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Refugees during the Pandemic: Impact of 

COVID-19 on Global Refugee Crisis 

 
ADITI PAREEK
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ABSTRACT 

Staying at home to protect themselves from the virus is not a choice for people fleeing abuse 

or persecution. However, as countries react to the epidemic, access to asylum and other 

protections that would protect vulnerable refugees has been severely restricted. Closed 

borders, on the other hand, have made it more difficult to exercise the right. Detention, 

persecution, and refoulement are also much more likely for refugee. Some are being 

returned to the same dangers they attempted to flee. Of course, states have the right to 

manage their territories and boundaries, and it's understandable that during a pandemic, 

they'll take extra precautions to keep the virus from spreading. Despite these limitations, 

many countries have shown that access to asylum and security procedures can be 

maintained. 

While public health is a compelling reason to invoke exceptional national security 

measures, the international community should keep nations responsible in order to avoid 

closing ports of entry in such tense times. We are currently “witnessing the highest rate of 

human displacement on record,” according to UNHCR. 70.8 million people have been 

forcibly displaced, with 41.3 million of them being internally displaced. The number of 

asylum seekers has not decreased, but rather increased, in the current refugee crisis (Syria, 

Afghanistan, South Sudan, Myanmar, and Somalia). Thus, in order to prevent a worsening 

of the world's greatest humanitarian crisis, international law must not be ignored or 

weakened, and harsher condemnation must be increased. 

Keywords: UNHCR, COVID-19, Refugee crisis, refugees during pandemic. 

 

I. INTRODUCTION 
“No one leaves home unless home is the mouth of a shark.” 

~Warsan Shire 

In the aftermath of World War II, the United Nations Refugee Agency was created in 1950 to 

help displaced Europeans. The 1951 Refugee Convention defines refugees as “[Any person] 
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owing to well-founded fear of persecution for reasons of race, religion, nationality, membership 

of a particular social group or political opinion, is outside the country of his nationality and is 

unable or, owing to such fear, is unwilling to avail himself of the protection of that country; or 

who, not having a nationality and being outside the country of his former habitual residence as 

a result of such events, is unable or, owing to such fear, is unwilling to return to it.”2 Once a 

refugee has found security in another country, the state is only responsible to a certain extent. 

According to M.S.S. v. Belgium and Greece3, Article 3 of the 1951 Refugee Convention does 

not obligate a host country to offer financial or other assistance to refugees in order to maintain 

a certain standard of living, and “cannot be interpreted as obliging Contracting Parties to 

provide anyone within their jurisdiction with a home,” when referring to refugees.   

“Not a single Rohingya will be permitted to enter [Bangladesh],” Bangladeshi coast guards 

said on April 23. In a recent interview, Foreign Minister Abdul Momen painted a picture of the 

government's stance. Strong words that evoke memories of the 1970s, when Vietnamese boat 

people sought asylum in neighbouring countries but were repeatedly refused entry.4 

Italy closed its ports in April due to public health issues, which was a similar phenomenon. 

Malaysia's most recent denial of entry to a boat carrying 200 Rohingya refugees was justified 

on the same grounds as Cyprus's. A pernicious trend is raising questions about whether 

governments are using the global pandemic as an excuse to disregard international law by 

deliberately ignoring the principle of non-refoulement. 

National emergencies have provided nations with justifications to ignore international law and 

expand domestic powers over time. The US government "held people without charge for almost 

a decade, engaged in torture as that term is understood in international law, and sent people 

abroad for questioning to countries known to engage in what everyone must agree is torture," 

as seen with post-9/11 policies. Nations should band together to avoid breaking basic human 

rights laws, especially given the possibility that this pandemic will allow governments to relax 

human rights standards and establish a customary practice of respecting human rights only 

when it is deemed appropriate.5 

 
2 Article 1, 1951 Refugee Convention, United Nations Refugee Agency, http://www.unhcr.org/4ca34be29.pdf. (last 

visited on 03/03/21 at 21:34 pm) 
3 M.S.S. refers to an Afghan citizen, Mr. M.S.S. , see M.S.S. v. Belgium and Greece,The European Court of Human 

Rights, Application no. 30696/09, Strasbourg, Jan. 21, 2011, http://www.proasyl.de/fileadmin/fm-dam/NEW 

S/2011/Urteil_EGMR_MSS_gegen_Belgien _und_ Griechenland.pdf. (last visited 03/03/21 at 21:39 pm) 
4 https://thediplomat.com/2020/05/covid-19-is-no-excuse-to-abandon-basic-principles-protecting-refugees-and-

asylum-seekers/ 
5 https://thediplomat.com/2020/05/covid-19-is-no-excuse-to-abandon-basic-principles-protecting-refugees-and-

asylum-seekers/ 
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As the world stands at a crossroads, where governments appear to be eroding human rights in 

the name of national security, officials should remember Harry Truman's words: "Any denial 

of human rights is a denial of democracy's basic beliefs." As countries reconsider their positions 

on “reopening” their streets, they should also reconsider their temporary asylum bans to 

provide a clear statement on their position in international law. After all, international treaties 

negotiated in accordance with the constitution remain the supreme law of the land. 

