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SUMMARY 
From the beginning of the Covid-19 pandemic in early 2020, and up to mid-April 2020, EU Member 
States were facing an extraordinary situation that led to the declaration of a health emergency. EU 
governments gradually took urgent measures to contain the spread of the virus, such as 
re-introduction of border controls in the Schengen area, implementation of temporary travel 
restrictions, and introduction of sanitary measures. These had vast impact on both mobility and 
migration. 

Multiple measures also aimed to mitigate the effects of the pandemic on foreign nationals residing 
on the territory of EU Member States. National responses to contain Covid-19 diverged both in 
nature and scope. Overall, restrictive measures affected asylum-seekers' right to look for protection 
on EU territory; their – and migrants' – right to access relevant procedures; their residence status 
and permits; and their enjoyment of other rights, such as access to health services.  

Member States had to adapt their asylum procedures swiftly to the pandemic. The measures 
focused on the extension of residence permits, regularisation of undocumented migrants, the 
release of migrants and asylum-seekers from detention centres, and suspension of forced returns. 

At the same time, new obstacles arose in ensuring an effective and fair asylum procedure for first-
instance applications and appeals, relating for example to the quality of remote interviews, 
applicants' access to electronic tools and the skills needed to use them, and the quality of processes 
and data protection. After mid-April 2020, EU Member States gradually lifted restrictions, starting to 
adapt to the new reality after the pandemic.  

The European Parliament has addressed the impact of Covid-19 on vulnerable groups, including 
asylum-seekers and refugees. At the same time, Parliament stressed that internal border controls 
and travel restrictions at the external borders should not affect the right to seek asylum. 
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Background 
In the context of the EU's response to the Covid-19 pandemic, many processes relating to migration 
management were altered to address the spread of the virus. Moreover, it was crucial to preserve 
access to asylum, while protecting people at risk from infection with Covid-19. In the first months of 
2020, as the pandemic affected more and more EU Member States, and protective measures were 
implemented on a wider scale, immigration to Europe fell significantly. According to the European 
Commission, in 2020, the EU registered a 33 % year-on-year decrease in asylum applications. 
Meanwhile, it recorded a six-year low in irregular border crossings to EU territory, and the main 
migratory routes shifted towards the central Mediterranean route, through North Africa to Italy. 

According to the European Union Agency for Asylum (EUAA), 2020 was the first year since 2017 that 
more decisions on first-instance asylum applications were issued than new applications received 
(534 500 decisions in total). Although Covid-19 restrictions contributed significantly to reducing 
irregular immigration flows to EU Member States, the numbers of arrivals started increasing 
gradually once again in 2021. 

Meanwhile, the pandemic has also modified the migratory flows into Europe, focusing on the central 
Mediterranean route from North Africa to Italy. Compared with the previous year, that route 
accounted for a 90 % increase in illegal border crossings in the first eight months of 2021. However, 
the central Mediterranean route was not the only one to witness a notable increase in numbers: the 
western African and Western Balkan routes registered increments of 118 % and 99 %, respectively. 
In light of these trends, emergency measures were implemented to address the surge in numbers. 

Furthermore, according to the EU Border and Coast Guard Agency (Frontex), illegal border crossings 
at the EU's external borders in 2021 reached over 196 000, accounting for a 57 % increase compared 
with the total registered the previous year, when various Covid-19 restrictions were in place. Indeed, 
according to Frontex, one has to look back at 2017 figures to observe such high numbers. Data show 
that, in 2018, the number of detections of illegal border crossings plunged by a quarter, and in 2019 
registered a further 13 % drop.  

However, a recent World Bank report on the pandemic's impacts on Mediterranean migration found 
that, despite disruptions in migratory flows, some individuals kept moving through the region, 
putting lives at even greater risk. 

Moreover, a 2020 report published by the EUAA outlined how the asylum and reception authorities 
of EU+ countries (EU Member States plus Iceland, Liechtenstein, Norway and Switzerland) were 
affected by the outbreak of Covid-19, while describing how national services adapted their working 
methods in the following period. The emergency measures implemented did not necessarily equate 
to the total suspension of asylum procedures and services in most EU Member States. In particular, 
national authorities took measures to mitigate the pandemic's impact on asylum-seekers, for 
example by extending deadlines to lodge applications, introducing electronic access to information 
and communications, and expanding the validity of documents automatically. Nonetheless, in 
several EU Member States, the pandemic has highlighted the need for many of these measures to 
be incorporated permanently into the national asylum and reception systems in order to make them 
more efficient. For example, electronic tools, remote personal interviews and electronic 
administration (e-administration) could replace the traditional postal services and in-person 
administrative services used until now in the EU Member States. 

