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AFGHANISTAN 
Brief: COVID-19 
No. 23 (31 March 2020) 

Key Messages: UPDATED 
• People confirmed to have COVID-19: 174  
• Deaths from COVID-19: 4 
• Key concerns: Border crossing areas, movement restrictions, testing capacity, commodity prices, 

strategic messaging and rumour management 
(Source: Ministry of Public Health (MoPH) of Afghanistan) 

Situation Overview: UPDATED 

According to Johns Hopkins University data, as of 31 March 788,522 cases of COVID-19 have been confirmed and 
37,878 deaths have been reported across 178 countries and territories. The COVID-19 pandemic is straining health 
systems worldwide. WHO is calling on countries to balance the demands of responding directly to COVID-19, while 
maintaining essential health services. WHO has stressed that to defeat the virus, countries need aggressive and targeted 
tactics. Aggressive measures to find, test, isolate and treat cases, and trace contacts are not only the best and fastest 
way out of social and economic restrictions – they are also the best way to prevent them. 
 
In Afghanistan, 174 people 
across 17 provinces are now 
confirmed to have the virus. 
A new online dashboard 
visualising COVID-19 data 
from the Ministry of Public 
Health (MOPH) can be 
accessed here. Hirat is still the 
most affected part of the 
country, now with 131 of the 
confirmed cases. Four people 
have now died from the virus in 
Balkh and Hirat Provinces. To 
date, testing has been small 
scale which may account for 
the relatively low number of 
confirmed cases given the high number of people crossing the border from Iran. Reduced community testing and slow 
turn-around of test results remain critical concerns. WHO has supported the Government in the establishment of two 
testing facilities in Kabul, one in Hirat and one in Nangarhar province. A testing facility is also expected to begin operations 
in Mazar-e-Sharif city this week. There are further plans to increase to 15 test facilities across the country within the 
month. Contact tracing for the people confirmed with COVID-19 is ongoing. Quarantine measures are being implemented 
for people who are either suspected or confirmed to have the virus. Rhere are concerns that this is not being implemented 
in a consistent manner with sub-optimal quarantine and isolation practices being applied. Humanitarian partners stress 
that quarantine and isolation should only be conducted for individuals presenting symptoms of COVID-19 and not more 
than one person should be in one room or tent. Partners urge the Government and health personnel to refrain from 
keeping people in quarantine/isolation facilities for extended periods for repeated testing. Individuals who first tested 
negative may become contaminated by COVID-19-affected individuals while being kept in the same facilities. Partners 
also stress that when quarantine is organised in public facilities, strict gender separation should be observed so that men 
and women are not kept in the same rooms, unless they are close relatives. 
 
A number of provinces have instituted measures to limit the exposure of residents to COVID-19. In Kabul and Hirat these 
include ‘measured lockdowns’ which have resulted in closures of sections of each city and/or limits on the number of 
people travelling together. In Hirat, the Government has instituted a policy of providing cards for humanitarian vehicles 
exempting passengers from the movement restrictions. In Kabul, the Ministry of Economy has released two letters (one 
on 28 March and another on 30 March) stating that humanitarians can and should still be active during this critical time. 
The latest letter also explains that the Government now has dedicated staff to support partners who face challenges in 
their daily operations due to COVID-19-related movement restrictions. On 31 March, reports were received that the 
Government is also closing entry and exit to Kabul for the coming 20 days. Initial discussions suggest that the UN and 
NGOs will still be able to move outside of the city, but the process for clearing such movement is not yet clear. 

