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Abstract

Domestic mobility restrictions to control the spread of COVID-19 are widespread in
developing countries, and have trapped millions of migrant workers in hotspot cities.
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Governments around the world have deployed numerous policy instruments to control

the spread of COVID-19 (Flaxman et al., 2020; Lai et al., 2020; Chinazzi et al., 2020; Hsiang

et al., 2020; Ali et al., 2020; Kraemer et al., 2020). Some of these instruments, such as large-

scale lockdowns, are also associated with significant economic harm. These costs have been

especially pronounced in developing countries, where economic slowdowns associated with

COVID-19 policies combined with weak social safety nets were expected to push between

71–100 million people into extreme poverty in 2020 (World Bank Group, 2020a,b).

Domestic travel bans are a particularly severe and relatively common restriction. Their

usage is motivated in part by simulation exercises that model them as effective methods

for reducing the spread of disease while they are in effect (Li et al., 2020; Tang et al.,

2020). However, they also impose substantial and inequitable economic costs (Bonaccorsi

et al., 2020; Weill et al., 2020), making them difficult to sustain indefinitely. As a result,

these policy instruments necessarily involve two decisions: (i) whether to restrict freedom of

movement and (ii) for how long to do so.

Although travel restrictions have been used around the world, we focus on domestic

travel bans implemented by developing countries. These nations are frequently characterized

by the presence of large populations of migrant workers. A United Nations report that

examines data from 70 countries and more than 70% of the global population found that

more than 763 million people were living within their home country but outside their region of

birth in 2005 (United Nations Population Division, 2013). For example, the National Bureau

of Statistics in China reports approximately 277 million rural migrants in the country in 2015,

with roughly 168 million having left villages for towns in a different hokou (Su, Tesfazion

and Zhao, 2018). A 2017 Indian government report estimates that the country contains

approximately 140 million domestic migrant laborers (Ministry of Finance, 2017), with more

than 60 million of them moving across state boundaries. The type of rural-to-urban migration

most affected by COVID-19 mobility restrictions is more common in developing countries

than in the developed world (United Nations Population Division, 2013). The presence of

a large population that may respond to economic shocks by moving has motivated many

developing countries to utilize travel bans to prevent the spread of disease.
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In this paper, we estimate the impact of travel ban duration on the spread of COVID-19.

We begin by simulating disease transmission using a standard SEIR model (Diekmann and

Heesterbeek, 2000). Though highly stylized, this model mimics a real-world scenario facing

many developing countries, in which migrants leaving an urban hotspot spread infections to

a rural destination. The results from this modeling exercise generates our key hypothesis:

that the impact of travel bans is nonlinear in their duration.

To test this empirically, we exploit quasi-experimental variation generated by a nat-

ural experiment in Mumbai, India—the country’s financial capital and initial COVID-19

epicenter—which relaxed travel bans after varying durations. On March 25th, the country

imposed a nationwide lockdown, maintaining a ban on domestic travel out of the city (Indian

Ministry of Home Affairs, 2020). This lockdown caused immense suffering as the economy

rapidly contracted and unemployment rose, especially among migrant workers, who do not

have access to the social safety net in India. Under intense pressure (Supreme Court of

India, 2020), the government allowed the first wave of migrants to return to homes outside

Mumbai’s state of Maharashtra on May 8th (Mehta, 2020) (‘Phase 1’). ‘Phase 2’ migrants,

returning to districts in the Mumbai Metropolitan Area, were allowed to leave on June 5th

(Government of Maharashtra, Department of Revenue and Forest, Disaster Management,

Relief and Rehabilitation, 2020a). Finally, ‘Phase 3’ migrants, departing to all other des-

tinations, were able to leave on August 20th (News on AIR—News Services Division, All

India Radio News, 2020).1 We use an event study design to estimate the impact of travel ban

relaxation on COVID-19 cases in migrants’ home locations, estimating separate treatment

effects for each phase.

Finally, we use cross-country data to study whether our estimated impacts are likely to

generalize to a broader context. For these comparisons, we examine travel bans in Indonesia,

India, South Africa, the Philippines, China, and Kenya. Together, these countries comprise

roughly 40% of the global population (Worldometers.info, 2021).

In both our SEIR simulations and our empirical results, we find that while relatively

short and relatively long restrictions can successfully limit the spread of COVID-19, inter-
1We use the taxonomy of ‘phases’ for convenience, but these dates were not announced at once. For

instance, the first release followed an Indian Supreme Court ruling forcing states to allow some movement
in order to free trapped migrants.
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mediate length bans—once lifted—can significantly increase COVID-19 growth rates, cumu-

lative infections, and deaths. The full effect of travel bans can therefore only be quantified

after they are lifted. More broadly, our results underscore that quantifying the unintended

consequences of COVID-19 restrictions, including both disease and economic costs, is critical

for policy decisions.

