
 

 

 
 

COVID19 EXTERNAL UPDATE  

 www.unhcr.org 1 

 

 

  

COVID-19 Response  
UNHCR West & Central Africa 
06 April 2020 
 
 
 

 The COVID-19 situation in West 

and Central Africa region is 

evolving rapidly, with dozens of 

new cases reported each day 

since the first one was declared in 

Nigeria on 28 February 2020. 

 Adding to the current challenges 

linked to conflict and political 

tensions, the COVID-19 puts 

already fragile national health 

systems and economies under 

increased pressure. 

 UNHCR operations are supporting 

governments to address the crisis 

and focusing their efforts to mitigate 

the impact of COVID-19 on over 

nine million forcibly displaced 

persons in the region.  

 

 

 

  KEY FIGURES 
 

2,725* total cases in West & Central 

Africa as of 06 April 2020 
*Include active cases, recovered, deaths 
 

 

21/21 countries reporting local 

transmission of COVID-19  
 

 

0 reported COVID-19 cases amongst 

persons of concern. 

  POPULATION OF CONCERN 
 

9,950,000 total PoCs  

5,600,000 IDPs 

1,300,000 Refugees 

1,400,000 Returnees 

1,650,000 Stateless 
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Operational Context 
 

Rapid increase of confirmed cases. 

Since the first case of COVID-19 was 

declared in Nigeria on 28 February 2020, 

the pandemic has progressed steadily 

throughout West and Central Africa where it 

has killed 65 people. As of 06 April 2020, 

WHO statistics show 2,725 confirmed 

cases in the 21 countries covered by the 

Regional Bureau for West and Central 

Africa with 2,259 still active and 399 who 

recovered.  Most cases are reported in 

Cameroon (658) followed by Burkina Faso 

(364), Côte d’Ivoire (323), Ghana (287), 

Nigeria (238) and Senegal (226) (details in 

the attached dashboard).  No cases have 

been reported among UNHCR’s persons of 

concern. 

 

Restrictions on international 

movement. Countries in West and 

Central Africa have officially imposed 

various levels of restriction on 

international movements, from 

complete to partial border closures and 

mandatory self-quarantine on travelers 

arriving in-country. However, the Central 

African Republic and Guinea refer to 

humanitarian flights as an exception of the 

suspension of air travels. As for Cote 

d’Ivoire, the creation of the humanitarian 

corridor has been announced as an 

exception to borders closure. 

There is a risk of refoulement in the region 

as potential movements of Malians, 

Nigerians, Nigeriens, Cameroonians and 

Sudanese seeking international protection 

may be hindered by these restrictions. 

Restrictive measures have also been taken 

domestically, with many countries having 

banned public gatherings, closed schools 

and other administrations, imposing 

curfews or lockdowns on major cities. So 

far, no COVID-related restrictions 

specifically targeting refugees or asylum 

seekers has been reported.   

 

Poor public health system. In most 

countries in the region, persons of concern 

have access to national health services. 

However, major gaps exist, including limited 

numbers of trained health personnel in 

emergency response and in case detection 

and management as well as inadequate 

treatment units, particularly in remote areas 

hosting refugees and IDPs, in Burkina 

Faso, Cameroon, CAR, Chad, Mali or 

Niger.  The already fragile health situation 

of the region, characterized by the 

persistence of diseases such as malaria, 

respiratory infections, measles and 

diarrhea, is exacerbated by a precarious 

security condition. 

 

Impact on vulnerable categories.  As with 

previous epidemics, it is feared that women 

will be disproportionately affected by the 

COVID-19. Women are the driving force of 

the agricultural sector and informal 

economy, both of which are likely to be 

severely affected by the crisis. Women and 

girls also face a heightened risk of gender-

based violence in their homes during 

confinement. In the context of forced 

displacement, women, the elderly, 

adolescents, youth, and children, persons 

with disabilities, and minorities also 

experience a higher degree of socio-

economic marginalization with more limited 

access to effective surveillance, early-

warning systems and health services. 