To respond to these challenges, and address demographic and labour market shortages, it was 
deemed crucial to find European common ground on how to manage migration and asylum. The 
pandemic lockdowns shone a light on shortcomings in providing migration services from remote 
working environments. While some immigration services shut down, positive developments – such 
as accelerated digital transformation of the immigration processes – took place in many countries.  

https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/IP_21_232
https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/IP_21_232
https://euaa.europa.eu/news-events/easo-asylum-report-2021-covid-19-exposes-strengths-and-weaknesses-eu-asylum-systems
https://frontex.europa.eu/media-centre/news/news-release/migratory-situation-at-eu-s-borders-in-august-detections-on-the-rise-INlG3B
https://frontex.europa.eu/media-centre/news/news-release/number-of-irregular-crossings-at-europe-s-borders-at-lowest-level-in-5-years-ZfkoRu
https://www.worldbank.org/en/region/mena/publication/building-resilient-migration-systems-in-the-mediterranean-lessons-from-covid-19
https://euaa.europa.eu/news-events/covid-19-could-lead-more-resilient-eu-asylum-procedures
https://ec.europa.eu/info/sites/default/files/com2021_645_en.pdf
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Exemptions from restrictions on travel to the EU are still in place. While travel restrictions are 
not applicable to asylum-seekers or individuals 'who must be admitted to the territory of the 
Member States for other humanitarian reasons', the border closures in Europe have profoundly 
affected asylum-seekers. 

Access to asylum procedures during the Covid-19 pandemic 
According to the EUAA, effective access to procedure implies that people seeking international 
protection need to be able to reach a Member State's authorities, and must be granted access to a 
fair and efficient process. 'Access to procedure' covers access to the territory and the first steps of 
the asylum procedure, which include making, registering and lodging an application for 
international protection. 

Owing to the Covid-19 outbreak and the consequent adoption of restrictive measures, including 
movement restrictions and border closures, EU countries have applied several administrative 
measures that affect the services under the asylum and migration procedures directly in order to 
contain the spread of the virus. Temporary closure of asylum authorities, and suspension of asylum 
interviews and processing of applications, were some of the measures put in place. For instance, 
Spain and Slovenia extended the deadlines for applications, while France and Austria introduced 
communication via electronic tools to access information. In particular, concerning entry onto 
French territory, the French Council of State highlighted that pandemic restrictions could not 
account for a refusal to register asylum applications. 

At the same time, EU Member States' asylum systems were tested, as Member States strived to 
safeguard effective and fair asylum procedures while considering the quality of remote interviews, 
and ensuring access to the necessary electronic tools, data protection and quality of processes. The 
EUAA has closely followed and analysed the impact of the pandemic on asylum and reception 
procedures in the EU+, issuing a series of special reports on Covid-19 emergency measures in asylum 
and reception systems, and its effects on access to asylum authorities, personal interviews and 
e-administration. 

Most EU Member States halted the processing of residence permits and visa applications between 
March and June 2020. After social distancing measures had been introduced, in-person immigration 
services, personal interviews, and public access to respective authorities were limited, as several 
Member States shut down administrative services working on asylum, adopted flexible working 
arrangements, or modified their services, shifting to scheduled appointments and online systems. 

Both facilities and services had to be adjusted to the extraordinary measures in place. Some Member 
States still offered the possibility of accessing immigration authorities' facilities, provided an 
appointment had previously been set up. In general, the use of online systems prevailed in most EU 
Member States. 

Processing applications outside Member States' territory. Between March and June 2020, many 
Member States outlined restrictions on the submission and processing of residence permits and visa 
applications in their representations abroad, such as those of Belgium, Czechia and Croatia. Various 
categories of individuals were exempt from these restrictions, including people in transit, goods 
carriers, transport and healthcare workers, and diplomats and humanitarian personnel. Despite the 
technical difficulties, some Member States continued processing visa applications and residence 
permits. Visa processing and consular services started to resume gradually in the period leading up 
to June 2020. For instance, France resumed the processing of applications in its consulates after the 
first lockdown, giving priority to international students. 

