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Tracing the impacts of the COVID pandemic on
Australia’s fastest-growing migrant group
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As the pandemic-related shutdown intensi�ed across Australia from March 2020,
temporary and undocumented migrants and their advocates warned of devastating
impacts on migrant workers and international students who were simultaneously losing
their incomes while being excluded from social security bene�ts.
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Since then, research indicates that the pandemic has deepened inequality for
temporary and undocumented migrant workers, who are disproportionately employed
in precarious and insecure work.

In early 2021, media appetite for COVID-related stories of economic hardship has
seemingly given way to news of vaccines, economic recovery, and Australia’s (to date)
comparatively effective containment. Yet we must continue to ask questions about the
ongoing impacts of the pandemic, and to address inequality and insecure employment
if promises of “national economic recovery” are to be sustained.

The outbreaks in the aged care and cleaning sectors in NSW and Victoria during 2020
highlight the transmission of the virus in workplaces by precarious workers – who often
must work across multiple jobs and locations to make ends meet.

In Australia, as in much of the world, women migrants and migrants of colours are
more likely to be in low-paid, feminised and precarious work. Those working in
essential industries such as healthcare, aged care, childcare, cleaning, horticulture,
agriculture and food production are at higher risk of exposure to COVID-19, as they’re
unable to work from home due to the hands-on nature of their job.

They’re also less likely to miss work because they cannot afford the lost wages, or to
have a �nancial safety net allowing them to isolate and practise safe social distancing.

Similarly, those in the precarious service sector, particularly the shut-down hospitality
and retail industries, were the �rst to lose their jobs.

International students in these industries experience endemic levels of wage theft by
employers, leaving them with little savings due to stolen wages and super.

Nepal-born workers were employed in one of the highest-risk settings – aged
care – as predominantly casual employees, or were working in insecure
hospitality and cleaning roles well below the minimum wage.

https://apo.org.au/sites/default/files/resource-files/2020-09/apo-nid308305.pdf
https://theconversation.com/why-coronavirus-will-deepen-the-inequality-of-our-suburbs-143432
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There is indeed a cruel irony to the fact that our most essential workers are amongst
our most underpaid and casualised. They are essential, yet (apparently) dispensable.

In contrast, researchers have shown that professionals who are able to work from
home earn on average 24% more than essential workers, and are more likely to be in
salaried positions and thus have access to paid sick leave.

These predominantly white-collar workers are privileged in two senses – they’re able to
insulate themselves from the risk of contracting COVID-19 by practising safe social
distancing, while maintaining their source of income during periods of restrictions. The
inequality in health outcomes between those in secure and insecure work thus re�ects
their income inequality.

Compounding the unequal impacts of their concentration into precarious roles,
temporary and undocumented migrants have been excluded from JobSeeker and
JobKeeper payments.

This has left hundreds of thousands of the estimated 2.17 million temporary visa
holders in Australia with no income or support beyond under-resourced migrant
services.

An additional, unquanti�ed group of “informal” migrants who do not have visas, likely
numbering in the tens of thousands, have been potentially left with no support of any
kind.

All this despite the often underpaid labour of temporary and undocumented migrants
structurally upholding key sectors of the Australian economy, including the horticultural
sector in certain regional areas, as well as sections of the hospitality sector in
metropolitan areas.

The Nepali migrant experience

Nepali temporary migrants have been acutely affected by the pandemic, due to their
concentration in casualised, precarious work in the healthcare, hospitality and services
industries.

https://d3n8a8pro7vhmx.cloudfront.net/theausinstitute/pages/3288/attachments/original/1586714739/Working_From_Home_Opportunitites_and_Risks_April2020.pdf?1586714739
https://minister.homeaffairs.gov.au/davidcoleman/Pages/Coronavirus-and-Temporary-Visa-holders.aspx
https://www.sbs.com.au/news/so-many-people-at-breaking-point-australia-s-migrant-support-services-are-buckling-under-pressure?cid=newsapp:socialshare:other
https://www.monash.edu/__data/assets/pdf_file/0020/1532063/exploited-and-illegal_unlawful-migrant-workers-in-australia.pdf
https://research.monash.edu/en/publications/exploited-and-illegal-unlawful-migrant-workers-in-australia
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For more than a decade now, migration from Nepal to Australia has increased
signi�cantly. Between 2006 and 2016, Nepal-born residents represented the fastest-
growing overseas-born group in the country. The numbers are staggering – between
2006 and 2011, the Nepal-born population quadrupled in number from 4567 to 24,635,
and then more than doubled to 54,757 in 2016.

