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REFUGEES AND THE
IMPACT OF COVID-19
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The MUN Refugee Challenge is an
initiative launched by UNHCR, the UN
Refugee Agency, to encourage

students worldwide to shape solutions
for people forced to flee their homes.
This guide was drafted to help
students prepare for their debates.
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THE CHALLENGE

The coronavirus pandemic (COVID-19) has spread across the world, infecting over 60 million people and
taking the lives of more than one million. The world’s 79.5 million people forced to flee their homes due to
conflict and persecution constitute one of the most vulnerable population groups.

Anyone can contract COVID-19, but the pandemic has affected certain populations disproportionately. Due
to limited testing, the exact number of COVID-19 cases among people forced to flee remains unknown. But
in addition to the health threats, forcibly displaced people have faced particularly difficult economic and
social challenges associated with the pandemic.

The spread of COVID-19 has devastated many countries’ health and economic systems and disrupted the
education of more than a billion children. This has been particularly true for developing countries, which
host 85 per cent of the world’s refugee population. Providing forcibly displaced people with adequate
healthcare and maintaining their social and economic wellbeing presents a challenge for host countries and
the international community.

WHY IS THIS What we do now will determine how and for how long the
ISSUE pandemic disrupts our lives.
IMPORTANT
TO ADDRESS? Governments, organizations and communities must do all

they can to protect the rights and the health of everyone,
including refugees, if we are to stop the spread of the virus
and successfully rebuild.

Thus, including the forcibly displaced in identifying and
implementing solutions is in everyone’s best interest.

"We are only as strong as the weakest
health system in our connected world".
—UN Secretary-General Anténio Guterres
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Health Refugee communities have faced critical challenges in following

recommended risk reduction practices:

+ Many refugees live in poor urban areas (60 percent of refugees
live in cities) or densely populated camps with inadequate
health infrastructure, making physical distancing very difficult.

+ The lack of access to face masks, protective gear, clean water
and soap makes refugees more vulnerable to COVID-19.

» Refugees have limited access to public health services. For
example, Syrian and Palestinian refugees in Lebanon cannot
access health facilities without providing identification
documents, which is often an issue since most refugees in
Lebanon are undocumented.

+ Refugee populations often lack the funds to obtain adequate
treatment if infected with the virus.

Economic Inclusion The pandemic has exacerbated the monetary challenges that
refugees face on a daily basis. Total or partial lockdowns have
prevented refugees from earning their daily income, especially

since many refugees do not have stable jobs. The decrease in the
income of refugees is also an obstacle to getting adequate
treatment if infected with COVID-19. While refugees have the right
to work under international law, half of refugees are not allowed to
work in their country of refuge and COVID-19 has exacerbated the
situation.

Mental Health Refugees and the displaced already struggle with the trauma of
fleeing war, violence, persecution and discrimination. The stress
and fear of contracting COVID-19 or losing their livelihoods as well
as the isolation and loneliness experienced during lockdowns,
have exacerbated mental health issues.

"The need to support mental health assistance for displaced
populations was critical before the pandemic but now we are
dealing with an emergency and a picture of widespread despair."

—UN High Commissioner for Refugees Filippo Grandi
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Access to Asylum Seeking asylum is a human right but has been under attack as

countries work to contain the virus. At the peak of COVID-19, 168
countries fully or partially closed their borders and around 100 of
those countries did not make an exception for individuals
seeking asylum. Individuals have in some cases been forced to
return to danger and persecution. UNHCR ‘s position is that
governments can protect their countries against the pandemic
while ensuring access to fair asylum.

"Everyone has the right to seek and to enjoy in other countries
asylum from persecution."

— Universal Declaration of Human Rights, Article 14 (1)

Access to Education The future of millions of young refugees living in vulnerable and
marginalized communities is in danger if no immediate action is
taken to overcome the effects of the pandemic on refugee
education.

Refugee girls are particularly at risk. The Malala Fund estimates
that half of all refugee girls in secondary school will not return
when schools reopen at the start of the 2020 school year as a
result of the pandemic.

"Half of the world’s refugee Refugee children in many parts of the world already face
children were already out discrimination when it comes to education. The spread of COVID-
of school. After everything 19 is forcing many countries to close schools and limit numbers in
they have endured, we classrooms. Refugees should not be forgotten when countries

address the needs of school children during the pandemic— for
example by offering remote schooling. If schools close, all
children must be able to return when they reopen. This means
supporting families so that parents never have to choose whether
— Filippo Grandi, UN High to send a child to school or send them to work to keep their family
Commissioner for Refugees from going hungry.

cannot rob them of their
futures by denying them
an education today. "
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UNHCR

The UN Refugee Agency

CHALLENGE

A Global Humanitarian Response Plan for COVID-19 was launched in March 2019 by the UN Office for the
Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs (OCHA), outlining the responsibilities and roles of different
organizations in addressing the humanitarian, health and economic impact of the pandemic. The target of
this response is to provide 250 million people with COVID-19 assistance.