https://gisanddata.maps.arcgis.com/apps/opsdashboard/index.html#/bda7594740fd40299423467b48e9ecf6
https://uneplive.maps.arcgis.com/apps/opsdashboard/index.html#/4c8ca6b1d9bc44d6bde5e2fd54afc180
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In most of the regions, partial lock-down measures are in place. These include prohibition of or advice against gatherings 
for weddings and in public spaces including hotels and markets. In the north, Government officials are working for a half-
day while all civil servants aged between 58 and 65, as well as those with chronic conditions are working from home. 
Across most of the regions, there is no official restriction on free movement of people. In the centre, south-east and 
central highlands however, the authorities have ordered the closure of local shops and restaurants, as well as financial 
service providers (banks and hawala services). Humanitarian partners are particularly concerned about the closure of 
financial service providers, which is impeding the distribution of much-required cash-based assistance. Partners are 
already reporting challenges in the cash response to the floods as a result. Humanitarian partners have not reported 
notable restrictions to their operations in most of these regions. 
 
Overall, indications from the Government’s Emergency Committee for Prevention of COVID-19 suggest that UN agencies 
and NGOs will be exempted from lockdowns. Humanitarian partners urge the Government to employ a national approach 
to this – so that individual negotiations are not required on a case-by-case basis. Humanitarian partners ask the 
Government to waive restrictions of movement for all essential and critical items, especially humanitarian and health 
cargo. 
 
Response: UPDATED 
 

The overall focus of the health response is on preparedness, containment and mitigation. WHO and a number of 
international organisations are working to provide reliable modelling on the evolution of the virus in the specific context 
of Afghanistan with its unique vulnerabilities. A COVID-19 Multi-Sector Humanitarian Country Plan for Afghanistan 
has been finalised requiring US$108.1m to reach 6.1m people with life-saving assistance across all clusters. The plan 
outlines initial preparedness and response efforts for the next three months. It highlights the potential effects of the 
outbreak on ongoing humanitarian response and spells out mitigation measures being employed to reduce interruptions 
to life-saving services. This costed plan is expected to be updated as the situation changes and will form the basis of an 
HRP revision in the near future. The plan complements the health response to the COVID-19 outbreak in Afghanistan 
and is aligned with the Global COVID-19 appeal which seeks $2 billion to fight the virus in some of the world’s most 
vulnerable countries.  
 
Globally, 28 allocations from country-based pooled funds and the CERF have been made across 16 countries to support 
response efforts to COVID-19. Details can be found here. In Afghanistan, in addition to an urgent allocation of $1.5m 
towards urgently required COVID-19 preparedness and response health capacity made on 26 February, OCHA’s 
Humanitarian Financing Unit is supporting the Humanitarian Coordinator to make further allocations to support the 
response. While these and other bilateral and multi-lateral funds are being received to rapidly mobilise response, 
humanitarian partners encourage the Government of Afghanistan to facilitate activities related to services identified in 
the Multi-Sector Humanitarian Country Plan by providing movement exemptions and fast-tracking approvals. 
 
The World Bank met with a group of humanitarian partners on 31 March to share information on planned programmes 
to support COVID-19, particularly those focused on food transfer and labour intensive public works.  The aim was to 
identify opportunities to align and coordinate efforts given the World Bank’s ongoing dialogue with the Government on 
supporting urban and rural communities through ongoing operations such as Citizens Charter, the CASA Community 
Support Project, EZ-Kar and the Cities Investment Project.  Initial discussions were held on the procurement of food 
packages and options for coordination. As a next step the Bank will review the overlap between the districts prioritised 
by the humanitarian community for immediate assistance and possible Bank support. 
 
The recently established COVID-19 Risk Communications and Community Engagement (RCCE) Working Group, 
led by WHO and NRC, has started its work to tailor global COVID-19 guidance on risk communication activities to 
Afghanistan’s unique context. The Working Group is presently undertaking a mapping of ongoing awareness raising 
activities in country, as well as the availability of different mechanisms to distribute information – UN/NGO staff, religious 
leaders, community radio, social media, etc. The group plans to develop a collective/inter-agency risk communications 
and community engagement approach to ensure that messaging is harmonised and community feedback is 
systematically collected in line with a risk communication and community engagement strategy for Afghanistan. Special 
attention will be given to preventing social stigma and to prioritise groups vulnerable to exposure.  
 