Increasing their exposure to additional 

protection risks, the COVID-19 outbreak is 

expected to have a more acute impact on 
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those that 1) depend heavily on the informal 

economy; 2) occupy densely populated 

areas prone to shocks; 3) have inadequate 

access to social services or “political” 

influence; 4) have limited capacities and 

opportunities to cope and adapt; 5) have 

limited or no access to technologies, which 

already renders the UNHCR and partners 

awareness/prevention efforts problematic.  

 

 

UNHCR’s COVID-19 response  
 

 

 

PROTECTION 

 

UNHCR Operations are working to mitigate the impact of COVID-19 on persons of 

concern by increasing communication with communities to inform in an accessible 

manner on the virus and the preventive measures needed and by taking steps to 

ensure continuity of assistance and basic protection services despite movement 

restrictions introduced by the governments of the region.  

 

Throughout the region, Communication 

with Communities is being enhanced to 

provide persons of concern and host 

communities with relevant, accessible, 

simplified, easy-to-understand information 

on COVID-19 and prevention measures to 

be adopted. Information campaigns include 

Frequently Asked Questions, myth busters 

through WhatsApp, texts, safe discussions 

with community leaders, video, 

loudspeakers, radio spots, video spots, 

posters and flyers, hotlines etc. Digital 

technology engagement is also being 

planned, focusing on Behavior Change 

Communication & Feedback Mechanisms.   

 

The Dakar Regional Bureau shares on 

daily basis tailored protection guidance and 

recommendations on the COVID-19 

pandemic with operations and 

communication products 

(posters/pamphlets) translated in local 

languages to be disseminated among 

persons of concerns and host communities.  

 

In Senegal, Cote d’Ivoire, Liberia and 

Ghana, hotlines have been set up and are 

accessible by partners to raise any 

protection problem, including at the border 

points.   
 

Despite the borders closure in Cote d’Ivoire, 

the country mentions the creation of 

“humanitarian corridors” as an exception to 

border closures with the aim to “provide 

support to individuals or communities in 

urgent need of assistance”.UNHCR is in the 

early stages of engaging with the state to 

consider the establishment of humanitarian 

corridors which may possibly allow for the 

voluntary return of Ivorians in neighboring 

countries.  
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In parallel, all UNHCR operations in West 

and Central Africa are adapting Protection 

service delivery in light of the government-

imposed movement restrictions.  Here are 

some examples: 

 

GBV: UNHCR’s priority in West and Central 

Africa is to ensure women, girls and other 

groups at heightened risks of GBV are 

consulted on preparedness plans and 

interventions. To adapt to the COVID19 

crisis, online and phone consultations are 

being planned across the region. Moreover, 

field teams are increasingly restoring to 

remote GBV case management and 

interventions, including integrating urgent 

cash assistance for women at risk and GBV 

survivors. However, Clinical management 

service providers remain accessible 

through established GBV referral pathways.  

In Cameroon, UNHCR established a free 

phoneline for urban refugees to make 

appointments for the registration of 

newborns and documentation. To limit 

crowding, a maximum of 30 refugees and 

asylum seekers will be received by 

appointment. Awareness raising activities 

for refugees living out of camps are 

organized at food distribution points and 

through local radios. 

 

In CAR, the Regional Protection Cluster led 

by UNHCR updated the GBV referral 

pathway and shared the Regional 

Protection Data Collection Matrix with the 

30 Protection focal points to ensure the 

continuity of Protection Monitoring despite 

the COVID-19 pandemic. A COVID-19 

hotline was also set-up alongside a 

community alert mechanism established 

with the 30 Protection focal points identified 

in the main areas of return. 

In Chad, information and awareness-

raising materials are regularly sent to Child 

Protection Assistants and community 

leaders by email or social network to relay 

to refugees. UNHCR also established a 

minimum service to ensure the continuity of 

essential child protection activities: 

multisectoral mobile team responsible for 

monitoring protection and the 

empowerment of refugee child protection 

focal points to ensure identification and 

reporting of protection cases. The operation 

is also preparing a short- and medium-term 

action plan concerning the essential 

activities which can be carried out for the 

benefit of all refugees. 

