
  

 

COVID-19 Analytical Snapshot #71: Regularization 

Understanding the migration & mobility implications of COVID-19 

    What is Regularization ? 

Regularization is defined as any process or 

programme by which the authorities of a 

State allow non-nationals in an irregular situa-

tion to stay lawfully in the country, by 

granting them a regular status.  (IOM Glossa-

ry, 2019) 

The Global Compact for Migration calls upon 

States to “build on existing practices to facili-

tate access for migrants in an irregular status 

to an individual assessment that may lead to 

regular status, on a case by case basis and 

with clear and transparent criteria, especially 

in cases where children, youth and families 

are involved, as an option to reduce vulnera-

bilities…”  

The benefits of regularizations include: 

 The stabilization of a migrant’s status 

within a country;  

 Decreases the likelihood of migrant ex-

ploitation; 

 Increases tax and social security revenues 

for the State; 

 Improves the availability of more accurate 

data on labour market and irregular mi-

gration; 

 Weakens the underground economy. 

 

These COVID-19 Analytical Snapshots are designed to capture the latest research, information and analysis in a  
fast-moving environment.  Topics will be repeated from time to time as analysis develops.  

If you have an item to include, please email us at research@iom.int. 
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New research & analysis on                  

regularization & COVID  

COVID-19 and rethinking the need for legal path-

ways to mobility: Taking human security seriously 

by Luisa Feline Freier 

Regularizing Migrant Workers in Response to 
COVID-19  by Gonzala Fanjul & Helen Dempster 

Legalisation of undocumented immigrants in the 
USA  by Nieblas Bedolla   

The Corona Virus and Migration Governance in 
South Africa: Business As Usual? Zanker & Moyo 

Towards an EU Toolbox for Migrant Workers: La-

bour Mobility and Regularisation in Germany, 

Italy, and Spain in 2020  by Open Society Founda-

tions 

Irregularity vs Regularity: The Perception of Sub-
Saharan Migrants of the Impact of Regularization 
by Nadia El Amri. 

“The regularization of Venezuelan refugees and 

migrants in Colombia through the provision of a 

generous temporary protection status is a key 

to facilitating their socio-economic integration 

and access to the national health system and 

COVID-19 vaccination campaigns. The Govern-

ment of Colombia has once again shown both 

great solidarity and leadership. Its decision 

serves as an example to the world.”  

 IOM Director General António Vitorino. 

https://publications.iom.int/system/files/pdf/iml_34_glossary.pdf
https://publications.iom.int/system/files/pdf/iml_34_glossary.pdf
https://www.iom.int/global-compact-migration
https://www.iom.int/sites/default/files/our_work/DMM/IBM/2020/en/regularization.pdf
https://publications.iom.int/books/world-migration-report-2020-chapter-11
https://publications.iom.int/system/files/pdf/rethinking-the-need-for-legal.pdf
https://publications.iom.int/system/files/pdf/rethinking-the-need-for-legal.pdf
https://www.cgdev.org/blog/regularizing-migrant-workers-response-covid-19
https://www.cgdev.org/blog/regularizing-migrant-workers-response-covid-19
https://www.thelancet.com/journals/lancet/article/PIIS0140-6736(20)32633-7/fulltext
https://www.thelancet.com/journals/lancet/article/PIIS0140-6736(20)32633-7/fulltext
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/full/10.1177/0002039720925826
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/full/10.1177/0002039720925826
https://www.opensocietyfoundations.org/publications/towards-an-eu-toolbox-for-migrant-workers
https://www.opensocietyfoundations.org/publications/towards-an-eu-toolbox-for-migrant-workers
https://www.opensocietyfoundations.org/publications/towards-an-eu-toolbox-for-migrant-workers
https://www.researchgate.net/profile/Hamayoun_Ghafourzay/publication/348295453_The_Impact_of_Brand_Value_Constituent_Factors_on_Brand_Value_A_Case_Study_of_Ocarina_Brand_in_Kabul_City/links/5ff6911392851c13fef33c39/The-Impact-of-Brand-Value-Constituent-Factor
https://www.researchgate.net/profile/Hamayoun_Ghafourzay/publication/348295453_The_Impact_of_Brand_Value_Constituent_Factors_on_Brand_Value_A_Case_Study_of_Ocarina_Brand_in_Kabul_City/links/5ff6911392851c13fef33c39/The-Impact-of-Brand-Value-Constituent-Factor
https://www.unhcr.org/news/press/2021/2/60214cf74/unhcr-iom-welcome-colombias-decision-regularize-venezuelan-refugees-migrants.html


  

 

This COVID-19 Analytical Snapshot has been produced by IOM Research (research@iom.int).  

Important disclaimer: The opinions expressed in this document are those of the authors and do not neces-
sarily reflect the views of IOM.  The inclusion or presentation of material does not imply the expression of 
any opinion whatsoever on the part of IOM, or of any of its members or partners.  

Future prospects 

In June 2020, the new Irish Government 

committed to introducing a regularization 

scheme within eighteen months of its for-

mation.  Elsewhere, the new US Administra-

tion is sending a new  bill to Congress  

which some experts estimated that could 

regularize up to 11 million undocumented 

migrants. Among the countries that will 

consider calls for introducing regularizations 

in 2021 are South Africa, Brazil and Chile. 