Residence permits and entry conditions. The disruption to in-person services affected the validity 
of residence permits, integration programmes, and family reunification procedures in equal 
measure. Regarding renewals, France and Sweden provided the certificates required by mail. At the 
same time, Greece, Spain and France offered extension of the validity of applicants' cards. According 

https://ec.europa.eu/info/live-work-travel-eu/coronavirus-response/travel-during-coronavirus-pandemic/exemptions-coronavirus-travel-restrictions-eu_en
https://www.europeanpapers.eu/en/europeanforum/covid-19-crisis-closure-external-borders-another-stress-test-challenging-solidarity#_ftn28
https://euaa.europa.eu/asylum-report-2020/76-procedures-first-instance
https://ec.europa.eu/migrant-integration/library-document/umbrella-inform-impact-covid-19-migration-area-eu-and-oecd-countries_en
https://euaa.europa.eu/sites/default/files/publications/COVID-19%20emergency%20measures%20in%20asylum%20and%20reception%20systems-December-2020_new.pdf
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to the EUAA, direct contact with applicants was suspended in Belgium, Greece, Spain, France, 
Luxembourg, the Netherlands, Poland and Romania. In Austria, the federal Office for Immigration 
and Asylum closed its offices and initial reception centres, while Ireland announced temporary 
extensions of immigration permissions. 

Electronic services were also put in place, for instance in Denmark, to process applications for the 
extension of permits. In Finland, applications could be submitted via the 'Enter Finland' online 
service: applicants can apply for a residence permit or an extension only if they are in Finland. 
Moreover, while it would typically be required to visit a service point within three months of 
submitting an application, the time limit for applicants to prove their identity was extended until 
1 June 2022. 

Measures to support migrants' registration of applications. Registration of asylum applications 
in EU Member States was initially restricted to the provision of critical information. At the same time, 
a 34 % decrease in asylum applications compared with the previous year was recorded during 
2020 – and thus in the number of decisions issued after March 2020. On the one hand, newly arrived 
asylum-seekers having to follow quarantine or self-isolation measures – for example, in Belgium, 
Czechia, Germany and the Netherlands – underwent the registration procedures only after the end 
of the restrictive measures. On the other, for migrants already residing on EU Member States' 
territory, the necessary measures had to be put in place for third-country nationals to be able to 
preserve the legality of their stay without being affected by the restrictions imposed. 

Several United Nations (UN) bodies, including the World Health Organization (WHO), proposed 
measures to regularise undocumented migrants as one of the most efficient tools, as they could 
facilitate their access to social security and health services. However, most Member States opted for 
temporary measures to regularise specific groups of undocumented migrants, as opposed to 
adopting regularisation policies applicable to all migrants. Examples of such practices introduced in 
the EU Member States in 2020 include the postponement, or even suspension, of procedural 
deadlines altogether; the automated extension of already existing residence permits; tolerated 
stays; and the exemption of migrants from the obligation to leave the country's territory. 

Spain, for instance, relaxed the requirements for its regularisation programme as regards 
employment and minimum income; in March 2020, Belgium introduced a policy extending stays 
based on force majeure. Ireland and Portugal established automatic extensions that remained in 
place until 2021. Austria did not introduce automatic renewals, but tolerated stays during the 
pandemic, while Sweden reported no pandemic-related modifications to its migration law, instead 
preserving the pre-existing conditions. 

Disruption in arrival procedures. Some countries' national authorities set up specific arrival 
centres in which registration procedures could take place, or made special adjustments to proceed 
with the submission of asylum requests. Moreover, measures were taken to extend the existing 
deadlines for the submission of applications, while many EU Member States enabled electronic tools 
to support the registration procedure. In Greece, the provision of asylum services to the public was 
suspended initially until 15 May 2020; newly arrived asylum-seekers wishing to apply for asylum at 
the borders were recorded in the 'Police OnLine' database. Third-country nationals entering Greece 
via the Aegean islands were transferred to emergency reception centres in Attica and Serres. 
Similarly, police authorities were also registering asylum applications in Italy.  

Following the Covid-19 outbreak and the declaration of the state of emergency in Spain from mid-
March until the beginning of May 2020, asylum interviews, as well as the rest of the activities of the 
Inter-Ministerial Commission on Asylum (CIAR), were suspended. This resulted in delayed 
procedures for asylum and registration. Nonetheless, the caseworkers of the Asylum and Refugee 
Office (OAR) continued to work remotely to process asylum cases. As Spain gradually moved to 
phase 2 of the de-escalation of its state of emergency, all activities regarding arrival procedures were 
restored progressively in June and July 2020. Similarly, several Member States, such as Belgium, 
resumed in-person registration procedures for asylum applications in June 2020. To support EU 