II. THE IMPACT OF CLOSING BORDERS AROUND THE WORLD 
Although movement restrictions are part of a state's response to the virus's spread, this cannot 

be achieved at the detriment of international human rights and refugee law. When countries 

close their borders and fail to make exceptions for asylum seekers, the risk of refugees and 

asylum seekers being returned to unsafe circumstances increases dramatically. Some people 

may be turned away without ever being given the opportunity to file an asylum claim. 

America: 4.5 million Venezuelans6 had fled their country by the end of 2019 to avoid conflict 

and insecurity, as well as food, drugs, and basic services shortages. However, steps taken across 

the area to stem the spread of the virus – such as closed borders and closed businesses – have 

left many people without the resources to provide for themselves and their families, as well as 

any other assistance. Some people have no choice but to return home; however, increased travel 

increases the risk of contracting the virus, and irregular border crossings expose people to 

human trafficking and abuse. 

Africa: Several African countries have enacted restrictions on freedom of movement, including 

closing borders and declaring states of emergency, but some have partially relaxed the laws. 

Although some displaced people have been granted permission to cross borders by authorities 

based on their need for security, others have bypassed the restrictions by using unofficial border 

crossing points. Those who arrive without help, adequate precautions, and health-control 

measures can be denied access to screening, medical care, and accurate information about how 

to stay healthy from the virus. 

Europe: Access to territory and asylum has increased as European countries reopen their 

borders and limits on travel are progressively lifted, as has access to rights and services for 

refugees and asylum seekers. However, since the pandemic remains a serious threat in the area, 

this will require continued attention. Furthermore, the economic difficulties posed by COVID-

19 have impacted significant segments of Europe's host and displaced populations, 

 
6 93,300 refugees, 794,500 asylum-seekers and 3.6 million Venezuelans displaced abroad. Source: 

https://storymaps.arcgis.com/stories/95cc3b65d9264cf3b80fffef0daa0358 (last visited 03/03/21 at 22:18 pm) 
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emphasizing the importance of integrating refugees and asylum seekers in national structures, 

including social protection systems. 

III. COVID-19: A THREAT MULTIPLIER (DRIVING UNPRECEDENTED 

HUMANITARIAN NEED AND INSTABILITY AMONG REFUGEES AND DISPLACED 

PEOPLE) 
Persecution and violence had driven over 80 million people from their homes at the start of 

2020, well before the compounding effects of COVID-19. COVID-19 containment policies 

have overwhelmingly affected refugees and forcibly displaced persons, with 85 percent of them 

being hosted in low- and middle-income countries like Jordan, Colombia, Iraq, Lebanon, and 

Bangladesh, which are all struggling economically. These people are facing job losses, 

spiralling poverty, destitution, and a lack of aid and growth. The following pointers describe 

the influence of pandemic: 

➢ Pushing already impoverished refugees and displaced populations deeper into poverty, 

such as in the Middle East and North Africa, where COVID-19 forced 1.1 million 

Syrian refugees and internally displaced Iraqis into poverty. 

➢ Reducing wages and work prospects for those in the informal economy, where incomes 

are expected to drop by 82 percent in countries with the highest numbers of forcibly 

displaced people. 

➢ Increasing the risk of violence against refugee and displaced women and children. 

➢ 90 percent of refugee children have limited access to schooling, with older girls in 

particular at risk of dropping out permanently. 

IV. UNHCR: EMERGENCY RESPONSES IN AMERICA 
As a result of outbreak of COVID-19 outbreak in America, the population that UNHCR is 

concerned with has faced unprecedented loss of livelihoods, evictions and health risks, due to 

reasons such as limited access to national systems and lack of adequate quarantine facilities. 

Most of them so no other choice except for returning to their countries in adverse 

circumstances. In middle of the severe economic downturn caused by lengthy confinements, 

xenophobia and discrimination against refugees. And in order to respond to such challenges, 

the response of UNHCR has prioritized 1) to strengthen and support health care and WASH 

services; 2) strengthen protection and community engagement; 3) ramp up cash assistance, 

reinforcements shelters, provide core relief items and improve self-reliance; and 4) education.  
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Latin America is one of the hardest hit regions by the COVID 19 pandemic, with over 12 

million confirmed cases and the highest death toll. The health crisis has been exacerbated by 

the devastating effects of tropical storms in Central America, which have forced thousands of 

people to seek shelter. Governments have unveiled plans to reactivate the economy in the face 

of serious concerns about the region's long-term poverty rise. UNHCR continues to be 

concerned about the plight of refugees, asylum seekers, internally displaced persons, stateless 

people, and others. 

Refugees and migrants are facing even more difficulties as a result of the pandemic, as many 

have lost all sources of income and, in some cases, their homes due to the lockdowns. As a 

result, they are more vulnerable to poverty, exploitation, gender-based violence, and rape. Most 

refugees, internally displaced persons (IDPs), and other UNHCR-affected communities now 

need immediate assistance to meet all of their basic needs, including housing, food, and 

healthcare. Many refugees and migrants are unable to comply with hygiene and physical 

distancing measures due to rising fear and social instability, raising the risk of stigmatization. 