1 Simulating the impacts of domestic travel bans

We begin by using a standard SEIR modeling framework (Diekmann and Heesterbeek, 2000)

for COVID-19 as implemented in the R covoid package (Churches and Jorm, 2020; Fitzger-

ald, Hanly and Churches, 2020) to make theoretical predictions on the spread of COVID-19

once a domestic travel ban is lifted. We find that both short and long bans can lead to

relatively few new infections, and that moderately lengthy bans can substantially increase

total COVID-19 cases.

1.A SEIR model

We model a simplified setting that incorporates an urban hotspot (source) and a migrant

origin location (sink).2 This scenario is typical of the developing countries in our empirical

analysis and depicts a travel ban which prevents a large migrant population from leaving

a city with a growing number of COVID-19 infections. At different points in time, a cer-

tain fraction of the source population is allowed to travel to the sink, initiating community

transmission in the latter.

Through the lens of this model, two opposing forces constitute the first-order determi-

nants of total infections at any point in time. On one hand, the longer a travel ban lasts, the

less time community transmission exists in the rural sink. Ceteris paribus, this will decrease

rural infections. On the other hand, the longer the restrictions remain, the longer migrants

are contained within a hotspot where infection rates are rapidly increasing. Consequently,

the probability that migrants are infected with COVID-19 rises over time until the city
2More specifically, our model simulates pandemic spread in a stylized setting consisting of an urban

hotspot (source) with a rising number of infections and a rural destination (sink) with zero initial cases.
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achieves herd immunity, in turn increasing the rate at which they seed the rural sink with

infections once the ban is lifted. This drives up cumulative cases at any future date.

Which of these two factors dominates is an empirical question whose answer depends

on the reproduction rates (R0) in the source and sink, the number of returning migrants,

the duration of travel restrictions, and the characteristics of the disease. We examine this

tradeoff by parameterizing our SEIR model using values from the literature that correspond

to Mumbai, India—a key location in our empirical analysis. This model compares total cases

under travel bans of various durations to a counterfactual with no ban, in which migrants

leave the source immediately.

In an SEIR model, people are modeled as transitioning between four conditions: ‘Sus-

ceptible’, ‘Exposed’, ‘Infective’, ‘Recovered’. Four ordinary differential equations describe

how the share of the population in each of these four conditions evolves over time:

dS(t)

dt
= −θI(t)× s(t)

N
dE(t)

dt
= θI(t)× S(t)

N
− ωE(t)

dI(t)

dt
= ωE(t)− (λ)I(t)

dR(t)

dt
= (λ)I(t)

The Susceptible fraction of the population S is made up of those who could fall ill in

the future due to virus exposure. The Exposed fraction E are those who have already been

infected but do not yet show symptoms. This category captures a latent period of infection.

The Infected population I is the share of people who have fallen ill and gone through the

latent period. The Recovered population R are those who have recovered from the infection

with immunity or passed away. The key parameters in this set of equations are:

Infection rate θ is the infection rate, the number of people that are infected by a person

in state I.

Latent period The latent period is the inverse of ω and represents the length of time in

days spent in the exposed state E before moving to state I.
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Infectious Period The infectious period (‘recovery’ period) is the inverse of λ and repre-

sents the length of time over which the infection persists before running to completion.

The infection may terminate in either a recovery or death. λ averages over the times

to both outcomes.

Reproduction number The reproduction number R0 can be defined as the average num-

ber of secondary cases produced by one infected individual introduced into a population

of susceptible individuals. This is an empirically important quantity because infections

where R0 is below 1 cannot spread exponentially through the population. In the con-

text of the textbook model, R0 = θS0/ω. Note that θ and R0 are not independent

parameters as defined here.

In an SEIR framework, population size influences case growth. This implies that de-

parting migrants will influence the propagation of cases in both the sink and source. This

effect is second-order when the population size is large relative to the number of infections

and departing migrants. Thus in this modelling exercise as well as our empirical analysis,

we abstract away from the effect of departures on case growth in hotspots by defining excess

cases based on rural infections.

We run the model with parameters chosen to approximate Mumbai’s Phase 2 travel ban

release. We fix some parameters directly from studies in the literature and calibrate others

for consistency.3 The former category includes the hotspot and sink populations (Nh, Ns)

and the number of departing migrants.

