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Globally, an estimated 169 million people are interna-
tional migrant workers (IMWs).! Regular low-skilled IMWs
typically experience sparse access to adequate water, sani-
tation, and healthcare, and live in overcrowded dormitories
with shared washrooms and kitchens. All these unhygienic
conditions put them at greater risk of infection. IMWSs have,
therefore, a lower quality of life and bear a higher burden
of mental health problems than the local population.2 Ar-
guably, the vulnerability against COVID-19 is expected to
be much worse for irregular or ‘illegal’ migrants who live
under constant fear of apprehension and deportation. Al-
though the number of irregular migrant workers is un-
known, it is believed to be 30 to 50 million worldwide.3

Despite many health challenges confronted by IMWs,
data on their health aspects are fragmented and limited
worldwide. The scarcity of data impedes the formulation of
international policy responses to address the health needs
of IMWs.4 A few studies in the USA and UK have highlighted
the disproportionate number of COVID-19 deaths among
migrant populations and ethnicities.5

The Gulf States and Singapore provide an interesting
grounds for comparison, because both have a large number
of IMWs. Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) comprises of six
Arab states including Saudi Arabia, United Arab Emirates
(UAE), Qatar, Bahrain, Oman and Kuwait that hosts around
35 million IMWs, representing 10% of the global migrant
workers.! Both settings (Singapore and GCC countries) have
similarities in terms of economy (i.e. similar GDP per
capita), destination of healthy and young adult interna-
tional migrant workers mostly from South Asian countries
who are often engaged in energy-intensive construction
and domestic works.6~8 Besides, both sending and host
countries are in the similar geographic region, sharing a
wide concept of the ‘Asian culture’. Therefore it would be in-

teresting to explore the COVID-19 vulnerability (mortality)
among IMWSs between these two settings.

Extracting IMWs related data is challenging worldwide,
particularly from Gulf countries due to of lack reliable data.
It is relevant to mention that the United Nation provides in-
ternational migrant stock estimates only; it does not pro-
vide data on recent migrant flows in or out of the country.?
The missing migrant project of International Organization
of Migration (IOM) collects mortality data from various
sources including NGOs, media reports, interviews and sur-
veys of migrants.10 In this study, we collected data (esti-
mated number of IMWs and COVID-19 related death cases)
from various sources including foreign ministry report, tra-
ditional national mainstream media reports and reports
generated by organizations working on IMWs and expatri-
ate platform (see additional file). For instance, estimates of
Bangladeshi migrant workers living in GCC countries were
obtained from migrant related reputed organization, GLMM
(Gulf Labour Markets and Migration), while mortality data
was extracted from Refugee and Migratory Movements Re-
search Unit (RMMRU), a well-known Bangladesh based
NGO.!1 Different sources for the same information were
cross-checked for reliability. Latest death reports of IMWs
in GCC states and Singapore included in this study were of
December 2020 for Bangladesh and Sri Lanka, while Kerala
(India) and Nepal were of September 2020.

Based on the publicly available data, we found that IMWs
from South Asian origin died of COVID-19 disproportion-
ately in the Gulf States as compared to Singapore (cumula-
tive mortality/million: 278 vs 10) (Table 1). We found that
in GCC countries, among nearly 8 million (7,987,107) IMWs
from Bangladesh, Kerala (India), Sri Lanka and Nepal, at
least 2223 death cases were reported, while only 2 deaths
were documented from 191,000 IMWs in Singapore.
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Table 1. Mortality disparities among international migrant workers in GCC countries and Singapore.