 

 

 

WATER AND SANITATION 

 

UNHCR operations are reinforcing the WASH systems and services in the main 

refugee and IDP hosting areas, including by distributing soap and increasing access 

to water to allow for the implementation of basic preventive hygiene measures such 

as frequent handwashing.  

 

In Cameroon, for example, UNHCR is 

planning to distribute 70,000 pieces of soap 

and install handwashing stations in the Far-

North Region at Minawao camp, the Transit 

Center as well as in refugee sites in 

Kousseri.  Soap distribution will be carried 

out during awareness-raising campaigns on 

Covid19. For urban refugees, 15,000 soaps 
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will be distributed in Douala and 20,000 

soaps in Yaoundé, while 150 Handwashing 

stations will be installed in public places to 

allow non-refugees to also benefit. 

 

In Ghana, UNHCR is now providing camp-

based refugees with two pieces of soap per 

refugee per month. UNHCR is also in the 

process of procuring additional supplies 

and basic medical equipment such as 

thermometers, hospital beds, disposable 

bed sheets, veronica buckets, soap and 

waste bins of various sizes. These will be 

distributed to refugee and host 

communities.  

 

In Liberia, UNHCR is currently locally 

procuring soap, hand sanitizers, buckets 

with faucets, jerry cans, sanitary towels and 

jerry cans to store water for distribution in 

refugee settlements and host communities. 

In addition, the existing boreholes have 

been assessed and damaged hand pumps 

are being repaired. 

 

In Niger, UNHCR is supporting refugees to 

scale up the local production of antiseptic 

soaps, liquid soap and bleach in all 

operational areas. In addition to improving 

health conditions and hygiene in the sites, 

this activity generates income for refugee 

households and stimulates the local 

economy, mitigating the negative socio-

economic impact of COVID-19. 

 

 

 
In Diffa, Niger, refugee women produce soap to support local prevention measures. @UNHCR/ Niger 
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HEALTH  

 

UNHCR Operations are increasing their direct support to national health systems to 

strengthen their infection prevention and healthcare responses, including through 

the provision of medical equipment and supplies and training of health personnel.  

 

In Burkina Faso, for example, UNHCR will 

provide support the regional directorate for 

Health in the Sahel with a medically 

equipped ambulance, 20 Refugee Housing 

Units for isolation purposes, as well as 10 

beds with mattresses. 

 

In Cameroon, 94 doctors and nurses 

operating in refugee hosting areas received 

specific training on COVID-19 focusing on 

monitoring, risk mitigation and prevention, 

detection and testing and communication. 

In addition, 64 government health 

professionals benefited from a Training of 

Trainers on Covid-19 organized by the 

UNHCR in collaboration with “Direction de 

la Lutte contre les Maladies, Epidémies et 

Pandémies (DLMEP)” of the Ministry of 

Public Health (MSP).  

 

In Niger, UNHCR Niger is planning to 

provide medical equipment and supplies, as 

well as additional staffing to the government 

for an initial period of three months while all 

UNHCR field offices are actively taking part 

in regional and sub-regional committees set 

up by the Government to advocate for the 

inclusion of refugees in national health 

response plans.  

 

 

 

SHELTER AND CORE RELIEF ITEMS 

 

UNHCR Operations are increasing the distribution of shelter materials and core relief 

items to address the difficult living conditions in the most overcrowded camps and 

settlements across the region to allow for the implementation of the most basic 

prevention measures such as social distancing and handwashing.  

 

In Cameroon, UNHCR set up isolation 

tents in all refugee camps in case refugees 

who live in overcrowded conditions, need to 

be quarantined. 

 

In Liberia, UNHCR is working with Liberia 

Refugee Repatriation Resettlement 

Commission and national health authorities 

to create isolation centers/shelters in the 

main refugee settlements as part of the 

preventive measures put in place by the 

government. 

 

In Niger, UNHCR is making 170 Refuge 

Housing Units with A/C and beds available 

to the government to be used as isolation 

cells for potential COVID-19 cases among 

persons of concerns or host communities. 
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COMMUNITY EMPOWERMENT AND SELF RELIANCE  

 

UNHCR Operations are increasing their focus on strengthening community-based 

protection mechanism and enhancing the capacity and self-reliance of refugee and 

IDP communities should the COVID-19 crisis intensify and limit UNHCR’s 

operational access for a prolonged period. 