https://www.ofpra.gouv.fr/fr/l-ofpra/actualites/mesures-liees-au-covid-19
http://www.inis.gov.ie/en/INIS/Pages/COVID-19-updates-and-announcements
https://www.nyidanmark.dk/en-GB/News%20Front%20Page/2020/04/Apply%20for%20EU%20permanent%20residence%20digitally
https://migri.fi/en/you-are-in-finland#expired%20permit
https://enterfinland.fi/eServices
https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/web/products-eurostat-news/-/ddn-20210324-1?redirect=%2Feurostat%2F
https://www.fedasil.be/fr/actualites/accueil-des-demandeurs-dasile/covid-19-mesures-dans-les-centres-daccueil
http://www.suz.cz/informace-pro-zadatele-o-udeleni-mezinarodni-ochrany-information-for-applicants-for-international-protection/
https://www.bamf.de/SharedDocs/Meldungen/DE/2020/20200316-am-covid-19.html
https://ind.nl/en/Pages/Coronavirus.aspx
https://www.who.int/publications/i/item/9789240028906
https://www.mitarakis.gr/gov/migration/1954-dt-yma-malakasa-metafora-436
https://asylumineurope.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/03/AIDA-ES_2020update.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/migrant-integration/library-document/refugee-people-spain-and-europe-during-covid-19-pandemic_fr?lang=fr
https://www.fedasil.be/en/news/reception-asylum-seekers/asylum-adaptation-registration-system
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Member States during the pandemic, the EUAA issued a practical guide (June 2020) with 
recommendations on remote or online registration procedures. 

Personal interviews and notification of decisions. Personal interviews in asylum facilities were 
suspended during implementation of restrictive measures. EU Member States examined different 
approaches to resuming personal interviews gradually, such as video-conferences from the 
reception centres, flexible working hours, and safety installations and protective measures. 

The Norwegian authorities conducted interviews over Skype as of April 2020, with the participation 
of interpreters and staff in different locations. Similarly, as of April 2020, the Dutch Immigration and 
Naturalisation Service (IND) scheduled interviews either at an IND location or via video-
conferencing. However, this measure still only allowed the service to conduct fewer interviews than 
before the crisis. In cases in which IND staff, an applicant and an interpreter were in the same room 
for the interview, plastic screens were placed between them for safety reasons. Furthermore, Spain 
has proceeded to providing phone interviews with simultaneous interpretation. 

According to the EUAA, the suspension of personal interviews, combined with the adoption of 
flexible working arrangements, has helped reduce existing backlog of applications. Data show that 
Greece, the Netherlands and Finland managed to cut down the number of pending applications. 
When personal interviews were postponed, national authorities worked towards rescheduling 
them, notifying applicants in time by invitation letters. Interviews were rescheduled in Belgium and 
France as of 11 May 2020, and in Ireland, Portugal and the Netherlands as of 1 July 2020. The EUAA's 
May 2020 practical guide included recommendations on conducting the personal interview 
remotely; until that time, most EU Member States were not conducting interviews remotely. 

Disruptions of postal services and internal reorganisation of national authorities' services also 
affected notification of decisions. Since prompt notification of asylum decisions directly affects the 
right to effective remedy, some national authorities introduced measures to adapt to the particular 
situation. 

Conditions in reception and detention centres 
In EU Member States hosting large numbers of refugees, ensuring physical distancing and respect 
for sanitary measures in collective reception facilities has proved challenging. Since March 2020, a 
series of preventive measures have been put in place in EU Member States' reception centres, such 
as carrying out medical checks, isolating newly arrived applicants, and strengthening 
accommodation capacities. The EU Fundamental Rights Agency (FRA) stressed that the measures 
taken to contain Covid-19 had an impact on the rights of asylum-seekers, refugees and migrants – 
in particular unaccompanied minors – as enshrined in EU law, including the EU Reception 
Conditions Directive for those having recently arrived in the EU. 

As the European Centre for Disease Prevention and Control (ECDC) highlighted, the situation was 
particularly challenging in reception and detention facilities. The measures implemented in 
communal reception facilities followed the general restrictions applied nationally or regionally in 
each country. As a first step, the authorities responsible disseminated information and instructions 
on the sanitary and social distancing measures introduced by governments. In addition, they 
introduced protective equipment and disinfection procedures in reception facilities, and improved 
the facilities' sanitary conditions. In some cases, international organisations, namely the UN High 
Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) and the WHO, worked jointly on disseminating information 
and providing protective and medical equipment. 

