
 
 

The next Strategic Situation Report will be released on 11 March 
 

 
www.unocha.org 

The mission of the United Nations Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs is to mobilize and coordinate effective  
and principled humanitarian action in partnership with national and international actors. 

AFGHANISTAN 
Strategic Situation Report: COVID-19 
No. 91 (25 February 2021) 

 

Situation Overview: UPDATED 
Global Update: According to John Hopkins University, close to 2.5 million people have now died with COVID-19. The 
pandemic is affecting 192 countries with more than 112 million confirmed cases globally, as of 25 February. WHO reports 
that while the emergence of new virus variants is common, those with higher speed of transmission or potentially 
increased pathogenicity (i.e. the capacity of a microbe to cause damage in a host) are very concerning. Crucial 
investigations are underway to comprehensively understand the behaviour of the new virus mutation (B117) and steer 
the response accordingly.  
 
MOPH Figures: As of 25 February, MoPH data shows that 55,693 
people across all 34 provinces in Afghanistan are confirmed to 
have had COVID-19. Some 49,281 people have recovered, and 
2,441 people have died – at least 91 of whom are healthcare 
workers. Only 293,649 people out of a population of 40.4 million 
have been tested. Afghanistan now has a test-positivity-rate – 
positive tests as a percentage of total tests – of close to 17 per cent, 
suggesting overall under-testing of potential cases. The majority of 
recorded deaths were men between the ages of 50 and 79. Men 
account for 67 per cent of the total COVID-19 confirmed cases in the 
MoPH data, although this may be the result of over-representation of 
men in testing. Due to limited public health resources and testing 
capacity, lack of people coming forward for testing, as well as the 
absence of a national death register, confirmed cases of and deaths 
from COVID-19 are likely to be under-reported overall in Afghanistan. 
Stigma is considered a major factor in people choosing not to get tests 
and risk communications work is critical to turning this around. Stigma 
is considered a major factor in people choosing not to get tests and risk communications work is critical to turning this 
around. WHO warns that widespread complacency and failure to follow public health advice is creating grave risks in the 
community with people generally not observing physical distancing or mask wearing protocols. WHO Afghanistan 
remains concerned about mutations of the virus and suspects that it is currently present in Afghanistan, making 
preventative measures even more important.  
 
Almost 8 per cent of the total confirmed COVID-19 cases are among healthcare staff and they will be the highest priority 
for vaccination. There is urgent need to ensure continued distribution of medical and protective equipment to all corners 
of the country. While 22 laboratories are now operating in Afghanistan – with plans to scale up to at least one laboratory 
per province by June 2021 – the capacity of these facilities remains limited and stocks of supplies have periodically run 
out. National capacity for COVID-19 testing has reached 8,500 samples a day however these laboratories are not being 
fully utilised. Humanitarian partners urge the Government to ensure laboratories are appropriately equipped, staff receive 
timely remuneration and that procured supplies go to under-resourced health centres in a transparent manner so that 
life-saving support can be delivered to those most in need. 
 
Vaccination: The Government of Afghanistan and the UN have initiated a number of steps to prepare for the rollout of 
COVID-19 vaccines across the country, including the development of a National Vaccine Deployment Plan (NVDP). A 
technical working group comprised of government and UN organisations and chaired by MoPH has developed plans for 
vaccine operations, cold chain management, communication, surveillance, training and monitoring and evaluation/data, 
and will complement the existing Vice Presidential COVID-19 Task Force. On 7 February, Afghanistan received 500,000 
doses (one person requires two doses to have a complete course) of AstraZeneca’s COVID-19 vaccine from India - the 
first vaccine supplies Afghanistan has received to date. The vaccination campaign was launched on Tuesday, 23 
February and has as of 25 February had started reaching people in 27 provinces across the country. A small buffer of 
about five per cent of the total number of available doses procured through the COVAX facility has been earmarked for 
humanitarian caseloads although details on how the logistics costs of distribution will be managed are still under 
discussion. The first batch of COVID-19 vaccinations through the COVAX facility – consisting of 468,000 doses – is 
anticipated to arrive during the first week of March. UNICEF will be notified in the coming days about the total allocation 
of doses to Afghanistan through the COVAX facility for the first half of 2021. Further discussions are also underway with 
China on potential donation of additional vaccines. To support the vaccination campaign, UNICEF has developed and 
printed registration (vaccine card, recording and reporting formats) and communication material for some 1.5 million 

Source: MoPH 
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COVID-19 vaccine doses. In addition to registration and communication material, UNICEF has distributed vaccines, 
syringes and safety boxes to all 34 provinces. 
 