{f}) UNHCR

The UN Refugee Agency

UNHCR

UNHCR has focused on responding to the health and economic needs of refugees. UNHCR has been the
lead UN agency in “advocating and ensuring that refugees, migrants, IDPs, people of concern and host
population groups who are particularly vulnerable to the pandemic receive COVID-19 assistance.”

» UNHCR is distributing soap, shelter material and other core relief items.

+ UNHCR is expanding cash assistance to mitigate the socio-economic impact of COVID-19.

« UNHCR is enhancing monitoring to ensure the rights of refugees people are respected.

» UNHCR is advocating for the inclusion of refugees in national health systems and recovery plans.

« UNHCR also supports governments with medical equipment and supplies.

The following map highlights specific examples of UNHCR’s Global COVID-19 Response:

Specific country examples

Guatemala
In Guatemala, UNHCR, & supporting
state efforks 1o respond to the needs
iof thie recumiad populabion by
prewiding rifugea housng units that
are beng wsed s health monaring
areas in shelers. UASCR has also
provided cash assistarce to more than
00 returness 1o Mest bask needs.

y

Ecuador

In Ecusdor, some 200 young peaple
have soretied anline courses tharks
1o the inktiathee "Conectadas
Ganamas”, a programme to mprove
dhigital skiis Gunchid by UNHCR in
conperatian with Its partner Fundaciin
de las Americas [FUDELA) and
Funcaciin Telefénica Movistar, The
miiative 3imE 0 IMpIove empkoyment
oppertunites or help o start small
busrieites
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Greeca
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agylam-seekers with information on
DO s

In Mauritania, as part of UNHCR's efforts 1o
suppert seoal protection cuicames, the
cgnbtion of cath 1o 1,024 vlnerable uiban
refugee househoids was oompleted. During the
st weeks of distribution, the botal amount
catrbuted by beneliciarss was over USD

2 000

Burkina Faso

In Burkina Fass, UNHCE. abo provided in-kind
denations, compased of three ambulances one of
wehich i medcaived, medicne, pharmaceutical
supplies. and irformation posters on COVID-13, 1o
regional autherities.

Ghana
In Ghana, UNHCR had nlroduced innovalive approaches o
ensure continuty of hasic protection services, starting with
rishigée statis determination (RED) and registration. [n July,
the first virtusl RS0 adjudications were carried out by the

Ghara Refugee Board and 4 total of 81 cases were approved
fi the granting of stahis in Ghana during the OOVED-19

pandemic.

Democratic Republic of the Congo
In the Democratic Republic of the Congo (DRC), UNHCR
hanced cver B QuaTanting CENETe to thie Kasai Provinge

19 cases. Since the beginning of the COVID-19 response,
UNHCR has estabshed 10 isolation and quararting Centres in
e DRC and provided equipment and other suppor to an
additional 8 centres.

In Greece, a5 asvium offices have gradualy
-, r re-started their sendces, the operation has
supported the effar of the Asylum Service

= oy sending text messages to 150,000

Governor in Katshongo to be used for future dentified COVID-

Ukraine Libya
In Ukraine, the opematicn procured (ver
3,000 pleces.of personal protecthe
equipmert fior 18 primary heath cane
faclities slong the ‘contact ne’ in
Doetska ohilst,

Ethiopia

Ir Ethiopia, & WhatsApp gnoup wis
ewtabinbed bo cormect senvice providirs,

share Information on 9aps and assess
ongaing needs.

Sudan
In Swdan, to contrinute to sale learning spaces, URHCR.
g DATNETS SUPPOTEd Exmiratbion Centi s (hyough the
Ministry of Education with Fand veashing Facitios,
sanittrers, drenlectants, soap and spray pumps where
students, inchidng refugees and mterrally depliced
people, were to attend their final Basic Pimany Schaal
Leaving Examinations commending on 19 Jaly.

Zambia

In Zambia, UNHCR has idenitified 30 quakfied refuges heaith
personnel and i ergaging the Ministries of Home Affairs and
Heakh to secune their inclusion in the national response as part.
of the feontling Fealth workors,

social warkins 300 women's group leaders to

LINHCR and IR recently supported the neapening of & primary heakhcane
eentre in Tripall, Litya whith was clemed by the govermment when a state
of emergercy was deciared as the First tases of COVID-19 appesred in
March. Witk support of UNHCR and IRC, & catthment area of o least
30,000 poople wil be provided with medical ard probection serices.

&

Islamic Republic of Iran

With the asstance of ECHO and the EU Hurranitarian
ir Bridge, over 95 per cent of all personal protectie
edquipment and medical supdly onders Rave been

defivered to the lslamec Republic of lran, with the rest
expecied o be delivered soon,

Malaysia

In Malaysls, UNFCR partners distribute leaeming
misterisls and worksheets for refugee children when
delivering food asntante (o refuges famiied.
Completed workshosts ane collected and replaced
with new ones when the following round of
ssigtarce i delvered.
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https://www.unocha.org/sites/unocha/files/GHRP-COVID19_July_update.pdf
https://reporting.unhcr.org/sites/default/files/28072020_UNHCR%20Global%20COVID-19%20Emergency%20Response.pdf
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World Health Organization

The World Health Organization (WHO) signed an agreement with UNHCR in May 2020 to boost the
provision of health services to forcibly displaced and stateless people.