Furthermore, because the measures implemented restricted movement throughout EU Member 
States, the transport of detainees was restrained to the essential. Moreover, entry to facilities was 
restricted, as in Sweden, if not prohibited to all visitors and external organisations altogether, as in 
Greece. Emergency structures were set up to host newly arrived applicants, and quarantine and 
health-screening measures put in place. In particular, some Member States applied a 14-day 

https://www.google.com/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=web&cd=&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=2ahUKEwiwguS1z5v4AhVrMOwKHYqcDigQFnoECAkQAQ&url=https%3A%2F%2Feaso.europa.eu%2Fsites%2Fdefault%2Ffiles%2Feaso-practical-recommendations-conducting-remote-online-registration-lodging-EN.pdf&usg=AOvVaw0B8UhywueMgoneDTIV37bt
https://ind.nl/en/Pages/Coronavirus.aspx
https://www.feps-europe.eu/attachments/publications/feps%20covid%20response%20migration%20asylum.pdf
https://www.facebook.com/photo/?fbid=1615542631933169&set=pcb.1615543421933090
https://ind.nl/nieuws/Paginas/Eerste-duizend-dossiers-achterstand-IND-weggewerkt.aspx
https://migri.fi/en/article/-/asset_publisher/koronaviruspandemian-aikana-on-jatetty-vain-vahan-turvapaikkahakemuksia
https://easo.europa.eu/sites/default/files/easo-practical-recommendations-conducting-personal-interview-remotely-EN.pdf
https://fra.europa.eu/sites/default/files/fra_uploads/fra-2021-fundamental-rights-report-2021-focus_en.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/home-affairs/policies/migration-and-asylum/common-european-asylum-system/reception-conditions_en#:%7E:text=The%20Reception%20Conditions%20Directive&text=The%20Directive%3A,minors%20and%20victims%20of%20torture.
https://ec.europa.eu/home-affairs/policies/migration-and-asylum/common-european-asylum-system/reception-conditions_en#:%7E:text=The%20Reception%20Conditions%20Directive&text=The%20Directive%3A,minors%20and%20victims%20of%20torture.
https://www.ecdc.europa.eu/sites/default/files/documents/COVID-19-guidance-refugee-asylum-seekers-migrants-EU.pdf
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quarantine for all newly arrived applicants in order to closely monitor their health and keep Covid-19 
from spreading in the collective facilities. At the same time, in some Member States, the national 
authorities took steps to increase the facilities' existing capacities. In Denmark, specific emergency 
centres were converted into self-isolation centres, taking into account the particular requirements 
regarding health and hygiene. In Ireland, temporary hotel beds were made available to facilitate 
implementation of preventive measures of social distancing and isolation. 

Access to healthcare 
Covid-19 has precipitated various measures and policies covering different aspects of international 
migration that have an impact on public health. As FRA has stressed, the measures applied may 
affect non-discrimination and equality in accessing rights (e.g. in healthcare, education, services, 
and social protection) for migrants and asylum-seekers. 

Furthermore, migrants arriving to the EU have been more vulnerable to infection owing to a lack of 
financial protection, crowded and precarious living conditions, and precarious working conditions. 
Moreover, they often face challenges in accessing healthcare services. In most EU Member States, 
Covid-19 related healthcare services were provided to all migrants. Costs were covered by public 
health insurance, social security, or state public health funds. 

Some governments, such as Portugal, granted temporary citizenship rights to undocumented 
migrants to facilitate their access to social security and healthcare. Generally, in Portugal, irregular 
migrants may be charged for healthcare services, as they might not be covered by the national 
health system. In Spain, all migrants received Covid-19 healthcare without additional cost under the 
social security funds, while Estonia proceeded with amending its regulations to provide 
Covid-19-related treatment to the uninsured free of charge. Moreover, in October 2020, the 
European Commission adopted a recommendation for effective vaccination strategies and vaccine 
deployment, which stressed the need to prioritise some population groups in the vaccination 
programmes. Among these were the communities of the refugee camps, where the requirements 
for physical and social distancing were difficult, if not impossible, to observe. 

Dublin procedures 
Administrative and sanitary measures taken to protect applicants and national authorities' staff, 
together with the closing of borders, also had an impact on Dublin procedures, including 
implementation of Dublin transfers. Several EU Member States, such as Czechia, Estonia, Spain, 
Croatia and Slovenia, had announced suspending transfers of non-EU-country nationals. Similarly, 
Bulgaria declared having postponed admitting non-EU nationals or sending them to other Member 
States. 

Physical distancing and other safety measures affected primarily the work of courts and judicial 
councils in Member States. To minimise the risk of new Covid-19 outbreaks, attendance of public 
hearings and access to courts was limited strictly to those personally involved in the judicial 
procedure, other than the employed staff. Moreover, all parties required to access courts and 
tribunals were subject to the complete set of safety measures, including wearing a face mask and 
having body temperature measured. 

