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Controlling COVID-19: The Folly of
International Travel Restrictions

Weijun Yu and Jessica Keralis

The global public health community is grappling with COVID-2019, a respiratory disease

outbreak caused by a novel coronavirus originating from Wuhan, China in late December 2019.

 A number of countries implemented citizenship-based travel restrictions in late January and

early February as an initial response to the outbreak, barring entry to foreign nationals who had

previously been in China to prevent the importation of the virus. By early March, when the

World Health Organization (WHO) formally declared the outbreak to be a global pandemic,

these countries were still relying on travel restrictions as a means of infection control. These

travel restrictions constituted restrictions or outright bans on the entry of foreign nationals with

a particular citizenship-such policies tend to be popular with a general public with limited public

health knowledge. However, travel restrictions are ineffective as an infection control measure

and may do more harm than good, depriving the public of its right to health. Furthermore,

travel restrictions implemented under the guise of public health policy have historically been

used to target migrants and racial and ethnic minorities, violating their rights to non-

discrimination and equal treatment.  As states rush to balance public health with politics in

their response to this global pandemic, they are sidelining human rights rather than protecting

them.

Ineffective epidemic control strategies deny the health rights

Travel restrictions as a disease control strategy have a long history and are attractive to

policymakers as a means of calming public anxiety toward foreign contagion.  Despite

alleviating fear and panic among the public, they are not an effective approach to containing
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the spread of epidemics (Figure 1). Indeed, in its February 28 situation report, WHO explicitly

discouraged the use of any trade or travel restrictions to control the COVID-19 outbreak.

While most modeling studies have been in agreement that strict travel restrictions in theory

delayed the spread of the epidemic, the estimated delays were minor (a few days to a few

weeks, depending on the simulation), and some scientists have raised the question of whether

they are worth the human and economic cost. Although one analysis estimated that China’s

internal travel restrictions slowed the export of SARS-CoV-2 infections and delayed the spread

of the outbreak to unaffected cities, another found that the lockdown of Wuhan only delayed

the domestic epidemic in China by 3-5 days.  Similarly, Anzai et al. found that the impact of

travel reductions from the lockdown in China delayed the Japanese epidemic by only two days.

Click on this image to see an enlarged version

Potential COVID-19 cases can be any individuals with any citizenship, with travel history to

countries outside China, or none at all. The outbreak in Iran, one of the largest outbreaks

outside China, underscores the futility of citizenship-based travel restrictions: according to the

Iranian health minister, the source of the epidemic was an Iranian national who circumvented

the country’s travel restrictions by using indirect flights.  In South Korea, which saw the largest

outbreak outside China by the end of February, less than 1% of confirmed cases were exposed
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in China, with many of the country’s confirmed cases linked to large religious gatherings in

Daegu and Gyeonggi Provinces.  The current outbreaks in Italy, Spain, Germany, and

Switzerland also started with very limited imported cases from China.  For example, Spain’s

first confirmed case was a German national, and most of its initial cases were Italian citizens or

Spanish nationals who were exposed in Italy.  These ineffective restrictions can also worsen

the spread of the virus by lulling the public into a false sense of security, preventing authorities

from being able to effectively contain the spread of the virus at the early stages of the epidemic

by diminishing the urgency of health messages promoting effective measures such as frequent

hand washing and social distancing.

Travel restrictions as a pretext for discrimination

The travel restrictions toward China, as well as restrictions targeting foreign nationals with

travel history to South Korea, Iran, and several European countries, are still in place in some

countries even as they grapple with their own domestic outbreaks. Implementing coercive

travel restrictions against other countries not only violates international law but also jeopardizes

efficient global cooperation.  There is evidence that travel restrictions, under the guise of

public health policy, have been used by some governments to discriminate against resident

Chinese citizens.

Similarly, the Cambodian government has banned individuals from Italy, Germany, Spain,

France, and the United States from entering and specifically identified Cambodian Muslims as

having tested positive for coronavirus, sparking online and in-person harassment of Cambodian

Muslim minorities.  These policies may also encourage or reinforce stigma against Chinese

citizens, individuals of Asian ethnicities, and ethnic minorities, similar to what was seen during

the Ebola outbreak in  For example, there is growing concern that Asians in the United

States are experiencing more racist verbal and physical attacks as a result of the racially

charged rhetoric that has been used by public officials when discussing the epidemic.

Additionally, the ongoing international travel restrictions in some countries may be discouraging

migrants without health insurance from seeking necessary testing and treatment.

Evidence-based epidemic control strategies protect public health and human rights

Travel restrictions violate international law. Although global health and human rights law in

some circumstances permits restrictions of rights for the purposes of protecting public health,

such measures must be the least intrusive means available of doing so. Given that travel

restrictions have not been effective historically, and that there is evidence that they are

counterproductive in this epidemic as in previous ones, it is apparent that they do not meet the
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criteria outlined by the International Health Regulations that are binding on all WHO member

states.

The United Nations has urged countries to maintain human rights “without exception” as they

fight the COVID-19 pandemic. The global health community has spent decades implementing

evidence-based strategies to contain the spread of disease and protect the public’s health

without violating human rights. WHO also developed specific guidance for countries affected

by the SARS-CoV-2 epidemic in the early stages of the global outbreak.  These, and effective

messaging to educate and inform the public, are the most effective tools to protect public

health while safeguarding the human rights of individuals of all citizenships.

Weijun Yu, MD, MSc, and Jessica Keralis, MPH, are PhD students in epidemiology with

Department of Epidemiology and Biostatistics, School of Public Health, University of Maryland,

College Park, MD, USA.
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