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PRESS RELEASE 

Growth of international migration slowed by 27%, 
or 2 million migrants, due to COVID-19, says UN 

The number of international migrants worldwide reaches 281 million 

New York, 15 January– COVID-19 has disrupted all forms of human mobility through the closing 
of national borders and halting of travel worldwide. Preliminary estimates suggest that the 
pandemic may have slowed the growth in the stock of international migrants by around two 
million by mid-2020, 27 per cent less than the growth expected since mid-2019, according to a 
report by the United Nations released today.   

Growth in the number of international migrants has been robust over the last two decades, 
reaching 281 million people living outside their country of origin in 2020, up from 173 million in 
2000 and 221 million in 2010.  Currently, international migrants represent about 3.6 per cent of 
the world’s population. 

The report, International Migration 2020 Highlights, by the Population Division of the 
UN Department of Economic and Social Affairs (UN DESA), provides the latest estimates of the 
number of international migrants by country of destination, origin, age and sex for all countries 
and areas of the world.  

Mr. Liu Zhenmin, UN Under-Secretary-General for Economic and Social Affairs, said “The report 
affirms that migration is a part of today’s globalized world and shows how the COVID-19 
pandemic has impacted the livelihoods of millions of migrants and their families and 
undermined progress in achieving the Sustainable Development Goals.” 

The report found that two thirds of all international migrants live in just 20 countries. The 
United States of America remained the largest destination, hosting 51 million international 
migrants in 2020, equal to 18 per cent of the world’s total. Germany hosted the second largest 
number of migrants worldwide, at around 16 million, followed by Saudi Arabia (13 million), the 
Russian Federation (12 million) and the United Kingdom (9 million). 

India topped the list of countries with the largest diasporas in 2020, with 18 million persons 
from India living outside of their country of birth. Other countries with a large transnational 
community included Mexico and the Russian Federation (11 million each), China (10 million) 
and Syria (8 million). 

Diasporas contribute to the development of their countries of origin through the promotion of 
foreign investment, trade, access to technology and financial inclusion.  However, according to 
projections by the World Bank, the COVID-19 pandemic may reduce the volume of remittances 
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