In some Member States, such as Italy and Malta, judicial institutions implemented electronic tools 
to enable remote submission of appeals and other relevant communications, while in others, courts 
and tribunals used electronic or digital signatures to issue decisions. For instance, the International 
Protection Appeals Tribunal (Ireland) postponed all hearings scheduled up to and including 26 May 
2020 until further notice. Starting from May 2020, court and tribunal activity was restored 
progressively in most Member States, with some, such as France, holding – previously suspended – 
hearings, in August as well. 

https://www.nyidanmark.dk/da/Nyheder/2020/04/H%C3%A5ndtering-af-udl%C3%A6ndinge-uden-lovligt-ophold-COVID-19
https://www.justice.ie/en/JELR/Pages/Statement_in_relation_to_Contingency_Planning_for_Accommodation_Centres
https://www.oecd.org/migration/mig/00-eu-emn-covid19-umbrella-inform-en.pdf
https://www.euronews.com/2020/03/29/coronavirus-portugal-grants-temporary-citizenship-rights-to-migrants
https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/ip_20_1903
https://ec.europa.eu/home-affairs/pages/glossary/dublin-procedure_en
https://www.emnspain.gob.es/documents/392158/519567/emn_30th_bulletin_annex_covid19_en.pdf/192b9795-efd8-e746-38f4-8b38c70019c8?t=1645797902147
https://www.protectionappeals.ie/
https://www.protectionappeals.ie/
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Resettlement operations and return procedures 
The Covid-19 pandemic has had drastic impact on resettlement programmes. In several EU Member 
States, such as Denmark and Sweden, resettlement operations were either disrupted or suspended. 
However, most Member States continued to process pending cases for resettlement. At the same 
time, on 17 March 2020, the International Organization for Migration (IOM) and the UNHCR 
announced a temporary suspension of resettlement travel for third-country nationals. 

Returns from most EU Member States to third countries were not carried out as usual, since flights 
were restricted, and third countries had introduced restrictive measures for entry onto their territory, 
as well. For instance, in December 2020, the Immigration Service of Ireland announced that, 
voluntary return applications would not be processed, although interest in voluntary returns would 
be recorded. Poland postponed return operations for a period extended until 30 days after the end 
of the pandemic status, while Greece suspended readmission operations to Turkey. 

In Belgium, where returns were postponed, migrants in closed facilities were released and given the 
possibility of requesting permission to extend their stay. Croatia and Slovakia did not issue any fine 
under immigration laws for the illegal stay of third-country nationals, while introducing the 
possibility of either 'tolerating' or 'legalising' their stay on their territory. In addition, the Finnish 
Immigration Service issued short-term residence permits. 

Travel restrictions, together with the greatly reduced number of available journeys, also affected the 
work of the Swedish Migration Agency. However, the agency did not stop working on returns, as it 
only works with voluntary returns, and tried to continue carrying out deportations as far as possible. 

Returns to third countries have gradually resumed. In November 2020, a charter flight carrying 
77 Salvadorian asylum-seekers departed from Belgium with IOM assistance. Cyprus conducted 
returns throughout the pandemic. In Germany, the federal government contemplated proceeding 
with collective deportation flights to Afghanistan; however, owing to pandemic-related concerns 
raised by the Afghan government, flights to Kabul were cancelled. 

European Parliament response 
The European Parliament has addressed the impact of Covid-19 in all sectors. Vulnerable groups, 
such as asylum-seekers and refugees, have been at the centre of its advocacy since the beginning 
of the pandemic. In an April 2020 resolution on EU coordinated action to combat Covid-19 and its 
consequences, the Parliament expressed its concern about the potential impacts of the crisis on the 
wellbeing of people around the world, notably the most vulnerable groups, including migrants. At 
the same time, it stressed the need to respect the Geneva Convention and European asylum law, 
while guaranteeing appropriate sanitary conditions and medical support in reception facilities. 

Following the escalation of the situation at the Greek–Turkish border at the beginning of 
March 2020, when Turkey opened its borders to asylum-seekers and refugees by breaking the 2016 
migration pact with the EU, the Committee on Civil Liberties, Justice and Home Affairs (LIBE) 
discussed the border situation, stressing the need to avoid the humanitarian crisis turning into a 
public-health issue. Representatives from the Greek government, the European Commission, 
Frontex and FRA joined Members of the European Parliament (MEPs) in stressing the importance of 
EU solidarity and unity to help mitigate the growing crisis. 