The model runs described below require a reproduction number R0 for both the source

and sink. We calibrate the first of these such that the model predicts cumulative source

infections (R + I) that match the results of a large-scale serological study conducted by

the Government of India, the Municipal Corporation of Mumbai, and the Tata Institute for

Fundamental Research (Kolthur-Seetharam et al., 2020). To calibrate R0 in this manner, we

need to assume the number of seed infections at t = 0 (March 25 in our simulations).

Due to limited testing at the time, no reliable case data exist. We assume 500 infections

at time t = 0. This assumption yields a calibrated R0 value of 3.75, which is comparable
3See Table A1 for parameter values and data sources.
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to estimates in the literature for the end of March in Delhi, India’s capital and other early

COVID-19 hotspot (Marimuthu et al., 2020b). This value seems reasonable—perhaps even

conservative—in the context of people living in some of the most densely populated slums

in the world and serves the purpose of producing an illustrative example. We assume R0 for

the rural sink is half the urban value, i.e. 1.875. This is similar to other estimates of R0 for

the state of Maharashtra at the end of March (Marimuthu et al., 2020a).

Having calibrated R0 in this manner, we simulate cumulative urban and rural infections

using a two step process. First, we simulate case growth in the urban source starting from

March 25th (t = 0) until the travel ban release date at t = T , where T ranges from 1–150

days. Second, we simulate infections in both the source and sink. We set the initial exposed

and infected seeds for the rural sink based on the probability of a departing migrant being

in these conditions. That is, the number of infections entering the sink is Nmig × (I(T )/N),

where N is the source population, I(T ) is the infected population at departure time T , and

Nmig is the the departing population. The starting values of R and E for the rural sink

can be similarly estimated. For each value of travel ban duration T , we predict cumulative

infections (I+R) in the rural sink up to September 30th, 189 days from the zero date of

March 25th.

1.B Simulation results

Figure 1 plots excess total cases in the sink, normalized by the migrant population, against

travel ban duration. Blue dots denote excess cases per 1,000 migrants for hypothetical short,

intermediate, and long bans. For short travel bans, the number of infections in the sink is

relatively low, but the period of time over community transmission occurs is relatively long.

For long bans, there is less time for community transmission in the sink, and infections in the

source begin to fall as as the population achieves herd immunity. For intermediate bans, net

cases in the rural sink can significantly exceed those in the short or long ban counterfactuals.

The definition of what would qualify as an ‘intermediate’ ban is depends on the specific

context, but in this setting under reasonable parameter values, bans of intermediate duration

are nevertheless predicted to be much worse than no restriction at all.
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2 Data

We briefly summarize our data sources and travel ban information here. More details in-

cluding data cleaning steps are provided in our online Appendix.4

We collect COVID-19 epidemiological data for India, Indonesia, South Africa, Kenya,

the Philippines, and China from a variety of national data sources collated by open-source

organizations. We define COVID-19 hotspots as urban areas with significantly more cases

than other regions in the same country in the period leading up to the travel ban release.

Figure 2, Panel A reports case positivity rate in Mumbai, India’s hotspot. Figure 3, Panel

A reports hotspot cases per 1,000 people globally, as we do not observe testing rates outside

India.

Information on travel ban dates for different countries was collected from news reports,

government orders, and official press releases.5 All countries had nation-wide bans (which

included travel restrictions to and from hotspots), except for China and Kenya, which banned

travel to/from Wuhan, and Nairobi and Mombasa, respectively.

Migration data come from national government statistical agencies’ censuses, enumer-

ated in 2009 in Kenya, 2010 in Indonesia, China, and the Philippines, and 2011 in South

Africa and India. Population data are obtained from WorldPop’s constrained individual

countries 2020 (100m resolution) datasets (WorldPop, 2020) and the 2011 Census of India

(Registrar General of India, 2011).

The availability of epidemiological and migration data varies by country. We collect

data at the most granular administrative unit available across these datasets. Data are at

the province level in Indonesia, the district level in South Africa, the district level in India,

the province level in China, the province level in the Philippines, and the district level in
4For a full list of data sources and travel ban information, see Tables A2 and A3.
5For both the country-level analysis and the Mumbai natural experiment, we use a ±30 day event window

centered around travel ban release dates. Since these dates vary, the period of analysis for each country does
as well. We use COVID-19 data from April 7th to June 6th in Indonesia, April 1st to May 31st in South
Africa, April 8th to June 7th in India, March 9th to May 8th in China, April 30th to June 29th in the
Philippines, and June 7th to August 6th in Kenya. The Mumbai travel ban involves three phases with
event windows spanning from April 8th to June 7th, May 6th to July 5th, and July 21st to September 19th,
respectively.
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Kenya.6 We merge the epidemiological, migration, and travel ban data at the administrative

unit level for each country.

