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In a comparative assessment of the pre-pandemic living conditions of
migrants and refugees in six South American countries, we analyse the
structural and contingent challenges imposed by the COVID-19 pandemic
on these populations. We argue that they are particularly exposed to the
harmful effects of the pandemic, given their segmented incorporation into
labour markets and their limited and fragmented access to and exercise of
health, housing, and other social rights. The evidence points to a signifi-
cant deterioration in their livelihoods and social inclusion, and potential
profound changes in (im)mobility regimes caused by pandemic-induced
restrictive measures.
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Around mid-March 2020, Latin American governments adopted a set of measures to
contain the COVID-19 outbreak — physical distancing and confinement, border mil-
itarisation and closure — and to mitigate its socioeconomic impacts among the most
vulnerable social groups — cash transfers, food and basic services provision (Bengochea
et al., 2020).

This paper develops a systematic comparative assessment of the pre-pandemic
living conditions of migrant and refugee populations (henceforth, ‘migrants’),
combining microdata from census and household surveys with an analysis of the
political-institutional response to COVID-19 adopted by six South American countries:
Brazil, Chile, Colombia, Ecuador, Peru, and Uruguay, between 10 March and 16 May
2020.

By focusing on the structural and contingent challenges imposed by the crisis on
vulnerable populations, we argue that migrants have been particularly exposed to the
harmful effects of the pandemic, given their precarious working and living conditions
and their limited mobility and access to social protection.

16 © 2020 Society for Latin American Studies



Structural and Contingent Inequalities

The COVID-19 pandemic and government responses across the region have deepened
pre-existing vulnerabilities and inequalities in terms of access to and effective exercise
of health, labour, housing, and other social rights. Given the varying degrees of legal
and social protection afforded to migrants in the region (Gandini Prieto Rosas and
Lozano-Ascencio, 2019) these inequalities have meant that a significant proportion of
migrants are being left out of the prevention and response plans to mitigate the effects
of the pandemic.

Pre-Existing Inequalities and Vulnerabilities

At the start of the pandemic, South American economies, except for Colombia, were
already slowing down and the informal economy still accounted for more than half of
workers in Colombia, Ecuador, and Peru (Table 1). Despite the reduction in poverty
achieved by the region in the past decade, 40 percent of the population is still trapped in
a vicious circle of social vulnerability — low skilled jobs with little or no social protection
and unstable incomes (OCDE et al., 2019). Countries such as Ecuador and Brazil, which
had both low GDP growth and a high prevalence of informal employment, will be among
those most affected by the economic downturn provoked by the pandemic (IMF, 2020).

Increasing numbers of intra-regional migrants have fled precarious labour mar-
kets, only to join other precarious labour markets — where they could (Carrasco and
Sudrez, 2019). The unemployment rate for immigrants before the pandemic was, on
average, twice that of nationals, with unemployment in extreme cases, such as Peru,
being four times higher among immigrants (Table 1). But vulnerability, in terms of access
to and quality of housing and labour, varied across groups. For instance, Venezuelan
migrants were the most vulnerable group in Brazil, Colombia, Peru and Ecuador. In
turn, Haitians and Cubans were, respectively, the most vulnerable in Chile and Uruguay
(Table 1). The particular vulnerability of migrants from these three origins is related
to the traits they have in common: arriving at their destinations in large numbers, in a
short period of time, fleeing from contexts of socio-political or environmental crisis.

Unsurprisingly, this precarious social incorporation, along with negative attitudes
towards immigrant workers, has occurred even in countries with fully or partially imple-
mented human rights-based migration legislation (Table 1).

What COVID-19 is Exposing

By mid-March, most countries across the region had militarised and/or closed bor-
ders to non-citizens and non-residents, in response to the pandemic (IADB, 2020). This
has jeopardised the universal human right to freedom of movement into and out of
countries of origin and the safeguarding of countries’ humanitarian protection systems.
In addition, asylum procedures, visa and residence permit applications have been sus-
pended or delayed, which has further complicated migrants’ access to documentation.
This is particularly problematic, as in many countries most public pandemic mitiga-
tion programmes — income support, housing provision, rent subsidies, etc. — exclude
undocumented populations.

Given the high concentration of migrants in jobs that demand continued exposure to
the public, physical distancing policies mean that these populations are already among
those hardest hit by the pandemic: the income of informal workers in Latin America
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Structural and Contingent Inequalities

and the Caribbean decreased by 81 percent in the first month of the crisis (ILO, 2020a);
and 1.2 million Venezuelans in Colombia and Ecuador are expected to suffer severe
food insecurity (WFP, 2020). In addition, most migrants in South American cities reside
in overcrowded and often precarious collective dwellings, rented rooms, or self-help
settlements (Fossatti and Uriarte, 2018; Serrano Pucci and Véras, 2019; Vera and
Adler, 2020). These conditions not only render these populations more vulnerable to
the risks associated with the virus, but may also curtail their ability to follow basic
prevention measures such as hand-washing and physical distancing.