 

In all Operations, UNHCR is expanding 

the use of cash for protection, shelter and 

health intervention and is preparing to 

distribute “prepayments” to beneficiaries for 

2-3 months instead of the usual monthly 

allowances. 

 

In Burkina Faso, cash grants will be 

distributed to over 2500 IDP and refugee 

households to complement the distribution 

of NFI kits in the North, Centre and Sahel 

regions.  

 

In Cameroon, UNHCR is extending the 

payment cycle from 2 months to 3 months 

to increase purchasing power and allow 

appropriate stocking of necessities for a 

total of 6943 refugee households in rural 

areas, under the Transitional Safety net 

program. For urban refugees, a one-off 

multipurpose cash payment is envisaged 

for over 5000 household as a direct 

response to the COVID-19 crisis.   

 

In Ghana, the operation will continue with 

the 3 months CBI assistance, and stockpile 

to cover 6 months of supplementary feeding 

for those suffering from malnutrition. The 

stockpiling is essential because of the price 

hikes and scarcity as a result of the 

movement restrictions. 

 

 

 

INCLUSION  

 

UNHCR Operations are stepping up their engagement and advocacy with 

Governments to ensure that persons of concern are included in their national COVID 

response plans. Part of this inclusion effort consists in strengthening national 

response capacities.  

 

 

In Chad, the national preparedness and 

response plan for the COVID-19 has been 

validated with UNHCR technical 

contribution. The Chadian Government is 

seeking financial support from UN agencies 

and donors to fund its the preparedness 

and response budget requirements. 

Meanwhile, provincial contingency plans for 

the COVID-19 are being drafted with the 

technical support of UNHCR to ensure the 

inclusion of refugees. 

 

In Nigeria, to help ensure refugees are 

included in the national response plan, 

UNHCR supported the authorities of the 

Ogoja Local Government Area (hosting 

over 20,000 refugees) to develop their 

COVID-19 contingency plan and is 
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assisting with the information dissemination 

efforts among refugee, IDP and host 

communities. UNHCR is also rehabilitating 

the isolation room at the general hospital to 

serve as a holding and treatment center for 

eventual COVID19 patients.  

 

 

 
People from refugee and host communities participate in a sensitization campaign on how to prevent 
the spread of COVID-19 at the humanitarian center of Agadez, Niger. UNHCR and its partners 
equipped the regional hospital, mother and children health center and Mai Adoua village with 
essential items to support national authorities. @UNHCR/Dr Moumouni 

 

 

 

EDUCATION 

 

UNHCR actively participates in the development of COVID-19 education response 

strategies under the aegis of Ministries of Education, alongside other education 

stakeholders such as Education Clusters and Local Education Groups.  These 

strategies aim to adjust education service delivery in response to massive school 

closures decided by governments to combat the spread of COVID-19.  

 

These nationwide closures are impacting 

140 million children across the region, 

including displaced children who are 

integrated in national education systems in 

all the countries. 
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To ensure the continuity of learning in a 

protective environment and to prepare for 

the reopening of schools, UNHCR will work 

with education partners to support 

Ministries of education establishing 

distance education programs (radio, 

telephone, television, digital), distributing 

teaching materials adapted to distance 

education and aligned with national 

programs, and providing hygiene kits to 

students.  

 

In addition, in order to address the 

immediate educational challenges due to 

the school closures, UNHCR will receive 

emergency funding from Education Cannot 

Wait (ECW) through their First Emergency 

Response window dedicated to the COVID-

19 response in Burkina Faso, Chad, and 

Mali. 

 

More on UNHCR’s COVID19 Education 

response here. 

 

 

Working in partnership 
 

UNHCR operations are engaging with the UN country teams and other Inter-Agency 

platforms to contribute to a coordinated response to the COVID-19 crisis.  