Socio-economic impacts: The socio-economic impacts of COVID-19 have translated into a dramatic deterioration in 
food insecurity with levels now similar to those seen during the 2018 drought. An estimated 16.9 million people are in 
crisis or emergency levels of food insecurity through until March and the next food security analysis is expected to be 
available in April. The current climate outlook is also worrying with reduced precipitation and higher temperatures 
potentially affecting farmers and pastoralists, as well as water availability over the next few months. Food prices are 
already at elevated levels due to COVID-19 and are likely to increase further if the current weather patterns persist. 
According to WFP’s market monitoring, the average wheat flour price (low price and high price) increased by 18 per cent 
between 14 March 2020 and 24 February 2021, while the cost of pulses, sugar, cooking oil and rice (low quality) 
increased by 24 per cent, 22 per cent, 53 per cent, and 20 per cent, respectively, over the same period. Sharp rises over 
the last few weeks are thought to be connected with transport interruptions in various part of the country. These price 
increases are accompanied by declining purchasing power for casual labourers and pastoralists – which has deteriorated 
by almost 20 per cent (compared to 14 March 2020). These factors, combined with COVID-19 related interruptions to 
informal employment and decreased remittances, are driving people into crippling debt. Data from the 2020 Whole of 
Afghanistan Assessment shows that the primary reason for taking on this debt last year was to pay for food (53 per cent). 

 
Humanitarian Needs and Response Planning: The newly revised Afghanistan Humanitarian Response Plan (HRP) 
for 2018- 2021 identifies 18.4 million people in humanitarian need in 2021, as a result of COVID-19, ongoing conflict and 
natural disasters. Approximately six times the number of people are in need of humanitarian assistance in 2021 compared 
to four years ago when the multi-year HRP was first developed. The health and socio-economic impacts of the COVID-
19 pandemic have seen the number of people in need almost double in the past year alone. Afghanistan now has the 
second highest number of people in emergency food insecurity in the world (5.5 million), while nearly one in two children 
under-five will face acute malnutrition in 2021.  
 
Against this backdrop, the La Niña event is causing below average precipitation, thin snowpack and above average 
temperatures in most parts of the country and it is expected that farmers and pastoralists will be negatively affected, as 
well as water availability. While details on the degree of impact on agricultural and hydrological environments is still being 
evaluated, the ICCT has started on common planning around the dry spell, flooding and other contextual factors that will 
influence the scale of humanitarian needs during the Spring. 
 
In response to the COVID-19 outbreak, the United Nations launched the Global Humanitarian Response Plan (GHRP) 
for COVID-19 on 25 March 2020 to address the immediate humanitarian consequences of the pandemic. This was just 
two weeks after WHO's announcement of a global pandemic. A joint effort by the Inter-Agency Standing Committee and 
coordinated by OCHA, the GHRP was the humanitarian community’s first event-specific global appeal. The GHRP 
enabled the needs of the most vulnerable from the pandemic to be brought the forefront of the COVID-19 response. The 
unprecedented plan originally appealed for $2 billion to respond to urgent needs in 54 countries. As the humanitarian 
situation rapidly evolved and the full scale of the needs from the field, the response required and the challenges of 
delivering assistance were revealed, the GHRP was revised in May and July to 63 countries and the amount requested 
to $9.5 billion. As of 25 February 2021, reported funding for the GHRP was $3.79 billion. In 2020, humanitarians in 
Afghanistan reached 11.75 million people with some form of assistance across all 401 districts, exceeding planned reach. 
Of those reached, 4.68 million people were provided with COVID-19 specific assistance. 
 