Women, teenagers, indigenous peoples, and LGBT communities face an even more dire 

situation. 

V. UNHCR: EMERGENCY RESPONSES IN ASIA 
Bangladesh: During the pandemic, the humanitarian community, officials, and refugee 

volunteers continue to distribute health and safety information in the camps. Notably, refugees 

have started collecting knowledge about potential vaccine options and modalities. UNHCR has 

begun implementing the ‘Girl Shine' model in Rohingya refugee camps, a program conceived 

in response to assessments suggesting that adolescent Rohingya girls are at increased risk of 

GBV during the pandemic. The program's goal is to support, defend, and empower teenage 

refugee girls against GBV by equipping them with the skills and information they need to 

recognize and seek help in GBV incidents or at-risk situations. 

Myanmar: Following the events of 1 February, the UNHCR continues to closely monitor the 

situation in Myanmar. The United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) 

continues to concentrate on providing security and assistance to its persons of concern in 

Myanmar. The public health situation is exacerbating operational difficulties, with COVID-19-

related restrictions impeding humanitarian access. Due to the pandemic, UNHCR temporarily 

reduced the number of field visits in the South East, Kachin, and northern Shan, with response 

efforts driven by safety and social distancing concerns. Remote events were also bolstered to 

reduce risks to members of the group and workers. 
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India: UNHCR India continues to work with community leaders and refugees to identify and 

respond to pandemic-related needs. Rising financial difficulties, situational stress during the 

pandemic, inability to meet basic needs, weakening coping skills, and challenges to preserve 

emotional well-being are among the concerns faced by refugees. 

VI. CONCLUSION 
There are currently 79.5 million forcibly displaced people worldwide, including 45.7 million 

internally displaced people (IDPs), 26 million refugees, and 4.2 million asylum-seekers.7 In 

addition, there are millions of people not recognized in these categories, such as the 3.6 million 

displaced Venezuelans throughout the world. This creates an immense group of people who 

fall under the mandates of the UNHCR and UN Relief and Works Agency (UNRWA). 

According to the 2019 Global Trends Report, 73 percent of refugees live in neighbouring 

countries, and 85 percent in low- and middle-income countries (herein also referred to as 

Emerging Markets and Developing Economies, EMDEs). 60% of refugees live in cities, while 

the rest live in camps.8 These refugee-hosting countries, like the rest of the world, are 

vulnerable to COVID-19's health and socio-economic effects, with the added challenge and 

obligation of also protecting the refugee populations they host. 

The economic consequences of the pandemic are expected to be catastrophic. According to the 

World Bank, COVID-19 would trigger the fourth-worst global recession in the last 150 years9, 

with the International Monetary Fund (IMF) predicting a global contraction of 4.9 percent, the 

worst since the Great Depression. This effect may appear in a variety of ways. Developmental 

disturbances can have an effect on supply chains and global trade. The majority of businesses 

are experiencing revenue declines, insolvencies, and job losses, regardless of size. As a result, 

there is a lot of unemployment, wage cuts, reduced productivity, and less remittances. 

Suggestion: Refugees must be included in national COVID-19 response plans as well as 

extended social safety nets in hosting countries. Donors and multilateral development banks 

must back this expansion, particularly in countries where fragility, conflict, and displacement 

are a problem. They should ensure that social protection systems, especially in urban areas, are 

 
7 United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR), “Figures at a Glance, 

https://www.unhcr.org/uk/figures-at-a-glance.html (last visited 04/03/21 at 09:22 am) 
8 Cristiano D'Orsi, “Refugee camps versus urban refugees: what’s been said – and done,” The Conversation, 

November 3, 2019. https://theconversation.com/refugee-camps-versus-urban-refugees-whats-been-said-and-

done-126069 (last visited 04/03/21 at 09:29 am) 
9 World Bank, “World Bank Predicts Sharpest Decline of Remittances in Recent History,” World Bank Press 

Release, April 22, 2020. https://www.worldbank.org/en/news/press-release/2020/04/22/world-bank-predicts-

sharpest-decline-of-remittances-in-recent-history and UNHCR, “Global Trends Report,” June 2019. 

https://www.unhcr.org/globaltrends2019/ 
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prepared to meet the needs of displaced people, and work with national governments and 

humanitarian organizations to systematically identify unmet needs. As previously stated, many 

countries place immigration-related limits on access to publicly funded health care. Even 

though refugees have a legal right to publicly funded health care, logistical and financial 

barriers to access are common. Refugees may be unaware of their rights, lack the required 

documentation, face language or physical access barriers, and be excluded as a result of 

xenophobia and discrimination. As a result, refugees could be forced to rely on privately funded 

health care or purchase costly insurance coverage, limiting their ability to spend money on 

other aspects of their lives. 

***** 
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