The COVID-19 outbreak comes against the backdrop of the Spring flood season which is complicating the response and 
depleting in-country supplies. According to OCHA’s natural disaster tracking dashboard, more than 14,000 people have 
been affected by floods, landslides and avalanches in more than 12 provinces. Humanitarian partners are mobilising a 
rapid response to meet the needs of affected families. The ES-NFI Cluster reports that so far, 480 families affected by 
floods have been provided with emergency shelter and household items in Hirat, Farah, Badakhshan, Takhar, Ghazni 
and Hilmand provinces. Further assessments in the country’s east and south east are still ongoing and are expected to 
be completed by end of this week. Weather forecasts show that severe rainfall is expected over the coming days across 
16 provinces in the country’s central, eastern southern, south-eastern and western areas. IOM and partners have been 

https://www.humanitarianresponse.info/sites/www.humanitarianresponse.info/files/documents/files/covid-19_multi-sector_country_plan_afghanistan_final.pdf
https://www.unocha.org/sites/unocha/files/Global-Humanitarian-Response-Plan-COVID-19.pdf
https://pfbi.unocha.org/COVID19/
https://www.humanitarianresponse.info/en/operations/afghanistan/natural-disasters-0
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alerted. Cash assistance is being prioritised given the current context and operating constraints, although partners are 
facing challenges because of the closure of financial service providers amid COVID-19-related movement restrictions. 
 
Cross Border Concerns: UPDATED 
 

As of 31 March, Johns Hopkins University reports that there are 41,495 confirmed cases of COVID-19 in Iran. All flights 
to and from Iran are suspended. However, the Islam Qala-Dogharoon land border crossings (Hirat) remain open on both 
sides for both individuals and commercial traffic. The Milak crossing (Nimroz) is formally open only to commercial traffic 
and documented Afghans. Despite a formal notice on the policy at this crossing, undocumented returnees are still 
crossing into Afghanistan. Up to 21 March, IOM reported a surge in spontaneous returns of undocumented Afghans from 
Iran with 115,410 undocumented returnees over a 2-week period – the highest return on record. The scale of returns has 
since subsided, notably during the Nawroz-Persian New Year holidays in Iran and Afghanistan. As of 30 March, flooding 
affected the Islam Qala border crossing. While it remains open, the number of returns registered on 31 March has been 
low compared to past days. The road leading from the crossing into Afghanistan remains partly closed. The situation is 
expected to continue in the coming days with weather forecasts predicting heavy rains across the country. As the road 
quality is poor in many parts of Afghanistan, floods are likely to affect movement of humanitarian goods and personnel. 
Some food security and agriculture partners have had to temporarily delay their activities – as they wait for waters to 
recede from roads – in some of the western provinces that are experiencing localised flooding. 

 
HELPING THE MOST VULNERABLE TO RETURN HOME 

 
“I went to Iran to find work, but I had to come back because work 
was very limited and because of the spread of COVID-19,” said 
Juma Gul (not his real name). Juma Gul is one of more than 
100,000 undocumented Afghan migrants who returned from Iran 
to Afghanistan in March through the Islam Qala border in Hirat 
province. 
 
Juma Gul is from Badakshan province in the far northeast of 
Afghanistan. Like the vast majority of returnees, he went to Iran to 
find work, primarily in construction or seasonal agriculture. 
However, demand for Afghan labour dwindled due to the 
economic crisis in Iran and more recently the prevalence of 
COVID-19 in Iran where over 41,000 people have been confirmed 
to have the virus.  
 

“We feared being detained and deported in Iran and now we fear being detained in Afghanistan. I did not even inform 
my family that I am back, I only told my brother,” said Juma Gul.  More than 80 per cent of Afghan migrants in Iran do 
not have work permits and face increasing levels of stigma. 
 