In a debate in the LIBE committee in May 2020, MEPs discussed with Commissioner Ylva Johansson 
about the future of the border-free Schengen zone, the common migration and asylum policy, and 
security in the context of the pandemic. LIBE has been following developments on the central 
Mediterranean migration route closely, after both Malta and Italy, as well as Libya, declared their 
ports unsafe because of Covid-19. Furthermore, Parliament's June 2020 resolution on the situation 
in the Schengen area following the Covid-19 outbreak underlined that internal border controls and 
travel restrictions at the external borders should not affect the right to seek asylum. In its November 

https://www.iom.int/news/iom-unhcr-announce-temporary-suspension-resettlement-travel-refugees?utm_source=IOM+External+Mailing+List&utm_campaign=7088d71512-EMAIL_CAMPAIGN_2020_03_17_03_46&utm_medium=email&utm_term=0_9968056566-7088d71512-43619265
https://emn.ie/new-migration-and-asylum-measures-introduced-in-response-to-covid-19/
https://www.migrationsverket.se/English/Startpage.html
https://ecre.org/the-impact-of-the-second-wave-of-lockdowns-on-the-position-of-people-on-the-move/
https://www.infomigrants.net/fr/post/23784/germany-halts-deportations-to-afghanistan-in-light-of-coronavirus
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/doceo/document/TA-9-2020-0054_EN.html
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/news/en/headlines/world/20200305STO74150/meps-call-for-de-escalation-of-migration-situation-with-turkey
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/committees/en/libe/home/highlights
https://www.google.com/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=web&cd=&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=2ahUKEwjLq_GY6774AhXNvKQKHciUBR4QFnoECAcQAQ&url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.europarl.europa.eu%2Fnews%2Fsl%2Fpress-room%2F20200505IPR78408%2Fschengen-migration-asylum-and-security-in-times-of-covid-19&usg=AOvVaw2lRzcOvDf02ge3AJsJpfkF
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/news/en/press-room/20200614IPR81201/the-central-mediterranean-migration-route-in-times-of-covid-19
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/news/en/press-room/20200425IPR77901/the-situation-in-libya-and-on-the-migration-route-to-europe
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/doceo/document/TA-9-2020-0175_EN.html
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2020 resolution on the state-of-play of fundamental rights during the pandemic, Parliament 
emphasised that emergency measures applied in Member States always needed to comply with the 
rule of law. A May 2021 resolution further stressed Parliament's focus on the protection of human 
rights.  

In a November 2020 resolution on the impact of Covid-19 measures on democracy, the rule of law 
and fundamental rights, Parliament addressed the impact of the emergency measures in place on 
equal access to healthcare for groups of people in vulnerable situations such as migrants, including 
undocumented migrants, asylum-seekers and refugees. 

European Commission response 
On 29 January 2020, the von der Leyen Commission's first work programme was published. Under 
the fifth priority ('Promoting our European way of life'), the Commission announced its intention to 
propose a new pact on asylum and migration. Later on, in April 2020, in response to the difficulties 
many Member States encountered in implementing restrictive measures during the pandemic, it 
issued guidance on implementing EU rules on asylum procedures in the context of Covid-19, in the 
form of a communication: 

To prevent and contain the spread of Covid-19, public health measures such as medical screening, 
social distancing, quarantine and isolation should be applied as necessary for third country 
nationals, including applicants for international protection, resettled persons or third country 
nationals illegally staying in the Union provided that these measures are reasonable, proportionate 
and non-discriminatory. 

In September 2020, the Commission launched the new pact on asylum and migration, which 
included a proposal for a regulation dealing with crisis and force majeure, such as the Covid-19 
pandemic, arising in the field of asylum and migration management within the EU. The proposal 
provides for the necessary adaptation to the EU rules on the asylum and return procedures, and to 
the solidarity mechanisms set out in the regulation on asylum and migration management. 

Lastly, in a subsequent communication published in September 2021, the Commission analyses the 
EU's report on asylum and migration. According to the communication, the report not only shows a 
significant drop in visa and asylum applications registered by the EU and its agencies, but also 
outlines the measures taken by the Commission to minimise the major impact of Covid-19 on the 
migration and reception system. These included targeted additional funds for specific Member 
States, and special platforms to disseminate information. Access to timely data on the Member 
States' response proved to be critical to adapt national measures swiftly to ever-changing 
circumstances. 

  

https://www.europarl.europa.eu/doceo/document/TA-9-2020-0307_EN.html
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/doceo/document/TA-9-2021-0242_EN.html
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/doceo/document/TA-9-2020-0307_EN.html
https://ec.europa.eu/info/strategy/priorities-2019-2024/promoting-our-european-way-life_en
https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/IP_20_666
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX:52020XC0417(07)
https://ec.europa.eu/info/sites/default/files/new-pact-on-migration-and-asylum-package_1.pdf
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/thinktank/en/document/EPRS_BRI(2021)659448
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/policies/eu-migration-policy/eu-asylum-reform/
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/legislative-train/theme-promoting-our-european-way-of-life/file-asylum-and-migration-management-regulation#:%7E:text=The%20Regulation%20on%20Asylum%20and,the%20Common%20European%20Asylum%20System.
https://ec.europa.eu/info/sites/default/files/report-migration-asylum.pdf


Impact of Covid-19 on asylum procedures in EU Member States 

9 

MAIN REFERENCES 
Covid-19 emergency measures in asylum and reception systems, EUAA, June 2020. 
Covid-19 emergency measures in asylum and reception systems, EUAA, December 2020. 

