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THE ICRC’S RESPONSE TO COVID-19  
IN THE AMERICAS

COVID-19: AMPLIFYING THE NEEDS OF VULNERABLE 
COMMUNITIES

 � Even as the COVID-19 pandemic brings daily life to a standstill in many parts of the world, armed conflict and other 

situations of violence continue, exacting a heavy toll on vulnerable communities. For people already living with 

volatile security conditions, or forced to leave their homes in search of a better life, the spread of the virus poses an 

additional threat. 

 � The ICRC is stepping up its response to the global crisis, integrating COVID-19 as an important new parameter in 

its operations. As it continues to respond to the urgent needs of people affected by conflict and armed violence in 

the region, it is shifting its gears to help prevent or slow down the spread of infection and mitigate other risks arising 

from the pandemic. Its support extends to hospitals and clinics in areas prone to violence or that are caring for 

migrants and other vulnerable people, places of detention where the ICRC has privileged access and a unique role 

to play in protecting detainees and prison staff from the spread of disease, and places where migrants, including 

refugees, or internally displaced people are staying, as physical distancing is often impossible and access to water, 

soap and health care is not guaranteed.

 � The ICRC’s delegation in Colombia and its regional delegations in Brasilia,1 Caracas,2 Lima,3 Mexico City4 and 

Panama City5 are in the process of refining and adapting their existing activities to take into account new needs 

and challenges arising from COVID-19. These activities aim to enable people to meet their basic needs with dignity, 

ensure the delivery of essential services, and help strengthen their resilience. They constitute the foundation of the 

ICRC’s COVID-19 response today and will be essential to helping communities emerge from this crisis. The ICRC is 

carrying out these activities in line with national efforts to contain the virus, and in coordination with the authorities, 

the International Red Cross and Red Crescent Movement and other actors, including United Nations agencies. 

1. Covering Argentina, Brazil, Chile, Paraguay and Uruguay
2. Covering the Bolivarian Republic of Venezuela, Trinidad and Tobago, Aruba, Bonaire and Curaçao
3. Covering the Plurinational State of Bolivia, Ecuador and Peru
4. Covering Belize, Costa Rica, El Salvador, Guatemala, Honduras, Mexico and Nicaragua
5. Covering Antigua and Barbuda, Bahamas, Barbados, Cuba, Dominica, Dominican Republic, Grenada, Guyana, Haiti, Jamaica, 
Panama, Saint Kitts and Nevis, Saint Lucia, Saint Vincent and the Grenadines, and Suriname

Brazil, Fortaleza. The ICRC 
provides hygiene kits to 

violence-affected communities 
so they can take preventive 

measures against COVID-19.
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The ICRC is:

 � supporting hospitals in the Bolivarian Republic of Venezuela (hereafter Venezuela) with 
medical equipment (e.g. ventilators, anaesthetic machines, pulse oximeters, infrared 
thermometers and oxygen concentrators), supplies (e.g. masks and consumables for 
mechanical ventilators), training in the proper use of protective equipment and in infection 
prevention (sometimes through virtual courses), and repairs to handwashing points

 � reinforcing infection prevention and control measures, and putting in place contingency 
plans, in hospitals throughout Colombia, and Mexico and Central America

 � working with staff at the Tegucigalpa Teaching Hospital – the main hospital in Honduras, 
which attends to around 70% of urgent medical cases at the national level – to  
implement protocols for triage of suspected COVID-19 cases, and with the health  
ministry in El Salvador to adapt spaces in Zacamil Hospital for the treatment of  
COVID-19 patients

 � donating medical supplies to support the provision of primary health care in temporary 
shelters for returnees under quarantine on both sides of the Venezuela–Colombia  
border; providing those quarantined in Apure, Venezuela with connectivity services  
so they can contact their families, and maintaining such services in key areas along 
migration routes

 � supplying protective equipment and/or disinfectant and other hygiene items to health staff 
working at a field hospital in Boa Vista, Brazil, run by the government to assist migrants 
from Venezuela, and in hard-to-reach areas affected by violence in the Apurímac, Ene and 
Mantaro Valley of Peru

 � maintaining its provision of mental-health and psychosocial support to victims of conflict 
and other violence – e.g. missing people’s families and patients needing specialized 
medical care – in Colombia, including via telephone channels, and extending these 
services to people affected by the pandemic: health professionals who are stigmatized or 
overwhelmed with work, and mortuary workers