Cross Border: UPDATED  
Border Crossings: On 13-14 February, a devastating fire led to the explosion of hundreds of fuel tankers at the Islam 
Qala customs depot in Hirat province, resulting in 17 injuries according to the Government of Afghanistan. All 
humanitarian workers, including IOM’s field team, were unharmed in the incident. However, the nearby IOM reception 
centre facility was partially damaged and assessments are ongoing. 
 
The Milak (Nimroz) and Islam Qala-Dogharoon (Hirat) crossings with Iran are officially open to commercial traffic and 
movement of documented Afghanistan nationals. According to the Border Monitoring Team of the Directorate of 
Refugees and Repatriation (DoRR), a total of 22,034 Afghanistan nationals returned from Iran through the Milak and 
Islam Qala border crossing sites between 12 and 18 February. 5,650 people returned voluntarily and 16,384 were 
deported. This represents a 27 per cent increase in the total number of returns from the previous week. Since 1 January 
2021, the total number of undocumented returnees from Iran is 109,064 individuals – more than double the 2019 and 
2020 rates of return through the months of January and February.  
 
Afghanistan’s border with Pakistan at Spin Boldak officially opened on 21 August 2020 and at Torkham on 28 September 
2020. As of 12 February 2021, Torkham gate will be open 6 days a week (Monday-Saturday). Sunday is closed for 
pedestrians but will remain open for transit (24/7). Previously, Torkham border crossing was only open four days a week. 
Between 12 and 18 February 2021, a total of 314 undocumented Afghans returned from Pakistan through the Torkham 
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(21 returnees and 17 deportee) and Spin Boldak (276 returnees) borders. Returns have been lower during the colder 
winter months. 
 
Operational Issues: UPDATED 

Commercial domestic flights are operating. The United Nations Humanitarian Air Service (UNHAS) is flying domestically 
and has announced an increase in the frequency of flights to five days per week as of 14 February. UNHAS will continue 
to support any required evacuation and relocation flights during all days of the week.  
 
International commercial air travel continues with Air Arabia, Ariana Airlines, Kam Air, Emirates Airlines and Turkish 
Airlines providing round-trip international flight services to/from Kabul. Turkish Airlines has resumed flights between 
Istanbul and Kabul five days a week in February, with seven flights per week planned in March. Similarly, Turkish Airlines 
will carry out one flight per week to Mazar-e-Sharif during February, with three flights per week planned in March. Given 
the potential for airlines to change their flight schedules, passengers are encouraged to check with their airline for the 
latest advisories. 
 
More Information – Links: UPDATED  

WHO  
• WHO’s latest information on COVID-19 
• Weekly Epidemiological Update (23 February 2021) 
• No-fault compensation programme for COVID-19 vaccines 

is a world first 
• Country readiness for COVID-19 vaccines 
• World Waking Up To Vaccine Equity 
• COVID-19 Technical Guidance (17/02/21) 
 

Government of Afghanistan: 
• Ministry of Public Health: COVID-19 Dashboard 
 

Inter-Agency Standing Committee  
• IASC-endorsed COVID-19 guidance – new materials 

available 
• Addressing Mental Health and Psychosocial Aspects of 

COVID-19 Outbreak (available in English, Dari, Pashto) 
• Guidelines on Working with and for Young People in 

Humanitarian and Protracted Crises 
 
UN and others 
• Relief Web: COVID-19 Response Page 
• OCHA: Global Humanitarian Overview 2020 
• OCHA: Global Humanitarian Response Plan COVID-19 

Progress Report: Final Progress Report, 22 February 2021 
• UN: Comprehensive Response to COVID-19 (September)  
• OCHA: Asia Pacific COVID-19 - Humanitarian Data Portal 
• OCHA: Afghanistan Humanitarian Response Plan (2018-

