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Refugees are persons who left their country of origin for reasons of real or feared persecution,
conflict, violence, or other circumstances that require international protection. Almost all
states are party to the 1951 UN Convention on Refugees and its 1967 protocol that require all
signatories to provide refugees fundamental rights, respect their physical integrity rights, and
adhere to norms of non-refoulement (sending them out of their borders) [1]. Refugees have
no political power or representation and are often blamed by governments and members of
the public for infectious disease epidemics [2]. In fact, refugees may experience elevated risks
of infectious diseases through no fault of their own, and the Coronavirus Disease 2019
(COVID-19) pandemic is no exception.

In an accompanying study in PLOS Medicine, Altare and colleagues report results from a
retrospective cohort study of COVID-19 epidemiology and heathcare services utilization in
Azraq and Zaatari refugee camps in Jordan [3]. More than 5.5 million Syrians have fled the
country since the Syrian Civil War broke out in 2011, with most settling in neighboring coun-
tries [4]. Syrian refugee settlements (camps) were built following the influx of between 1.4 and
1.8 million Syrians, escaping into Jordan. An estimated 20% live in the settlements, while the
majority of refugees live in the host community in Jordan, concentrated primarily in and
around Amman. The Zaatari camp, opened in 2012, is the largest, with close to 80,000 resi-
dents, and the Azraq camp, opened in 2014, is home to close to 38,000 persons [4].

As there is little information about the effects of the COVID-19 pandemic in humanitarian
settings, Altare and colleagues take a closer look at Zaatari and Azraq camps. In September
2020, UNHCR announced the first 2 COVID-19 infections in Azraq settlement. Following the
positive tests, the 2 refugees were transferred from the camp to an isolation site. As of Septem-
ber 2020, Jordan had reported around 2,500 COVID-19 cases and 17 deaths. Using a surveil-
lance line list and monthly routine data from UNHCR’s health information system from the 2
camps, Altare and colleagues calculated descriptive statistics of COVID-19 cases and adjusted
odds ratios for selected outcomes [3]. These outcomes included COVID-19 confirmation,
health service utilization for infectious disease, noncommunicable disease, and maternal and
child health. The report of the study by Altare and colleagues is comprehensive and the inter-
pretation well thought out with conclusions pointing to the complexity of situation in the
camps. The biases and limitations in the interpretation of the data are well described by the
authors, highlighting the difficulties of performing interrupted time series analyses in this set-
ting particularly as COVID-19 is only one of the many factors affecting the population. Despite
relatively lower reported COVID in Zaatari and Azarq camps and assurance of adequate health
services by Jordan and UNHCR, the population remains in camps, and generalizations to all
refugee camps and refugees are to be avoided as well as any false equivalence between refugee
health and refugee protection.

Faced with unprecedented challenges, many countries instituted border closures and halted
or severely restricted immigration and asylum seeking services due to limited capacity to
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continue these services. Even countries like Uganda, which hosts over 1.5 million refugees
from South Sudan, the Democratic Republic of Congo, and other countries announced the
suspension of reception of new refugees and asylum seekers in March 2020 as they were unable
to cope with the added burden [5]. However, COVID-19 has also been used as a rationale for
migration policies that are not justified by health concerns. Politicians throughout the world
have called for tougher actions to limit the mobility of migrants and refugees to counter the
threat of the COVID-19, suggesting that they are to blame for spread of the virus, particularly
at the onset of the pandemic [6-10]. Altare and colleagues’ findings highlight the likely injus-
tices of these claims.

Lockdowns and movement restrictions during the pandemic have had a devastating toll on
refugees, reducing livelihoods and pushing many further into poverty. In December 2020,
WHO released the results of a survey, Apart Together, conducted among over 30,000 refugees
and migrants from different regions of the world to assess the impact of the COVID-19 pan-
demic on their mental and physical health and their ability to work and support themselves
[11]. Over half of respondents reported greater depression, loneliness, fear, and anxiety. Lim-
ited access to information due to language and cultural barriers, coupled with fear of deporta-
tion, exacerbated their marginalization. Facilitating refugees rebuilding their lives by focusing
on access to education, work opportunities, mitigation, and monitoring of gender and sexual-
based violence, and mental health without stigmatization, is even more important during these
pandemic times when refugees unnecessarily take the blame.
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