To help slow the COVID-19 outbreak in Afghanistan, IOM health teams, in close partnership with Ministry of Public 
Health, WHO and UNHCR at the border, are providing surveillance screening, medical care and are raising awareness 
around the virus. In addition, Juma Gul and other vulnerable people returning from Iran are being supported at a reception 
centre at the Islam Qala border where they are being served a meal and refreshments. “Returnees come back from Iran 
in a state of total exhaustion-- together with partners, we want to make sure that undocumented returnees are well briefed 
on their right to assistance and know how to protect themselves and others from COVID-19,” said Nicholas Bishop, 
Emergency Response Officer with IOM Afghanistan.  
 
People who recently returned from Iran will be assisted with transportation to Kabul or other provinces. Juma Gul will be 
transported by IOM from the reception centre to temporary accommodation in Hirat City. Returnees and their families 
are given cash assistance so that they can return to their areas of origin. NGOs are also providing hygiene kits, and 
family tracing and reunification services for unaccompanied migrant children.  
 
As of 31 March, according to Johns Hopkins University there are 1,865 people confirmed to have COVID-19 in Pakistan.  
The country’s border with Afghanistan is officially closed through until 9 April, however there have been several brief 
openings during which a limited number of commercial trucks have been allowed to cross the at the Chaman-Spin Boldak 
border point to ensure continued supplies of goods in Afghanistan. On 30 March, reports indicate that safe passage may 
be allowed for a few thousand citizens of Afghanistan (exact number is TBC) who are currently stuck in Pakistan as a 
result of border closures and who want to return. Returns are expected to be done via the Torkham crossing point and, 
given the volume of people, it is anticipated that this operation might take several days. Discussions are underway to 
scale-up humanitarian staffing at the border to respond to the influx. Although a final decision has not yet been 
communicated, Nangarhar Provincial authorities have indicated they may introduce quarantine measures for these 
returnees in the border area. The humanitarian community does not support the establishment of camps or camp-like 

Photo: IOM Afghanistan / Kiana Hayeri 1 
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quarantine sites for people returning in large numbers. Keeping people in confined spaces in a pandemic situation is not 
best practice and the experience in other countries has demonstrated that this increases the risk of the virus spreading. 
On movement of humanitarian supplies, partners encourage the Government of Afghanistan to further engage with 
Pakistan authorities to enable smooth and speedy movement of humanitarian cargo. 
 
In early March, Afghanistan’s other neighbours – Tajikistan, Turkmenistan and Uzbekistan – announced the closure 
of their borders, with some exemptions, and suspended flights to and from Afghanistan. Commercial traffic and return of 
citizens of Afghanistan continues according to the Afghan Border Police.  
As international borders close and commercial flights continue to be disrupted, humanitarian partners urge the 
Government to assure that its borders are open for commercial, humanitarian and health cargo. Market shortages can 
put additional pressure on humanitarian cargo and contribute to social tensions.  
 
Operational Response Capacity:  
 

With the above-mentioned movement restrictions and isolation measures announced for different parts of the country, 
the UN and humanitarian partners are working to clarify implications for their activities. The closure of government 
institutions may create new coordination challenges for humanitarian agencies. Some NGOs have reduced their 
international footprint in country and many staff are now working remotely. Others are scaling-up to respond to the 
COVID-19 risk and ensure continuity of existing services in the areas where they operate. UN offices remain open and 
staff are working to ensure life-saving assistance continues to vulnerable people. Virtual meetings are being held as 
much as possible to protect staff from the virus. 
 
Commercial flight suspensions to Afghanistan are now in force and the United Nations Humanitarian Air Service 
(UNHAS) is urgently investigating options for a possible international airbridge. Further to the announcement that 
Jalalabad airfield will stop operating, UNHAS will start a helicopter service between Jalalabad and Kabul to ensure critical 
humanitarian operations are not disrupted.  
 