Bangladesh Kerala (India) Nepal SriLanka

Estimated Total Deaths Estimated Total Deaths Estimated Total Deaths Estimated Total Deaths

Population deaths /million Population deaths /million Population deaths /million Population deaths /million
Scﬁfr:mtries 4,151,607 1254 302.1 1,900,000 406 213.7 1,194,500 474 396.8 741,000 89 120.1
iargg;a 2,000,000 979 489.5 490,000 180 367.3 380,000 52** * 135,000 6** o
UAE 710,000 130 183.1 830,000 118 142.2 300,000 36** * 300,000 8** o
Oman 680342 30 441 180000 24 133.3 17500 * 26000 *
Qatar 400,000 25 62.5 190,000 16 84.2 400,000 * 140,000 *
Kuwait 181,265 75 413.8 130,000 59 453.8 62,000 * 130,000 7 o
Bahrain 180,000 15 83.3 80,000 1125 35,000 * 10,000 *
Singapore 152,000 2 13.2 26,000 0 2,000 0 11,000 0

* Data is not available; ** Incomplete data; See additional file for data sources
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Higher risk of severe clinical outcome of COVID-19 is
strongly associated with older age (60 years and above) and
comorbidities. However, despite being younger (median age
~30-33 years) and physically healthy migrant populations in
both settings, South Asian migrants died disproportionately
in GCC, notably in Saudi Arabia.”8 As expected, because
of poor living conditions, IMWs were disproportionately in-
fected with the virus as compared to local populations in
both settings. In Singapore, 93% of all cases were reported
among IMWs, while IMWs of Saudi Arabia comprised 76% of
infected cases.12,13

In GCC countries, employers are supposed to provide ba-
sic healthcare services to regular migrant workers. How-
ever, domestic workers and irregular migrants are largely
ignored from healthcare insurance due to existing policy
and regulations, although they comprise a significant pro-
portion of IMWs in GCC countries.14 Migrant workers may
fall victim to inherently problematic employer-worker re-
lationship and could automatically become irregular (‘ille-
gal’) in GCC countries. In such cases, the employers are re-
sponsible to report to the local police station for ‘missing’
migrants. An estimated 10-15% of IMWs are irregular mi-
grants in GCC countries, who try to hide in fear of legal ac-
tion.3 As a consequence, it is likely that irregular migrants
and domestic workers suffering from COVID-19 complica-
tions would report to the hospital as much delay as pos-
sible. Perhaps, this delayed presentation might contribute
to disproportionate mortality rates in GCC countries. Be-
sides, cultural and linguistic barriers during evolving lock-
down and curfew measures might have also contributed to
delayed presentation.!’

In contrast, Singapore has relatively less problems with
the issue of irregular migrants because of transparent and
proper implementation of immigration laws and regula-
tions and recruiting process.1® For managing COVID-19 sit-
uation, Singapore took swift and transparent measures by
setting up a multilingual communication strategy and on-
site healthcare facility, making it accessible to all migrant
workers.17 Even though, around 47% of all migrant workers
(152,000/ 323,0000) were infected, only 25 cases required
ICU supports.!2 This well-executed rapid responses might
have contributed to lower mortality in Singapore.

In addition, higher prevalence of comorbidities resulting
from adapted new lifestyle in GCC (consuming junk food
and lack of physical activities) could also be a contribution
factor for disproportionate deaths in GCC countries. A re-
cent study found that IMWs had significantly higher risks
of overweight/obesity, hypertension, and depression in GCC
than non-migrants of the origin countries.”

International migrant related data has some inherent
limitations. At the time of writing, data on gender, individ-
ual age, co-morbidities were not available. Therefore, age-
and sex-specific adjustment of mortality rates are not pre-
sented in our analysis. Future studies should focus on gen-
erating good quality data from household surveys of IMWs
in origin (sending) countries. Retrospective studies could
also indicate mortality disparities of IMWs by estimating
excess of deaths during COVID-19 pandemic. Interestingly,
a recent study has suggested disproportionate deaths of

IMWs (over 71% increase in expected mortality from his-
torical trend) in the year of COVID-19 pandemic in a GCC
country ( Kuwait), which is hosting a large number of South
Asian IMWs.© This finding seems consistent with our study.
Therefore, a proper caution is needed while interpreting our
study findings. However, taking all drawbacks into account,
our study provides a strong evidence of disproportionate
COVID-19 associated deaths among IMWs in GCC countries.
Our findings can contribute to the future studies and de-
veloping international policy responses to protect the most
vulnerable occupational migrant communities worldwide in
times of crisis like the COVID-19 pandemic.
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