COVID-19 has also brought to the fore the issue of access to and coverage of health
systems. In Brazil, Ecuador and Uruguay, migrants’ access to the national health ser-
vice is guaranteed by the constitution regardless of legal status (Bengochea et al., 2020).
In contrast, Colombia and Peru limit access based on migrants’ legal status (except for
emergencies), while Chile presents systematic deficiencies in the access to and use of
medical care by immigrants compared to the native-born (Cabieses and Oyarte, 2020).
Moreover, the historical fragility of the region’s health systems means that although
many countries pledge to offer universal health coverage, in practice only partial cover-
age is available (Kanavos et al., 2019).

As has been widely documented, crises tend to increase anti-immigrant sentiment
(Creighton et al. 2015; Hatton, 2016). This particular crisis seems to be no differ-
ent. Echoing developments worldwide (HRW, 2020), COVID-19 is fuelling racism,
discrimination and xenophobia against migrants in Chile, Ecuador, Peru and Brazil,
where negative attitudes towards migrants have increased in recent years (see Table 1)
(UN, 2020). In Chile and Peru, expressions of social, institutional and media racism
have involved stereotyping and scapegoating, and blaming migrants for the spread of
COVID-19 (Ramirez, 2020; Winter, 2020).

The expected deep contraction in global GDP — 5.2 percent in 2020 — as a result
of the combined effects of the health and economic crises is expected to reduce global
remittances by 20 percent (World Bank, 2020a, 2020b). This will aggravate economic
problems, since remittances are a vital source of income for many households and
economies, especially in the Andean region and Venezuela (Freitez, 2019; Ratha
etal., 2019).

In this context, the pandemic is reconfiguring mobility dynamics in the region,
leading to ‘mobility in immobility’, that is, the emergence of two distinct but interre-
lated processes: return and forced (im)mobility (Bengochea et al., 2020; Vera Espinoza,
Zapata and Gandini, 2020). On the one hand, the loss of livelihood in their recently
adopted homes has driven many migrants to take extraordinary measures ‘from
below’, leading to a sort of ‘panic mobility’ involving return to their crisis-ridden
countries of origin (Cohen, 2020). Such is the case of the mass return — often on
foot — of thousands of Venezuelan migrants from Colombia, Chile, Ecuador and Peru
(Florez, 2020).

On the other hand, unprecedented ‘from above’ border closures and travel
restrictions have led to new forms of involuntary/forced immobility such as lim-
ited cross-border movements for those already inside the territory and curbed the ability
to seek refuge for those still outside. Such is the case of Bolivian and Peruvian migrants
trapped at the Chilean border (Laing, 2020) or Paraguayans in Brazil stranded at the
bridge that connects the two countries (Baran, 2020). In the medium and long term,
these new dynamics may lead to profound changes in mobility regimes, that is, the
national and international regulatory and surveillance structures that shape individual
(im)mobility (Glick Schiller and Salazar, 2013).
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Conclusions

The structural and contingent inequalities and vulnerabilities laid bare by the COVID-19
pandemic may accelerate processes leading to social exclusion. The poor and the lower
middle classes may once again be the hardest hit by the crisis, but migrants and refugees
are particularly exposed to the harmful effects of the pandemic given their segmented
incorporation into precarious labour markets and limited and fragmented access to and
exercise of health, labour, housing, and other social rights.

Moreover, the typical adaptive response of return or remigration is not available to
all, as the political-institutional response to the pandemic by South American countries
has produced a scenario that combines confinement and immobility with new forms of
mobility. These developments are increasing the vulnerability of migrants who attempt
to cross militarised/closed borders and irregular migration as a consequence of the sus-
pension of migration and asylum procedures.

These new dynamics open up a series of questions, including: What consequences
will ‘temporary’ border closures have for those who depend on cross-border mobil-
ity to guarantee their survival and that of their families at home or who are fleeing
from political-humanitarian crises? How will the anti-immigrant sentiment develop in
the context of a long and deep economic downturn? How might such factors affect
migrants’ social and economic integration, in the face of the reorientation of govern-
ment and international/civil society organisations’ priorities? Will these developments
increase the vulnerability of emigrant-sending countries in the region, especially those
highly dependent on remittances? For the present, it seems that these elements may
combine in such a way as to make future intra- and inter-regional migration flows and
governance unpredictable.
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