Practical recommendations on conducting the personal interview remotely, EUAA, May 2020. 
Practical recommendations on conducting remote/online registration (lodging), EUAA, June 2020. 
Radjenovic, A., Tackling the coronavirus outbreak: Impact on asylum-seekers in the EU, Briefing, EPRS,  
April 2020. 

Refugees and migrants in times of Covid-19: mapping trends of public health and migration policies and 
practices, WHO, 2021. 
The Impact of the Second Wave of Lockdowns on the Position of People on the Move, European Council 
on Refugees and Exiles, December 2020. 
Umbrella Inform – The impact of Covid-19 in the migration area in EU and OECD countries, European 
Migration Network and Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development, April 2021. 
 

DISCLAIMER AND COPYRIGHT 
This document is prepared for, and addressed to, the Members and staff of the European Parliament as 
background material to assist them in their parliamentary work. The content of the document is the sole 
responsibility of its author(s) and any opinions expressed herein should not be taken to represent an official 
position of the Parliament. 
Reproduction and translation for non-commercial purposes are authorised, provided the source is 
acknowledged and the European Parliament is given prior notice and sent a copy. 
© European Union, 2022. 
Photo credits: © RomanWhale studio / Adobe Stock. 
eprs@ep.europa.eu (contact) 
www.eprs.ep.parl.union.eu (intranet) 
www.europarl.europa.eu/thinktank (internet) 
http://epthinktank.eu (blog) 

 

https://euaa.europa.eu/sites/default/files/covid19-emergency-measures-asylum-reception-systems.pdf
https://euaa.europa.eu/sites/default/files/publications/COVID-19%20emergency%20measures%20in%20asylum%20and%20reception%20systems-December-2020_new.pdf
https://euaa.europa.eu/sites/default/files/easo-practical-recommendations-conducting-personal-interview-remotely-EN.pdf
https://euaa.europa.eu/sites/default/files/easo-practical-recommendations-conducting-remote-online-registration-lodging-EN.pdf
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/BRIE/2020/649390/EPRS_BRI(2020)649390_EN.pdf
https://www.google.com/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=web&cd=&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=2ahUKEwiSsdqdq-_zAhVlgv0HHboMDcMQFnoECB0QAQ&url=https%3A%2F%2Fapps.who.int%2Firis%2Frest%2Fbitstreams%2F1351802%2Fretrieve&usg=AOvVaw1rumnaUNgDyEvhAbyaONI-
https://www.google.com/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=web&cd=&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=2ahUKEwiSsdqdq-_zAhVlgv0HHboMDcMQFnoECB0QAQ&url=https%3A%2F%2Fapps.who.int%2Firis%2Frest%2Fbitstreams%2F1351802%2Fretrieve&usg=AOvVaw1rumnaUNgDyEvhAbyaONI-
https://ecre.org/the-impact-of-the-second-wave-of-lockdowns-on-the-position-of-people-on-the-move/
https://ec.europa.eu/migrant-integration/library-document/umbrella-inform-impact-covid-19-migration-area-eu-and-oecd-countries_en
mailto:eprs@ep.europa.eu
http://www.eprs.ep.parl.union.eu/
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/thinktank
http://epthinktank.eu/

	Summary
	From the beginning of the Covid-19 pandemic in early 2020, and up to mid-April 2020, EU Member States were facing an extraordinary situation that led to the declaration of a health emergency. EU governments gradually took urgent measures to contain th...
	Multiple measures also aimed to mitigate the effects of the pandemic on foreign nationals residing on the territory of EU Member States. National responses to contain Covid-19 diverged both in nature and scope. Overall, restrictive measures affected a...
	Member States had to adapt their asylum procedures swiftly to the pandemic. The measures focused on the extension of residence permits, regularisation of undocumented migrants, the release of migrants and asylum-seekers from detention centres, and sus...
	At the same time, new obstacles arose in ensuring an effective and fair asylum procedure for first-instance applications and appeals, relating for example to the quality of remote interviews, applicants' access to electronic tools and the skills neede...
	The European Parliament has addressed the impact of Covid-19 on vulnerable groups, including asylum-seekers and refugees. At the same time, Parliament stressed that internal border controls and travel restrictions at the external borders should not af...
	Background
	Access to asylum procedures during the Covid-19 pandemic
	Conditions in reception and detention centres
	Access to healthcare
	Dublin procedures
	Resettlement operations and return procedures
	European Parliament response
	European Commission response