3 Evidence from the Mumbai natural experiment

The SEIR model describes a theoretical mechanism of disease transmission that is general

but is nevertheless heavily simplified. Its main virtue is clarity. Parameters governing the

spread of disease such as the reproduction rate are difficult to precisely quantify, particularly

in an ongoing pandemic. Disease propagation in a real-world environment is characterized

by a significant amount of spatial and temporal variation. We therefore require empirical

evidence in order to draw rigorous conclusions about the impact of travel bans in practice.

Because many factors impact the spread of COVID-19, it is difficult to make causal

statements about the relationship between travel ban durations and eventual cases. We

overcome these challenges by leveraging a unique natural experiment in the city of Mumbai,

India. India’s travel ban policies allow us to compare the causal effect of bans of varying

durations on infections in migrants’ home regions, holding constant the urban hotspot.

This setting is substantively important. Mumbai is India’s largest city, financial capital,

and initial COVID-19 epicenter. India is home to over a sixth of the global population,

imposed some of the world’s strictest travel bans (Hale et al., 2020) early in the pandemic.

Its 10 million recorded COVID-19 cases by the end of 2020 were second globally only to the

United States (Dong, Du and Gardner, 2020).

COVID-19 and migrant workers Mumbai is one of India’s top migrant destinations.

According to the 2011 Census of India, approximately 43% of Mumbai’s population originates

from another state or district (Registrar General of India, 2011). Many domestic migrants

in India are employed in the informal sector and have limited access to the social safety net,

low engagement with formal banking, and transient addresses (Deshingkar and Akter, 2009;

Mazumdar, Neetha and Agnihotri, 2013; De Haan, 2011). This made them particularly

vulnerable to the economic consequences of India’s COVID-19 lockdown (Sengupta and
6See our online Appendix for details.
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Jha, 2020). Millions of migrant workers lost their jobs and tried to return home from

Mumbai, often walking long distances with little food (Abi-Habib and Yasir, 2020; Bose,

2020; Suryawanshi, 2020a,c,b). This setting epitomizes the difficult trade-offs associated

with imposing travel bans, highlighting the importance of understanding their impact on

COVID-19 infections.

Travel restrictions On March 25th, 2020, India imposed a nationwide economic and

mobility lockdown (Indian Ministry of Home Affairs, 2020). At this time, Mumbai was

recording more new infections than any other Indian urban center. Social distancing inter-

ventions notwithstanding, by April 26th, the city had recorded more than 5,400 COVID-19

cases, by far the highest in the country at the time (COVID-19 India Org Data Operations

Group, 2020).

For fear that millions of urban migrants would return home and export infections across

rural India, the government maintained a ban on domestic travel out of the city, including

shuttering airports, trains, and buses (Government of Maharashtra, Department of Revenue

and Forest, Disaster Management, Relief and Rehabilitation, 2020b; Express Web Desk,

2020; Ministry of Home Affairs, Government of India, 2020). As the economy rapidly con-

tracted (Press Information Bureau, Ministry of Statistics & Programme Implementation,

Government of India, 2020) and unemployment rates rose sharply (Centre for Monitoring

Indian Economy, 2020), migrants began experiencing increasingly dire economic conditions

(Abi-Habib and Yasir, 2020). Under intense pressure (Supreme Court of India, 2020), the

government eventually lifted travel restrictions in three phases. Phase 1 migrants, returning

to homes outside of the state of Maharashtra, were permitted to leave Mumbai as early as

May 8th (Mehta, 2020). Phase 2 migrants, leaving for districts within the Mumbai Metropoli-

tan Region, were able to depart on June 5th (Government of Maharashtra, Department of

Revenue and Forest, Disaster Management, Relief and Rehabilitation, 2020a). Finally, Phase

3 migrants, going to all remaining destinations, were able to leave on August 20th (News on

AIR—News Services Division, All India Radio News, 2020).

The Mumbai travel bans yield a natural experiment with a common infection source

and three distinct travel resumptions. We use a panel fixed effects ‘event study’ design to
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study this policy. We describe the statistical analysis in detail below and our data sources

in Table A2.