Nepal’s ongoing political-economic instability is a key factor driving the country’s
middle-class youth to pursue student migration as a livelihood strategy – but why is
Australia so attractive to them?

Australia has two standout advantages over comparable countries with cheaper
education, such as Canada and the UK.

Firstly, there’s the promise of being able to �nd a job to pay education fees and cover
living expenses. Few Nepali students are able to pay for their degrees without �nding
work in their host countries, and often it’s the prospect of earning an income rather than
the cost of education that guides students’ decisions.

https://www.homeaffairs.gov.au/mca/files/2016-cis-nepal.PDF
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/17450101.2017.1292780
https://www.smh.com.au/education/why-is-australia-such-a-popular-destination-for-nepalese-students-20191217-p53ktf.html
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Unfortunately, as we’re reminded time and again, jobs for international students and
temporary migrants in Australia are predominantly in industries with endemic – and
open – levels of wage theft.

Secondly, Australia’s skilled and student visa system attracts international students
with the promise of permanent residency, a deliberate dangling carrot built into the
system to give Australia’s higher education sector a competitive advantage globally.

The prospect of permanent residency comes at a substantial cost, however, including
expensive higher education and visa fees. The pervasive labour exploitation of
temporary student migrants is predicated on the �nancial pressures that signi�cant
education-related debt creates.

Re�ecting this great �nancial pressure, Nepali migrants (most of whom arrive as
international students or their spouses) had the highest employment rates of any
migrant group – even higher than those born in Australia – in the 2016 census.

In 2016, the top industry of employment for the Nepal-born population was aged
care, followed by hospitality and cleaning. Nepal-born workers were disproportionately
employed across all three categories, compared to the overall overseas-born
population and the Australia-born population.

In aged care, Nepal-born migrants are more likely to be employed as casual and
contract workers compared to the Australian-born workforce. At the start of the
pandemic, then, Nepal-born workers were employed in one of the highest-risk settings
– aged care – as predominantly casual employees, or were working in insecure
hospitality and cleaning roles well below the minimum wage.

Given this concentration of precarious work, the pandemic has greatly impacted
employment and income rates for Nepalis.

In aged care, Nepal-born migrants are more likely to be employed as casual
and contract workers compared to the Australian-born workforce.

https://www.sbs.com.au/news/migrant-workers-are-being-targeted-by-job-advertisements-that-offer-illegal-rates-of-pay
https://link.springer.com/chapter/10.1007%2F978-3-030-28227-1_2
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/593f6d9fe4fcb5c458624206/t/5bd26f620d9297e70989b27a/1540517748798/Wage+theft+in+Silence+Report.pdf
https://www.abs.gov.au/ausstats/abs@.nsf/Lookup/by%20Subject/2071.0~2016~Main%20Features~Employment%20Data%20Summary~67
https://quickstats.censusdata.abs.gov.au/census_services/getproduct/census/2016/quickstat/7105_036
https://www.cambridge.org/core/journals/ageing-and-society/article/migrant-agedcare-workers-in-australia-do-they-have-poorerquality-jobs-than-their-locally-born-counterparts/5C4471D130D4A2E5A72507DA81ABA6C7
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Research conducted last year with temporary visa holders found that 75% of Nepali
nationals surveyed had lost their job or most of their hours after 1 March, 2020, by far
the largest fall among all nationalities surveyed, and compared with an average of 33%
for all nationalities combined.

While these numbers are indicative only, they point to signi�cant socio-economic
hardship and intensifying mental health strain among Nepali temporary migrants.

In order to dive into the stories behind the numbers, we’re planning a qualitative
research project with Nepali temporary migrant women in particular, to understand how
women are managing the ongoing impacts of the pandemic on their everyday lives.

This will contribute to community and scholarly understandings of the gendered and
racial impacts of the pandemic. Importantly, it will also strengthen our efforts to
advocate for public health responses to pandemics that don’t rely on the exploited
labour of temporary and undocumented migrants in precarious, risky and essential
work to ensure the safety and security of the country’s permanent residents and
citizens.
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