Market Monitoring:  
 

Humanitarian partners and the authorities are closely monitoring market prices for key food commodities. The World 
Food Programme collects price data from eight main city markets: Kabul, Kandahar, Jalalabad, Hirat, Mazar, Faizabad, 
Maimana and Nili. This monitoring shows there have been spikes in prices for some key food items such as wheat, wheat 
flour, and cooking oil due to COVID-19 issues. Price rises in local markets are also being monitored by staff on the 
ground who have seen similar trends. The current price situation may further threaten food security and the health and 
well-being of individuals, in turn raising the chances of a more severe impact if people are exposed to COVID-19.  

More Information: UPDATED  
WHO  
• WHO page with the latest information on the COVID-19 outbreak including a situation dashboard, general 

information, advice for the public on how to protect yourself, myth busters on the pandemic, travel advice and other 
relevant operational updates: https://www.who.int/emergencies/diseases/novel-coronavirus-2019  

• Q&A on Corona Virus: https://www.who.int/news-room/q-a-detail/q-a-coronaviruses  
• Global research on COVID-19: https://www.who.int/emergencies/diseases/novel-coronavirus-2019/global-

research-on-novel-coronavirus-2019-ncov  
• Disability considerations during the COVID-19 outbreak: https://www.who.int/internal-publications-detail/disability-

considerations-during-the-covid-19-outbreak  
• IEC material (in English, Dari and Pashtun): 

https://www.humanitarianresponse.info/en/operations/afghanistan/health/documents/publication-
date/2020?search=COVID-19%20Poster  

UN  
• UNFPA technical brief on COVID-19: A Gender Lens (protecting sexual and reproductive health and rights, and 

promoting gender equality): https://www.unfpa.org/sites/default/files/resource-pdf/COVID-
19_A_Gender_Lens_Guidance_Note.pdf  

• IOM dashboard on impacts of the COVID-19 pandemic on human mobility (‘Travel Restriction Monitoring’ and ‘Points 
of Entry (PoE) Status Baseline Assessment’): https://migration.iom.int/  

 
Inter-Agency Standing Committee  
• IASC-endorsed COVID-19 guidance – new materials available:https://interagencystandingcommittee.org/covid-19-

outbreak-readiness-and-response 
 

 For further information, please contact: 
Dr. David Lai, Health Cluster Coordinator, Health Emergencies Programme, WHO, laidavid@who.int, Tel. (+93) 
078 176 4906 (for Technical Expertise) 
Dr. Dauod Altaf, Team Lead, WHO Health Emergency, WHO, altafm@who.int, Tel. (+93) 0782200342 (for 
Technical Expertise) 
Danielle Parry, Head of Strategy and Coordination Unit, OCHA, parryd@un.org, Tel. (+93) 0793001124  
 

https://www.who.int/emergencies/diseases/novel-coronavirus-2019
https://www.who.int/news-room/q-a-detail/q-a-coronaviruses
https://www.who.int/emergencies/diseases/novel-coronavirus-2019/global-research-on-novel-coronavirus-2019-ncov
https://www.who.int/emergencies/diseases/novel-coronavirus-2019/global-research-on-novel-coronavirus-2019-ncov
https://www.who.int/internal-publications-detail/disability-considerations-during-the-covid-19-outbreak
https://www.who.int/internal-publications-detail/disability-considerations-during-the-covid-19-outbreak
https://www.humanitarianresponse.info/en/operations/afghanistan/health/documents/publication-date/2020?search=COVID-19%20Poster
https://www.humanitarianresponse.info/en/operations/afghanistan/health/documents/publication-date/2020?search=COVID-19%20Poster
https://www.unfpa.org/sites/default/files/resource-pdf/COVID-19_A_Gender_Lens_Guidance_Note.pdf
https://www.unfpa.org/sites/default/files/resource-pdf/COVID-19_A_Gender_Lens_Guidance_Note.pdf
https://migration.iom.int/
https://interagencystandingcommittee.org/covid-19-outbreak-readiness-and-response
https://interagencystandingcommittee.org/covid-19-outbreak-readiness-and-response
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