3.A Empirical strategy

We estimate the impact of domestic travel ban releases on COVID-19 cases for the three

Mumbai travel bans and bans in other countries using a panel fixed effects ordinary least

squares regression (Wooldridge, 2010; Angrist and Pischke, 2008). Formally, for each travel

ban release, we estimate:

Idt =
30∑

s=−30

βs1[days to release = s]dt ×migrantsd + αd + δt + εdt, (1)

where Idt is the number of new COVID-19 cases on date t in administrative unit d,

migrantsd is the (static) number of migrants from administrative unit d residing in the

hotspot(s) as enumerated by national censuses, and 1[days to release = s]dt is an indicator

variable equal to 1 if date t is s days after the date of release to administrative unit d and

0 otherwise. The latter indicator is calculated for every administrative unit d for dates

spanning 30 days before and after the release date (s = −30 to s = 30). As is evident

from these definitions, t refers to calendar time and s refers to ‘event time’, which is defined

relative to the release date. Negative values of s imply dates that precede the travel ban

release. We drop hotspots in order to, consistent with our SEIR model, isolate the effects of

travel ban releases on infections in migrants’ home regions.

This model non-parametrically controls for time-invariant and unobserved factors in-

fluencing new COVID-19 cases in each administrative unit, such as demographics, income,

and healthcare quality, through the use of a full set of unit fixed effects αd. It also non-

parametrically controls for common factors influencing new COVID-19 cases over time, for

example country-wide under-detection of COVID-19 cases, seasonality that may affect dis-

ease spread, and changes in disease containment measures, through date-of-sample fixed

effects δt. These fixed effects also absorb the un-interacted 1[days to release = s]dt and

migrantsd terms. εdt is an error term, two-way clustered by administrative unit and date-
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of-sample to account for arbitrary within-unit correlation and spatial correlation across ad-

ministrative units (Cameron and Miller, 2015; Bertrand, Duflo and Mullainathan, 2004).

In this specification, the regression coefficients of interest, βs, reflect the impact of travel

ban releases on COVID-19 cases per migrant for each day s after release. In the absence

of any trends before the event, we could use these coefficients to estimate excess cases per

migrant in the 30 days after each release given by
∑30

s=0 β̂
s. In practice, for a given model

specification, the assumption that pre-trends are zero (flat) may not perfectly hold. In such

a case, post-release β̂s values cannot be added to obtain a measure of excess cases. For

example, consider a situation where equation (1) returns a similarly increasing trend of β̂s

coefficients before and after the event. This pattern should be interpreted as evidence of a

zero treatment effect. However, simply adding up post-period β̂s coefficients would yield a

very different conclusion.

To guard against this possibility, we first adjust the β̂s values before using them to

estimate excess cases. Intuitively, what is required is a rotation of the estimated β̂s coef-

ficients about the omitted time dummy (we use t = −1 following standard practice), until

a linear fit to β̂s coefficients in the pre-period lies along the x-axis. This rotation will also

modify post-period coefficients, correctly removing the effect of any residual pre-trend that

may have remained after estimating equation (1).

We implement this adjustment in a fairly straightforward manner. First, we estimate

the slope of the pre-release coefficients by regressing

β̂s = θs+ ηs (2)

for s < 0, where s is in event time and ηs is an error term. Next, we calculate adjusted

estimates

β̃s = β̂s − (θ̂(s+ 1)). (3)

We use s + 1 (rather than s alone) because the omitted dummy in our regressions is

set at t = −1, and this adjustment correctly preserves this point while ‘rotating’ the original

β̂s coefficients about it. When the estimated θ̂ is zero, the adjusted β̃s coefficients equal
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the unadjusted β̂s coefficients. If a pre-trend exists, however, this adjustment is critical to

eliminating bias.

In practice, this adjustment makes our estimates more conservative. Without this

adjustment, we slightly overestimate excess cases per migrant following the Phase 1 and

Phase 2 travel ban releases in India, and substantially overestimate effects for Phase 3 (Figure

A1). Our cross-country results are similar with or without this adjustment (Figure A2).

Taking the adjusted β̃s coefficients, we calculate excess COVID-19 cases per migrant in

the 30 days after each travel ban release as

excess cases per migrant =
30∑
s=0

β̃s, (4)

taking care to appropriately compute the variance for a sum of random variables. This

quantity is a useful indicator for the growth rate of new infections that are generated in

migrants’ home administrative units following travel ban releases.

To compute excess case estimates comparable to those generated by the SEIR model,

we re-estimate equation (1) with a fixed endpoint:

Idt =
∑T

s=−30 β
s1[days to release = s]dt ×migrantsd (5)

+αd + δt + εdt.