Irregularity and  Covid-19  

Undocumented migrants  are  one of the 

most marginalized communities, and  the 

health crisis has exacerbated pre-existing 

vulnerabilities.  While many countries and 

cities have responded to their immediate 

needs, more needs to be done to bring 

them into social protection systems. One 

key area of concern is their inclusion in vac-

cination programs as they are often at  

heightened risk of COVID-19. 

Recent trends in regularization  

The Covid-19 pandemic resulted in some countries 

taking exceptional measures to respond to the 

heightened needs of irregular migrants. Early in 

2020, Portugal acted quickly by temporarily regu-

larizing the status of all migrants. This was fol-

lowed last  summer by Italy who implemented a 

targeted regularization for migrant workers in key 

sectors of the economy. In February 2021, Colom-

bia  announced that it will regularize more that 1.7 

million Venezuelans in its territory. The decision 

was welcomed by the UN Secretary General and 

other humanitarian organizations. Other countries 

which introduced regularizations as a response to 

Covid-19 include: the Dominican Republic, Malay-

sia and Thailand . 

Lessons from past regularizations 

Over the years, several countries have conducted regularizations of undocumented migrants with a view 
to address issues related to irregularity. Some countries, such as Morocco have relied on a series of pro-
grams to tackle issues arising from irregularity, while others such as Spain and Italy have used a mixture 
of programs and mechanism to address labor migration governance. Regularizations also happen at a lo-
cal and regional level, such as Geneva’s  Operation Papyrus or France’s policy of decision-making at pre-
fectural  level. Learning from the successes and failures of these practices is key to improve policy design 
and implementation. Ensuring wide accessibility and outreach to the concerned populations is central to 
surmount some of the challenges  identified and overcome apprehensions from irregular migrants. 

A migrants’ perspective 

“With the documents, I can get my family here without 
risking their life. I have always opposed letting them do 
the same journey that I did from Ghana”.  

24-year-old man from Ghana, in Italy since 2013  

https://www.iom.int/migration-research
https://www.irishtimes.com/news/politics/scheme-being-considered-to-give-17-000-undocumented-migrants-residency-rights-1.4429211
https://www.irishtimes.com/news/politics/scheme-being-considered-to-give-17-000-undocumented-migrants-residency-rights-1.4429211
https://www.whitehouse.gov/briefing-room/statements-releases/2021/01/20/fact-sheet-president-biden-sends-immigration-bill-to-congress-as-part-of-his-commitment-to-modernize-our-immigration-system/
https://www.migrationpolicy.org/research/us-legalization-unauthorized-immigrant-groups
https://cmsny.org/publications/2018smsc-sihma-zimbabwe-regularization/
https://www.thenewhumanitarian.org/news-feature/2020/07/14/Brazil-immigration-reform-coronavirus
https://www.cooperativa.cl/noticias/pais/poblacion/inmigrantes/servicio-jesuita-a-migrantes-critica-impedimento-a-la-regularizacion-de/2020-12-05/110034.html
https://www.weforum.org/agenda/2020/04/the-coronavirus-pandemic-could-be-devastating-for-the-worlds-refugees/
https://www.iom.int/sites/default/files/documents/covid-19_analytical_snapshot_13_-_irregularity_protection_and_smuggling.pdf
https://www.iom.int/sites/default/files/documents/covid-19_analytical_snapshot_38_social_protection_of_migrants_0.pdf
https://picum.org/undocumented-people-and-the-covid-19-vaccines-what-is-europe-doing/
https://picum.org/undocumented-people-and-the-covid-19-vaccines-what-is-europe-doing/
https://www.who.int/bulletin/volumes/99/1/20-267690/en/
https://www.newsweek.com/portugal-protecting-public-health-amid-coronavirus-pandemic-means-protecting-migrant-health-too-1506817
https://blogs.eui.eu/migrationpolicycentre/italian-plan-regularisation-real-progress-migrants-rights/
https://www.nytimes.com/2021/02/08/world/americas/colombia-venezuela-migrants-duque.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2021/02/08/world/americas/colombia-venezuela-migrants-duque.html
https://news.un.org/en/story/2021/02/1084202
https://cnnespanol.cnn.com/2021/01/23/gobierno-dominicano-emite-resolucion-para-normalizar-estatus-migratorio-de-venezolanos/
http://apmigration.ilo.org/news/malaysia-to-legalise-migrant-workers-from-15-countries
http://apmigration.ilo.org/news/malaysia-to-legalise-migrant-workers-from-15-countries
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-thailand-workers-migrants-idUSKBN293193
http://research.icmpd.org/fileadmin/Research-Website/Logos/Publications/REGINE_Policy_Brief.pdf
https://blogs.worldbank.org/peoplemove/second-regularization-campaign-irregular-immigrants-morocco-when-emigration-countries-become
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/pdf/10.1111/imig.12362
https://picum.org/geneva-operation-papyrus-regularised-thousands-of-undocumented-workers/
https://www.ces.uc.pt/ces/projectos/tolerace/media/WP3/WorkingPapers%203_France.pdf
https://www.ces.uc.pt/ces/projectos/tolerace/media/WP3/WorkingPapers%203_France.pdf
https://www.migrant-rights.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/03/AmnestiesReport_Final_March24English.pdf
https://mixedmigration.org/resource/a-time-for-change/
https://reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/files/resources/156_briefing_paper_a_time_for_change.pdf