 

In Burkina Faso, the UN established a 

Task Force immediately after the first 

COVID-19 cases were announced on 9 

March to support the Government’s national 

response. As a member of the Task Force, 

UNHCR ensures that refugees and other 

displaced populations are taken into 

account in the common response.  

 

In CAR, UNHCR is member of the COVID 

crisis management cell led by the local 

Prefect and the Head of the sanitary district 

and composed by UN agencies and NGOs 

such as UNICEF, ICRC, CAR Red Cross 

and OCHA. 

 

In Cote d’Ivoire, UNHCR is a member of 

COVID-19 Crisis Management Team within 

UNCT and at the government level and is 

advocating for the inclusion of persons of 

concern in all programmes covering 9 main 

priorities (Health, Social cohesion, 

Communication, WASH, Education, 

Nutrition, Food Security, Child and Women 

Protection, AIDS and Coordination). 

 

In Mali, the UNCT has developed a 

contingency plan with SRSG/DO as the 

Crisis Manager and DSRSG/RC/HC as the 

Crisis Coordinator. Meanwhile, the 

UNHCR-led Protection Cluster in Mali has 

put in place measures to continuously 

evaluate the crisis and its protection 

implications for displaced populations. 

 

 

 

 

 

https://eur02.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fdata2.unhcr.org%2Fen%2Fdocuments%2Fdownload%2F75163&data=02%7C01%7Clejeunek%40unhcr.org%7C1651080ec56c46c756cc08d7d7dd8fb4%7Ce5c37981666441348a0c6543d2af80be%7C0%7C0%7C637215219335072289&sdata=cTlDNhcggahvZGHiaFWnVveOI%2FKxLhnvQjDnOEeeLu0%3D&reserved=0
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Financial Information 
On 25 March, the UN launched an inter-agency Global Humanitarian Response Plan 

seeking US$2.01 billion, which includes the US$255 million for UNHCR’s operations in 

affected countries. Monthly updates to the appeal are expected to account for the quickly 

evolving situation and to include the requirements of additional partners.  

 

 It is vital that funding for ongoing and planned programs is also provided as soon as 

possible to sustain support for millions of refugees and internally displaced people already 

living a precarious existence, for whom already limited self-reliance opportunities are likely 

to shrink further as a result of the economic impact of the COVID19 crisis. For the West 

and Central Africa Region, these include the humanitarian crises in the Sahel, the Lake 

Chad Basin, Eastern Chad, the Central African Republic and Cameroon. 

 

 

 

LINKS 

COVID-19 Global Humanitarian Response Plan: 

https://www.unocha.org/sites/unocha/files/Global-Humanitarian-Response-Plan-COVID-

19.pdf 

 

UNHCR’s revised Coronavirus Emergency Appeal: http://reporting.unhcr.org/covid-19 
 

UNHCR warns chronic lack of resources contributing to new crisis in Burkina Faso 
https://www.unhcr.org/afr/news/briefing/2020/4/5e8c3b614/unhcr-warns-chronic-lack-

resources-contributing-new-crisis-burkina-faso.html 

 

Twitter: @UNHCRWestAfrica – Facebook: UNHCR West & Central Africa 

 

CONTACTS 

 

Fatoumata Lejeune-Kaba, Senior External Engagement Coordinator, Chief of Section 

lejeunek@unhcr.org, Tel : +221 78 620 1207 

 

Antoine Sfeir, Regional Reporting Officer, 

sfeira@unhcr.org, Tel: +221 77 332 5857 

 

 

https://www.unocha.org/sites/unocha/files/Global-Humanitarian-Response-Plan-COVID-19.pdf
https://www.unocha.org/sites/unocha/files/Global-Humanitarian-Response-Plan-COVID-19.pdf
http://reporting.unhcr.org/covid-19
https://www.unhcr.org/afr/news/briefing/2020/4/5e8c3b614/unhcr-warns-chronic-lack-resources-contributing-new-crisis-burkina-faso.html
https://www.unhcr.org/afr/news/briefing/2020/4/5e8c3b614/unhcr-warns-chronic-lack-resources-contributing-new-crisis-burkina-faso.html