« WHO has been working with governments across the world to ensure that supply chains of medical
equipment are reaching all communities, including refugees, internally displaced people and
stateless people.

+ WHO offices in countries with large refugee populations, such as Lebanon, Turkey and Thailand,
have joined efforts with ministries of health to monitor cases and ensure the protection of refugees
and the overall community from COVID-19.

« WHO raises awareness of health and safety practices. For example, WHO has conducted a 9-day
COVID-19 awareness campaign in Irag’s Kurdistan region, which hosts one million displaced people
(refugees and IDPs), in cooperation with the Ministry of Health.

Businesses —
Businesses can also support refugees during the COVID-19 pandemic.

« Businesses can employ refugees. During the pandemic, global companies have joined the Tent
Partnership for Refugees, a network of 130 major private businesses, to hire refugees, support
refugee entrepreneurs or create financial services that are more accessible to refugees.

» Businesses provide vital support by giving funds and in-kind donations. For example, Sony
corporations donated 3 million dollars through their relief fund for COVID-19.

» Businesses can help raise awareness of the situation of refugees. For example, H&M and WeTransfer
have used their channels to share messages of solidarity.

I
an

Governments nIn
gl

During the pandemic, refugee-hosting governments can play a key role in facilitating the protection of
forcibly displaced people from COVID-19.

+ Governments can facilitate the access of refugees to doctors, hospitals and healthcare. For
example in Thailand, in 2013, all migrants and refugees were given access to health coverage
regardless of their legal status.

» Governments can protect refugees from the economic impact of the pandemic by including them in
their economic recovery plans.

» Governments can maintain refugees’ right to territory, asylum, shelter and resettlement. For
example, Portugal granted asylum seekers full citizenship rights during the COVID-19 outbreak and
their rights of health were subsequently maintained.
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Refugees

All over the world, refugee communities are showing solidarity in response to COVID-19.

* Refugee doctors and scientists are stepping up to contribute to the health emergency response. Lubab
al-Quraishi, an Iraqi refugee in the United States stepped in to work in the frontline when New Jersey
allowed internationally trained medical workers to help the city fight COVID-19.

» Refugees also play a critical role in sharing accurate information and contributing to prevention efforts
in their communities. In Dadaab refugee camp in Kenya, COVID-19 information is disseminated by
refugees through Radio Gar Gar radio programmes, which reach more than 100,000 listeners.

* Refugees have set up support groups to help older people and have cooked meals for health care
workers on the front lines of fighting this pandemic.

Moheyman Alkhatavi, a 24-year-old Iraqgi
refugee working as a nurse in Iran is part of
a team working tirelessly to monitor
patients admitted to his hospital’s
quarantine unit while they await their test
results.

In Dadaab refugee camp in Kenya,
Amina, a refugee teacher, started
broadcasting lessons to her students
on a community station called Radio
Gargaar when schools had to close.
Radio lessons helped support over
100,000 students who attend the
camps’ 30 primary and secondary
schools.

© UNHCR/ JIMALE ABDULLAHI
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Questions to Guide the Debate

o How do we ensure refugees have access to the latest health and safety guidance? How
can we involve refugees in the dissemination of health information in their communities?

o How can health services be expanded to refugees in host countries who are themselves
struggling with the pandemic? How to improve refugees’ access to hospitals and doctors?

o How can we work against xenophobia, fear and misunderstanding so refugees are
welcomed, not shunned?

o How can we ensure young refugees continue to access education during lockdowns
and after?

O How can the right of seeking asylum be protected during the COVID-19 pandemic?
O How do we create better conditions in refugee camps to ensure social distancing?
O How do we ensure refugees get access to a vaccine when it becomes available?
O How can refugees be protected from the economic impact of the pandemic?

O How do we protect the mental health of refugees during COVID-19?

Useful Resources

o UNHCR Story Map on the effect of COVID-19 on Refugees

o UNHCR's Operational Portal on COVID-19 and Refugees

o The Impact of COVID-19 on Refugee Education

O Refugees making_ a difference during the COVID-19 pandemic

o UN OCHA Global Humanitarian Response Plan: COVID-19
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https://www.unocha.org/sites/unocha/files/GHRP-COVID19_July_update.pdf
https://www.unocha.org/sites/unocha/files/GHRP-COVID19_July_update.pdf
https://storymaps.arcgis.com/stories/95cc3b65d9264cf3b80fffef0daa0358
https://storymaps.arcgis.com/stories/95cc3b65d9264cf3b80fffef0daa0358
https://data2.unhcr.org/en/situations/covid-19
https://data2.unhcr.org/en/situations/covid-19
https://www.unhcr.org/dach/de/45421-the-impact-of-covid-19-on-refugee-education.html
https://www.unhcr.org/dach/de/45421-the-impact-of-covid-19-on-refugee-education.html
https://www.unhcr.org/news/stories/2020/5/5ebd461d4/coronavirus-spreads-refugee-doctors-want-join-fight.html

