, K. (2021). Many realities, one world: Dharavi, stranded migrants, and the lockdown in 
India. Qualitative Social Work, 20(1–2):289–296.  

Sharma, Y.S (2020). Labour Minister Gangwar clarifies his response on migrant workers in 
Parliament. The Economic Times. September 16. 

Thakur (2020). Economic Implications of Reverse Migration in India. Journal of Migration Affairs, 
3(1):16. DOI:10.36931/jma.2020.3.1.16-31.

The Guardian (2022). Rishi Sunak vows to end low-earning degrees in post-16 education shake-
up. The Guardian, 7 August.

The Guardian (2023). What is Title 42, and what’s next for migrants to the US?. The Guardian,  
12 May.

UN-Women (2017). Making gender-responsive migration laws. Policy brief No. 4. UN-Women, 
New York. 

World Health Organization (2022). WHO Coronavirus (COVID-19) Dashboard. Data set 
(accessed in 2022). 

Wickramasekara, P. (2019). Effective Return and Reintegration of Migrant Workers with Special 
Focus on the ASEAN Member States. ILO, Bangkok.

Zachariah, K.C., P.R.G. Nair and S.I. Rajan (2006). Return Emigrants in Kerala: Welfare, Rehabilitation, 
and Development. Manohar Publishers and Distributors, New Dehli.

https://cds.edu/wp-content/uploads/WP483.pdf
https://cds.edu/wp-content/uploads/WP483.pdf
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/33250596/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/33250596/
https://countercurrents.org/2020/05/the-impact-of-unplanned-lockdown-on-migrant-workers/
https://rbi.org.in/Scripts/BS_ViewBulletin.aspx
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/full/10.1177/1473325020981749
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/full/10.1177/1473325020981749
https://economictimes.indiatimes.com/news/economy/policy/labour-minister-gangwar-clarifies-his-response-on-migrant-labourers-in-parliament/articleshow/78142699.cms
https://economictimes.indiatimes.com/news/economy/policy/labour-minister-gangwar-clarifies-his-response-on-migrant-labourers-in-parliament/articleshow/78142699.cms
https://www.theguardian.com/politics/2022/aug/07/rishi-sunak-vows-to-end-low-earning-degrees-in-post-16-education-shake-up
https://www.theguardian.com/politics/2022/aug/07/rishi-sunak-vows-to-end-low-earning-degrees-in-post-16-education-shake-up
https://www.theguardian.com/us-news/2023/may/11/what-is-title-42-explainer-immigration
https://www.refworld.org/docid/5a1bfd1b4.html
https://covid19.who.int/
https://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---asia/---ro-bangkok/---sro-bangkok/documents/publication/wcms_733917.pdf
https://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---asia/---ro-bangkok/---sro-bangkok/documents/publication/wcms_733917.pdf


Also available online at

http://publications.iom.int/

International Organization for Migration
17 route des Morillons, P.O. Box 17, 1211 Geneva 19, Switzerland

Tel.: +41 22 717 9111 • Fax: +41 22 798 6150
Email: hq@iom.int • Website: www.iom.int

S. Irudaya Rajan is Chair of the International Institute of Migration and Development, 

India and also chair of the World Bank KNOMAD working group on internal migration and 

urbanization. He is the editor of the annual series India Migration Report since 2010 and 

South Asia Migration Report since 2017 published by Routledge and Founding Editor in Chief, 

Migration and Development (Sage).