Because the Phase 3 release occurs significantly later than the Phase 1 and Phase 2 releases,

we examine the latter two and fix the endpoint to June 30th for each (T = 53 for Phase 1

and T = 25 for Phase 2). We then compute excess cases per migrant in the T days after

each release as described by equation (4), with the coefficients summing to s = T instead of

s = 30:

excess cases per migrant =
T∑

s=0

β̃s. (6)

To interpret our effects as causal, we require a conditional independence assumption:

E[εdt|αd; δt] = 0. In a model without the migrantsd interaction, we would need to assume the
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timing of travel ban releases was unrelated to home administrative unit cases and common

counterfactual trends. Because our model interacts the treatment timing dummy variables

with the number of migrants from each home administrative unit d, we require a substantially

weaker assumption: parallel counterfactual trends in migrant-scaled home administrative

unit cases, conditional on our fixed effects.

A standard test of this assumption is to examine the trend in home administrative

units prior to and following a sharp ‘treatment’ (travel ban lifting). In Figure 2, panel C,

we plot β̃s event study coefficients for Mumbai’s three ban releases. We see a sharp trend

break for the Phase 1 and Phase 2 releases, consistent with this assumption. In line with

our aggregated Phase 3 estimate not being statistically significantly different from zero, we

do not see a sharp break for Phase 3.

Furthermore, we find no evidence that travel ban releases impacted COVID-19 cases

when we estimate our model without scaling home administrative units by the number of

migrants (Figure A1). This is important evidence in favor of our identifying assumption:

any confounder must differentially impact home administrative units in a manner coincident

with the timing of ban releases, and also supports our hypothesis that migrants are the cause

of increased COVID-19 cases following travel ban releases.

3.B Results

Figure 2, Panel A, shows the COVID-19 test positivity rate in Mumbai over time, a measure

of infection intensity in the hotspot. As is clear, the positivity rate starts off low, rises

rapidly, and eventually falls. We observe a similar pattern using raw case counts.

Figure 2, Panel B, plots the home districts of Mumbai migrants, using data from the

2011 Census of India.7 We find substantial variation across districts. Amidst the chaos of

Mumbai’s travel restrictions, obtaining official statistics on the number and destinations of

people who fled the city is impossible. We therefore use the distribution of home districts

of recorded migrants as a (time-invariant) proxy for the destinations and relative shares of

migrants who left the city.
7See our online Appendix for more details.
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Figure 2, Panel C, shows results from the event study regression model we use to

estimate the excess cases generated in migrants’ home districts after each of Mumbai’s travel

ban releases. This approach uses the evolution of COVID-19 cases in each migrant home

district from before a ban release to construct a counterfactual describing what would have

happened had travel not been permitted. If lifting a ban leads to faster infection growth

in migrants’ home districts, this will cause a trend break shortly after the date movement

is allowed. From top to bottom, we show results for Phases 1, 2, and 3. The x-axis is a

normalized time-scale, running from 30 days before to 30 days after each travel ban release,

where t = 0 is the release date. The y-axis is the number of excess cases in migrants’ home

districts, compared to a counterfactual without a ban release.

For all three phases, our estimate of excess cases hovers around zero until each ban

release, consistent with our hypothesis that active travel bans temporarily limited disease

transmission from Mumbai to sink districts. After the bans are relaxed, we find that cases

rise somewhat in Phase 1 districts (relatively short ban), substantially in Phase 2 districts

(intermediate ban), and negligibly in Phase 3 districts (relatively long ban). The area under

each curve where t ≥ 0 measures cumulative excess cases in the 30 days after each ban

release.

Although Figure 2, Panel C, demonstrates that both short and intermediate length

travel bans played a key role in increasing rural infections, the observed magnitudes are a

function of both the number of returning migrants in each Phase and the probability that

a given migrant carries the disease. In Figure 2, Panel D, we plot a normalized statistic:

excess cases per 1,000 Census migrants within 30 days of ban release to districts in each

phase.

We observe a clear parabolic relationship. On a per migrant basis, the intermediate

length ban generated the largest effect, while short and long bans produced far fewer cases.

This suggests that short (Phase 1) and long (Phase 3) bans, which ended when hotspot cases

were relatively low (Figure 2, Panel A), led to low infection growth rates in migrants’ home

districts, while the intermediate length (Phase 2) ban caused rapid infection growth. We

14



find similar, albeit noisier, results using daily COVID-19 deaths as the dependent variable

rather than daily COVID-19 cases.8

Finally, Figure 2, Panel E, compares excess COVID-19 cases per 1,000 Census migrants

in destination districts following the short (Phase 1) and intermediate (Phase 2) ban, count-

ing cumulative cases occurring through a fixed end date of June 30th.9 We compute this

using coefficients from an extended version of the event study from Figure 2, Panel C, where

we count excess cases up to 53 days after the Phase 1 release and 25 days after the Phase

2 release (equations 5 and 6). This accounts for both opposing forces in our SEIR model.