2021) - Mid-Year Monitoring Report (Jan - Jun 2020) 
• OCHA: Afghanistan Humanitarian Response Plan - 2020 

Quarter Three Dashboard (Jan - Sep 2020) 
• OCHA: Afghanistan Humanitarian Needs Overview 2021 

(December 2020) 
• OCHA: Afghanistan Humanitarian Response Plan 2021 

(January 2021) 
• OCHA: Afghanistan Humanitarian Needs and Planned 

Response 2021 
• UN: ‘2021 must be the year to get back on track’ 
• UN: Make ‘every effort’ to save COVID-19 response from 

corruption, UN Assembly President urges 
• UN: Secretary-General Calls Vaccine Equity Biggest Moral 

Test for Global Community 
• UN: Gender-Specific COVID-19 Recovery Measures Key to 

Retaining Progress in Female Economic Empowerment 
• UN: Secretary-General, Addressing Security Council, 

Pledges Full Support for Creating Emergency Task Force to 
Prepare Global COVID-19 Vaccine Plan 

• MSF: MSF responds to news of first deliveries of COVID-19 
vaccines through the COVAX Facility 

• UNICEF: Building trust in vaccines, addressing the youth 
mental health crisis, and bridging the digital divide among key 
opportunities for the world’s children post-pandemic 

• WV: COVID-19 response - Situation report #21 
• UNICEF: UNICEF begins shipping syringes for the global 

rollout of COVID-19 vaccines under COVAX 
• UNICEF: Access to COVID-19 Tools Accelerator (ACT-A) 
• UNICEF: Executive Director Henrietta Fore's remarks at the 

UN Security Council Open Debate on ensuring equitable 
access to COVID-19 vaccines in contexts affected by conflict 
and insecurity 

• GPEI: A year after emergence of COVID-19, Rotary 
President Holger Knaack takes stock of global polio situation 

• MSF: MSF calls on European Council to enable global 
production of COVID-19 medical tools 

• USAID: USAID to Provide Initial $2 Billion to Propel Global 
Access to COVID-19 Vaccines 

• EC: EU doubles contribution to COVAX to €1 billion to ensure 
safe vaccines for low and middle-income countries 

• WFP: Flash Appeal for UNHAS 
• UNEP: 2020 Global Webinar Series on Environment and 

Emergencies in the face of COVID-19 
• IRC: The Road to COVID-19 Immunity: Building Trust and 

Combating Misinformation 
• ICRC: A statement from Robert Mardini, ICRC Director 

General, on the calls for a ceasefire to vaccinate people 
against COVID-19 

• IFRC: UN Security Council session on COVID-19: IFRC 
warns of combined dangers of mistrust and vaccine inequity 

• UNESCO: Education Finance Watch 2021 
• World Bank: Two-thirds of poorer countries are cutting 

education budgets due to COVID-19 
• WFP: The State of School Feeding Worldwide 2020 
• WFP: Afghanistan Countrywide Weekly Market Price Bulletin 
• IOM: Explosion on Afghan-Iranian Border Damages IOM 

Reception Centre, Stalls Services to Afghan Returnees 
• MSF: Keeping an eye on COVID-19 cases in Herat 
• World Bank: New Grant to Improve Food Security, Lessen 

Drought and COVID-19 Impacts for Rural Afghans 
• iMMAP: Afghanistan: Multi-Sectoral Dashboard for 

Humanitarian Response Services (January 2021) 
• UNHCR: Afghanistan Border Monitoring update - COVID-19  
• OCHA: Afghanistan: Weekly Humanitarian Update 
• OCHA: Afghanistan Humanitarian Bulletin Issue 84 
• Govt. USA: Support for Gender Equality: Lessons from the 

U.S. Experience in Afghanistan (February 2021) 
• OCHA: Afghanistan: COVID-19 Multi-Sectoral Response 

Operational Situation Report, 18 February 2021 

 
 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) 078 220 0342 (for 
Technical Expertise) 
Danielle Parry, Head of Strategy and Coordination, OCHA, parryd@un.org, Tel. (+93) 079 300 1124 


