
Responding to the 
Impact of 
COVID-19 on Refugees
Shaun Truelove, PhD, MPH
Paul Spiegel, MD, MPH

July 29th, 2020



Shaun Truelove, PhD, MPH
Assistant Scientist 

Paul Spiegel, MD, MPH
Director, Center for Humanitarian Health
Professor of the Practice

Our Speakers



Poll

Have major outbreaks of SARS-CoV-2 been occurring 
among refugee populations around the world?

 Yes
 No

 Not known



OCHA COVID-19 website https://www.unocha.org/covid19, accessed Jul 27, 2020

https://www.unocha.org/covid19


https://www.unocha.org/sites/unocha/files/GHR
P-COVID19_July_update.pdf, 
accessed Jul 27, 2020 

https://www.unocha.org/sites/unocha/files/GHRP-COVID19_July_update.pdf


• # refugees and displaced persons globally
• # live in designated camps/settlements

Populations typically characterized by 
• History of mistrust and marginalization
• Many reside in camps with extremely high density
• Rely on hosts and NGOs

UNHCR Global Trends, 2019 https://www.unhcr.org/en-us/statistics/unhcrstats/5ee200e37/unhcr-global-trends-2019.html

https://www.unhcr.org/en-us/statistics/unhcrstats/5ee200e37/unhcr-global-trends-2019.html


Phase 1: Preparing for a Pandemic among 
Humanitarian Populations - Sounding the Alarm

https://journals.plos.org/plosmedicine/article?id=10.1371/journal.pmed.1003144, published Jun 16, 2020

https://journals.plos.org/plosmedicine/article?id=10.1371/journal.pmed.1003144


COVID-19 Risk to 
Rohingya Refugees

High potential for transmission:
• Population: 600,000 main “mega-camp”, 

>1,000,000 total
• Density: 46,000/km2 (NYC: 10,431/km2 )
• Elevated transmission previously (diphtheria)

Low capacity to treat:
• Hospital beds: 340      
• Beds/1000 pp: 0.57 (NYC: 2.74)

Almost a million Rohingya refugees from Burma are living in camps in 
Bangladesh Credit: Mohammad Ponir Hossain/Reuters, 2018 

What does this mean in terms of the 
potential impact of COVID-19?



Kutupalong-Balukhali: High Potential for Transmission

*Cumulative at 12 months
Population: 600,000

High transmission scenario
Projected infections:     590,000
Projected deaths:               2,880

Moderate transmission scenario
Projected infections:     546,000
Projected deaths:               2,650

Low transmission scenario
Projected infections:     421,000
Projected deaths:               2,040

Truelove et al, 2020, PLOS Med



Estimating Disease: Age and Severity

Truelove et al, 2020, PLOS Med



Need for Increased Health Care Capacity

Truelove et al, 2020, PLOS Med



https://www.dhakatribune.com/bangladesh/rohingya-crisis/2020/05/21/isolation-
treatment-centres-open-in-rohingya-camps, accessed Jul 25, 2020

https://www.nature.com/articles/d41586-020-01219-6, 
accessed Jul 27, 2020

https://www.dhakatribune.com/bangladesh/rohingya-crisis/2020/05/21/isolation-treatment-centres-open-in-rohingya-camps
https://www.nature.com/articles/d41586-020-01219-6


What About Other Populations?

• Providing scenario projections for 
>200 refugee and IDP camps in
29 countries in collaboration with 
UNHCR, OCHA, and MSF

• Using COVID Scenario Pipeline

https://github.com/HopkinsIDD/COVIDScenarioPipeline

https://www.medrxiv.org/content/10.1101/2020.06.11.20127894v1

https://github.com/HopkinsIDD/COVIDScenarioPipeline
https://www.medrxiv.org/content/10.1101/2020.06.11.20127894v1


Heterogeneity in 
Expected Outcomes

Infection fatality rate 
vs mean age among 
128 refugee camps



Heterogeneity in 
Expected Outcomes

Infection fatality rate 
vs mean age among 
128 refugee camps



Camp A, Country X
Population: 26,000

Camp B, Country X
Population: 31,000

Heterogeneity in Expected Outcomes

Camp A Camp B



Heterogeneity in Expected Outcomes

Camp A, Country X

Camp A

Camp B, Country X

Camp B



Phase 2: Control (Non-pharmaceutical Interventions)

• Social distancing
• Quarantine
• Home isolation
• Shielding

• Masks
• WASH
• RCCE

Migrants from the Moria camp in Lesbos, Greece, sew handmade 
protective masks. Photograph: Elias Marcou/Reuters

What interventions are feasible in these settings, 
and how effective are they?



Scenarios

Source: HIT-COVID 
(https://akuko.io/post/covid-intervention-tracking)

https://akuko.io/post/covid-intervention-tracking


Masks, 
Household 
Transmission, 
and 
Humanitarian 
settings



Phase 3: 
What’s Next?

Assessing future infection risk, 
treatments, vaccination strategies, 
and what we have learned

https://www.covid19humanitarian.com/, accessed Jul 27, 2020

https://www.covid19humanitarian.com/






Vaccinating 
Vulnerable 
Populations



https://www.thenewhumanitarian.org/, accessed Jul 27, 2020

Stigma & Discrimination

https://www.un.org/en/coronavirus/covid-19-un-counters-pandemic-related-
hate-and-xenophobia, accessed Jul 27, 2020

https://www.thenewhumanitarian.org/
https://www.un.org/en/coronavirus/covid-19-un-counters-pandemic-related-hate-and-xenophobia


Public Health Orders and Asylum Law

https://www.thenewhumanitarian.org/news/2020/06/29/Mexico-US-coronavirus-mass-expulsions-asylum-
halt?utm_source=twitter&utm_medium=social&utm_campaign=social, accessed Jul 25, 2020

https://www.thenewhumanitarian.org/news/2020/06/29/Mexico-US-coronavirus-mass-expulsions-asylum-halt?utm_source=twitter&utm_medium=social&utm_campaign=social


Poll

Have major outbreaks of SARS-CoV-2 been occurring 
among refugee populations around the world?

 Yes
 No

 Not known



No Major Outbreaks Thus Far (?)

• Is transmission in these populations 
somehow different?

• Are we just not seeing it?

• Is it just delayed?

• Is an outbreak not going to happen?

https://www.devex.com/news/as-covid-19-deaths-rise-in-cox-s-bazar-is-
increased-testing-enough-97412, accessed Jul 25, 2020

https://www.devex.com/news/as-covid-19-deaths-rise-in-cox-s-bazar-is-increased-testing-enough-97412


‘In the first week after Eid, Rohingya 
researchers began reporting deaths from 
COVID-19 related symptoms across the 
Kutupalong portion of the camps (northern 
part of KBE).’

‘One volunteer said, “several funeral 
processions passed in front of my house 
down the main road of Kutupalong every 
day.’

‘People shared and remarked openly that 
they no longer fear the virus because they 
were sick during this time.’

‘When people were asked about symptoms 
or deaths, they simply reported symptoms 
or causes unrelated to COVID-19.’

https://www.acaps.org/sites/acaps/files/products/files/covid-19_explained_-
_edition_7_the_stories_being_told.pdf, accessed Jul 26, 2020

https://www.acaps.org/sites/acaps/files/products/files/covid-19_explained_-_edition_7_the_stories_being_told.pdf


How Can We Know What’s Really Happening?

• Mortality data
• Studies on Risk Communication and Community Engagement
• Serology
• Structured and protected data sharing agreements
• Indirect health consequences of the pandemic
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Thank You!

Q&A
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