Phase 1 migrants have more time to spread infections, while Phase 2 migrants are more

likely to be infected before returning home. We find that Phase 2 districts experienced more

new cases per Census migrant, even in a shorter 25 day period. In this empirical setting,

the lengthier travel restriction created more total infections than the shorter ban.

3.C Robustness

Our estimates of per migrant excess cases, computed as described above, are robust to

a variety of alternative specifications, including removing the date-of-sample fixed effects;

replacing the date-of-sample fixed effects with a polynomial in sample date; adding a control

for testing; and omitting the interaction with migrantsd (Figure A1). The characteristic

parabolic relationship between travel ban duration the COVID-19 cases per migrant in visible

across specifications.

In Figure A4, we conduct a permutation inference test for the Mumbai travel ban release

analysis. First, we reassign each district’s COVID-19 case time series to a randomly-selected

district without replacement. Then, we re-estimate our regression model (equation 1), adjust

for linear trends in the pre-release coefficients (equations 2 and 3). Finally, we compute excess

cases per-migrant by summing the post-release coefficients. We repeat this process 10,000

times and plot the resulting point estimates. This yields permutation inference p−values

of < 0.0001 for Phase 1, 0.0008 for Phase 2, and 0.4395 for Phase 3, suggesting that our

estimates are not spurious.
8See Figure A3 and the online Appendix for details.
9This figure uses Indian data from April 8th to June 30th.
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4 Cross-country comparisons

We now investigate the relationship between the duration of domestic travel bans and the im-

pact of migrants on COVID-19 cases around the developing world. We collected subnational

data on travel bans and COVID-19 cases in Indonesia, India, South Africa, the Philippines,

China, and Kenya. Together, these countries comprise roughly 40% of the global population

(Worldometers.info, 2021).

We link the travel ban dates in each country with national statistics data on domestic

migration and COVID-19 cases.10 For each country, we identify one or more hotspots, defined

as locations with relatively high COVID-19 cases that restricted travel to other regions,11

and study the impact of the first national travel ban release.

In Figure 3, Panel A, we plot the number of hotspot COVID-19 cases per capita within

one week of travel ban relaxation, along with a quadratic fit. As in Mumbai (Figure 2, Panel

A), per-capita hotspot infections are relatively low at the time of short and long ban releases,

and relatively high at the time of intermediate length releases.

Analogous to Figure 2, Panel D, in Figure 3, Panel B, we plot excess COVID-19 cases per

1,000 Census migrants, estimated using a similar country-specific event study design. Unlike

Figure 2, we cannot rule out the influence of other factors that differ across countries. This

caveat notwithstanding, we find a clear parabolic relationship across estimates, consistent

with our theoretical predictions and our results from Mumbai.

First, we see no evidence that Indonesia’s short travel ban significantly increased rural

infections once migrants were allowed to return home. Second, the ending of intermediate

length bans in South Africa and India produced substantial excess cases. In the Philippines,

which had a slightly longer ban duration, we continue to find evidence that ban releases

increased cases, but to a lesser extent than India or South Africa. We see little evidence that

Kenya’s long travel ban increased rural cases. In China, hotspot cases had fallen more quickly

than in other countries, nearing zero at the time of ban release. We correspondingly find

no evidence of new cases following the travel ban relaxation. These cross-country estimates
10See our online Appendix for details.
11Ibid.
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suggest that our Mumbai results, showing that the impact of travel bans on COVID-19 cases

is nonlinear in their duration, generalize around the developing world.

Similarly to our results for the Mumbai natural experiment, our cross-country compar-

isons are robust to removing the date-of-sample fixed effects and replacing the date-of-sample

fixed effects with a polynomial in the sample date (Figure A2). Due to data constraints, we

are unable to control for subnational tests in countries other than India. However, country-

wide trends in testing that vary over time are picked up by the date-of-sample fixed effects.

Because our samples for other countries include a single ban release, removing the migrantsd
interaction results in collinearity between the 1[days to release = s]dt term and the date-of-

sample fixed effects, so we omit this robustness check for the cross-country results.

