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in numbersMessage from the Board

We hope 
everyone is 
staying safe 
and healthy 
during these 

moments.

weekly schedule

March 20, 2020
Steve Hendrix and Louisa Lo-
veluck, New York Times

Like many things, social distancing 
is a luxury unavailable to the resi-
dents of al-Shati, a refugee camp 
in the northern Gaza Strip. Almost 
86,000 Palestinians, living someti-
mes 12 to an apartment, are pac-
ked within a quarter-square-mile 
of density and despair ready made 
for a coronavirus explosion.

“If the virus reaches us, many 
people will die,” said Mahmoud 
Shakshak, 65, an unemployed 
al-Shati resident. “Not just because 
of the virus, but because the world 
will close to us and they will let us 
die alone.”

For residents and health officials 
alike, the prospect of a  covid-19 
outbreak within one of the dozens 
of refugee camps, migrant centers 
and displacement sites spread 
across the Middle East is a night-
mare within a nightmare. Agencies 
are bracing for the rapid spread 
of the disease through tightly 
packed camps where feeble health 
systems, poor sanitation, warfare 

and political restraints could make 
it nearly impossible to contain.
In Yemen, nearly 3.6 million people 
are displaced from their homes, 
the vast majority living in makes-
hift camps with meager facilities 
or in overcrowded neighborhoods 
in the capital, Sanaa, Aden and 
other cities.

Nearly 900,000 Libyans forced by 
fighting to shelter in schools and 
other temporary centers are in 
need of humanitarian assistance, 
according to the United Nations. 
Some 1,800 mostly African mi-
grants are held under brutal condi-
tions in state-run, overcrowded 
detention centers with a lack of 
access to sanitation facilities, food 
or clean water.

In Iraq, humanitarian groups say 
they fear for the 1.5 million civi-
lians displaced in battles to defeat 
the Islamic State. Packed across 
camps or cramped apartment 
blocks, many have limited access 
to food. What clean water they 
have is needed for cooking, not 
hand-washing.

In all countries of the region, 
overcrowded prisons are a major 
worry, as illnesses typically spread 
like wildfire through cells cram-
med beyond capacity.

“The detainee population is par-
ticularly vulnerable to infectious 
diseases,” said James Matthews, a 
spokesman for the International 
Committee of the Red Cross in 
Iraq. He said that the organiza-
tion had distributed hygiene kits 
among the country’s prisons in 
recent weeks.

War-shattered Syria is perhaps the 
biggest concern, particularly the 
northwest of the country where 
fighting continues between gover-
nment forces and rebels despite a 
fragile cease-fire. 

Nearly 4 million people, most of 
them displaced from elsewhere in 
the country, are crammed into a 
sliver of territory along the Turkish 
border, which has surpassed Gaza 
as the most densely populated 
part of the Middle East.

 

As coronavirus spreads, Syrians and refugees most vulnerable

Overall, 11 million Syrians have been 
displaced by the nine-year war, half 
inside Syria, half living as refugees 
across the Middle East, including in 
Turkey, Jordan, Iraq, Egypt and parti-
cularly Lebanon. All are vulnerable to 
the worst effects of the pandemic.

Excerpt taken from: pbs.org/
wgbh/frontline/article/10-rea-
sons-to-watch-the-oscar-nomina-
ted-documentary-for-sama/

Issues with containing COVID-19 
spread  in Syria: 
· The facts right now - 10 confirmed 
cases, one death
· Possibly many unreported cases in 
Syria, especially because neighboring 
countries have reported more cases
· Active conflict during the past nine 
years  
· Infrastructure in shambles
· Hospitals and medical equipment 
unavailable
· Basic handwashing stations and ba-
throoms inaccessible to many
· Many Syrians live in shelters and refu-
gee camps, which are difficult for social 
distancing or quarantining procedures

A Syrian woman wearing a protective face mask snaps a selfie in a camp for displaced people in Kafr Lusin, in 
the northwestern province of Idlib on March 18. Mohammed Al-Rifai. AFP. Getty Images.
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weekly scheduleCoronavirus: Syria reports first death amid warning of spread

Emergency Relief Coordinator 
Mark Lowcock told Security Coun-
cil members that as of Monday 
morning, ten cases of COVID-19 
had been confirmed in Syria, inclu-
ding one death.

“Judging from other places”, he 
said, this is the tip of the iceberg, 
with the virus having the potential 
to have a devastating impact on 
vulnerable communities across 
the country”.

He added that humanitarian 
needs remain “enormous”, with 
UN data showing clear evidence 
of deteriorating conditions since 
December. 

“We are for example seeing increa-
sed rates of stunting – a conse-
quence of child malnutrition, from 
which it is rarely possible fully to 
recover”, said Mr. Lowcock, citing 
that almost three-out-of-ten dis-
placed children in northwest Syria 
under the age of five are suffering 
in this fashion.

“They will live with the conse-
quences for the rest of their lives”.

Excerpt and photo from: 
https://news.un.org/en/
story/2020/03/1060672

Statement 
from the UN 
about Syria  

March 30, 2020
BBC Staff

Syria’s health ministry has said 
a woman has died from the 
coronavirus disease - the war-torn 
country’s first officially reported 
fatality.

The woman died on Sunday after 
being taken to hospital, state 
media reported, without giving a 
location.

Nine other people tested positive 
for the Covid-19 respiratory ill-
ness but medics suspect there are 
many more.

There are fears the virus will 
spread rapidly through vulnera-
ble populations, overwhelming 
the healthcare system.

There are also six million inter-
nally displaced people in Syria, 
many of whom are living in 
overcrowded conditions in camps 
with insufficient water and sanita-
tion infrastructure.

President Bashar al-Assad’s 
government, which controls 
the country’s biggest cities, has 
imposed a range of preventative 
measures.

It has imposed a night-time 
curfew, restricted travel between 
provinces, shut schools and uni-
versities, and banned gatherings 
at mosques and other public 
events.

No cases of Covid-19 have been 
reported in the north-western 
province of Idlib, which is the 
opposition’s last stronghold, but 
humanitarian organisations are 
particularly concerned about the 
situation there.

A million people have fled their 
homes since December to escape 
a government offensive, and the 
limited number of functioning 
hospitals are already struggling to 
treat casualties from the fighting 
and respond to other medical 
needs.

Local health authorities are pre-
paring for an outbreak, but Méde-
cins Sans Frontières (MSF) warned 
on Monday that the spread of 
Covid-19 could quickly become 
critical if additional support and 
measures were not in place.

The medical charity said it was 
providing assistance for the 
screening of patients at two 
health centres, including one at 
Deri Hassan camp, which hosts 
164,000 people.

“We witnessed people living 
in the open; we also saw two 
or three families sharing a tent 
which did not protect them from 
the cold or the rain. There were 
too few tents to accommodate 
the new arrivals,” said Ahmed, 
MSF’s project team leader.

Article taken from: https://www.
bbc.com/news/world-midd-
le-east-52100372
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The virus could be spreading fast in Syria, medics warn. BBC.