5 Discussion

Because the costs of travel bans directly influence their feasible durations, decisions on

whether to implement bans cannot be made independently from their likely economic im-

pacts, which will vary by local context. This is true even if we measure the desirability of

policy outcomes purely in terms of COVID-19 cases or deaths. The available evidence sug-

gests that severe lockdowns can be extremely costly (Press Information Bureau, Ministry of

Statistics & Programme Implementation, Government of India, 2020; Centre for Monitoring

Indian Economy, 2020; Ravindran and Shah, 2020; Abi-Habib and Yasir, 2020). Our results

provide evidence that domestic travel bans can also produce unintended consequences with

respect to disease transmission. Our analysis is not without limitation: the chaotic nature of

mobility in developing countries in the wake of these releases makes it impossible to observe

actual leaver counts. However, our robustness checks (Figures A2 to A4) demonstrate that

migrants are a key source of disease transmission after travel ban release, and our empirical

estimates are consistent with the results from our theoretical model. Secondly, our cross-

country analysis necessarily cannot cannot account for unobserved factors that may differ

across countries. The fact that this analysis produces similar results to our Mumbai natural

experiment, which holds constant the source of infection, gives us confidence in its validity.
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Taken together, our findings suggest that policymakers should exhibit caution when

initiating domestic travel bans if they cannot commit to sufficiently long restrictions. The

importance of accounting for duration when projecting the impacts of domestic travel bans

also implies that empirical estimates based on data collected before travel restrictions were

lifted may be misleading. Had the Mumbai restrictions been evaluated before migrants were

allowed to leave, as in prior work which examined travel restrictions in other settings (Hsiang

et al., 2020; Flaxman et al., 2020), one might have erroneously concluded that infections

were reduced because community transmission in rural India would have been temporarily

prevented.

That said, even bans that increases cumulative infections will delay the occurrence of

new cases through community spread outside hotspots. If policymakers could use this time

to significantly improve the availability of healthcare, the number of serious complications

and deaths may fall even as total infections rise. Although this could serve as a legitimate

justification for using travel bans, it is likely easier said than done in most developing coun-

tries, where rural public health services were often inadequate and overburdened well before

the coronavirus pandemic.
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Figures

Figure 1: Predicted infections following travel ban releases are nonlinear in ban duration

Notes: This figure plots SEIR model simulations of cumulative excess rural sink infections per 1,000 migrants
(vertical axis) following the release of travel bans of varying durations (horizontal axis). For all simulations,
we use a fixed end date of t = 189 days after the ban begins. We compare excess rural sink cases to a
counterfactual in which migrants leave the source immediately. Vertical gray lines mark hypothetical short,
long, and intermediate bans; blue markers indicate excess cases caused by bans of these length. Brackets
compare intermediate and long bans with a short ban. We calibrate this model to parameters from Mumbai,
India.
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Figure 2: Results from Mumbai natural experiment

Notes: Panel A shows the Mumbai COVID-19 case positivity rate time series (moving average of prior 7
days). Dots mark the Phase 1 (dark blue), Phase 2 (light blue), and Phase 3 (purple) release dates. Panel B,
shows a map of home districts of Mumbai migrants, using data from the 2011 Census of India. Panel C shows
event study estimates of excess COVID-19 cases over a 30-day window before and after travel ban releases.
Excess cases are shown separately for short (Phase 1, top), intermediate (Phase 2, middle), and long (Phase
3, bottom) bans. A sharp positive trend break is visible soon after the short and intermediate ban releases.
The horizontal axis shows the number of days since the travel ban release for each phase. t = 0 is the release
date. Panel D shows regression estimates of excess COVID-19 cases per 1,000 Mumbai migrants in Phase 1,
Phase 2, and Phase 3 districts 30 days after travel ban releases. Panel E shows regression estimates of excess
COVID-19 cases per 1,000 migrants in Phase 1 and Phase 2 districts by June 30th. Panels C–E, display
90% confidence intervals as gray vertical bars.
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Figure 3: Cross-country comparisons suggest the impact of domestic travel bans on COVID-
19 cases is nonlinear in their duration

Kenya

Indonesia

Philippines

South Africa

India

China

0

.2

.4

.6

.8

Ho
ts

po
t C

O
VI

D-
19

 c
as

es
 p

er
 1

,0
00

 p
eo

pl
e  A

Kenya

Indonesia

Philippines

South Africa India

China
0

15

30

45

Ex
ce

ss
 C

O
VI

D-
19

 c
as

es
 p

er
 1

,0
00

 m
ig

ra
nt

s

0 20 40 60 80 100
Travel ban duration (days)

  B

Notes: Panel A shows COVID-19 cases within one week (±7 days) of travel ban releases for urban hotspots
in different countries (see Table A3 for hotspot definitions). Panel B shows excess COVID-19 cases per
1,000 hotspot migrants 30 days after each country’s travel ban release. 90% confidence intervals are shown
in gray vertical bars. Common horizontal axis displays ban duration. Parabolic curves in both panels are
unweighted quadratic functions fit to the estimate for each country.
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