Supporting vital health infrastructure

ACTIVITIES IN THE REGION

Health services in volatile areas are often overburdened or insufficiently resourced. The ICRC 
regularly supports health-care facilities across the region to help them remain operational and 
cope with additional needs during emergencies, including those generated by COVID-19.
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 � providing financial support to the National Society in Panama, which enables volunteers 
to run a health screening station in Colón, where they perform temperature checks on 
those passing through and disseminate information on good hygiene practices and other 
preventive measures as part of the health authorities’ efforts to prevent the spread of 
COVID-19 in the country

 � supporting the National Societies in Argentina, Brazil, Chile, Paraguay and Uruguay to 
enable them to carry out activities such as blood donation campaigns, the remote provision 
of psychosocial support (or the provision of such support to people under quarantine), the 
sanitation of public spaces or the distribution of informational material on the virus

 � providing the national authorities, and military and police forces, in Ecuador with 
guidelines on the management of the dead, and body bags, masks and biosafety suits for 
use by forensic workers, particularly in Guayaquil – where the death toll from the virus is 
high – to help ensure that, in mass-casualty situations, the dead are handled in a dignified 
manner that eases the suffering of families, while protecting forensic workers 

1. El Salvador. The ICRC provides technical advice to hospital staff on caring for patients  
with COVID-19.

2. Peru. Hygiene items are delivered to a local health centre in the Apurímac, Ene and  
Mantaro Valley.
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The ICRC is:

 � providing technical advice and construction materials to prison authorities in Panama for 
setting up a triage and quarantine area at the Virgen de la Merced Medical Centre, which 
serves La Joya and La Joyita prisons; advising the Panamanian prison authorities in the 
management and mitigation of infection among prisoners; giving them posters on proper 
handwashing practices and the preparation of chlorine solution for disinfection, to be put 
up in detention facilities

 � donating protective equipment (e.g. masks, gloves, shoe covers), water containers and/or cleaning 
and hygiene supplies to detention facilities in Guatemala, Honduras, Nicaragua and Peru

 � training medical personnel in Venezuelan prisons to prevent the spread of the virus, treat 
prisoners and protect themselves from infection

 � installing water points to facilitate handwashing in places of detention in Colombia and 
El Salvador, and supporting initiatives in prisons in these countries to manufacture masks 
and bleach, respectively, for wider distribution

Preventing the spread of disease in places of detention

Detention facilities are often overcrowded, poorly ventilated and with deficient sanitary conditions; 
health services and washing facilities are not always readily accessible. These factors favour the 
spread of disease and have catastrophic consequences in such environments, where the rate of 
transmission is potentially much higher than in other settings. The ICRC visits detainees to check 
on their well-being, and works with the relevant authorities to help improve their treatment and 
living conditions, including their access to medical care.

Ensuring communities’ access to clean water and reinforcing  
good hygiene practices

In places affected by conflict and/or other violence, essential infrastructure has either been 
damaged or fallen into disrepair. Together with the authorities and local service providers, the 
ICRC implements projects to ensure that people have access to clean water and more sanitary 
surroundings in order to prevent the spread of disease.

The ICRC is:

 � building or repairing water-supply systems and sanitation facilities in schools, community 
centres and other communal structures used by migrants and their host communities in 
Roraima, Brazil

 � donating protective equipment, and hygiene and cleaning items (e.g. alcohol gel, chlorine, 
masks and gloves) to migrant shelters in Ecuador and Mexico, a migrant transit centre in 
Brazil, and a home for vulnerable children in Peru, to enable them to continue providing 
services while preventing the spread of COVID-19

 � giving personal hygiene kits to migrants sheltered in Peru and to violence-affected 
families in Fortaleza, Brazil

 � providing water pipes and disinfecting materials to support the efforts of the National 
Society in El Salvador to increase the supply of clean water in vulnerable communities, 
enabling people to wash their hands more often

 � disseminating proper handwashing procedures and other good hygiene practices, as 
well as information on COVID-19, through posters and information sessions conducted 
together with the National Society in communities in Venezuela, using radio spots in 
local languages together with the National Society in Bolivia, and via a mobile messaging 
application among migrants in Mexico and Central America, who also receive information 
on risk-reduction measures while on the move

 � carrying out COVID-19 prevention campaigns in areas of Colombia controlled by armed 
groups, where other organizations have limited access

1. Venezuela. Prison 
staff make use of a 
handwashing station 
donated by the ICRC.

2. Panama, La Joya Prison. 
Posters depicting proper 
handwashing procedures  
are put up.

3. Peru. Personal protective 
equipment and hygiene 
items from the ICRC are 
unloaded at a detention 
facility.
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The ICRC is:

 � delivering food assistance – nutrition kits, food items or hot meals – to people affected by 
movement restrictions and other difficulties brought about by the COVID-19 pandemic: 
people displaced or otherwise affected by clashes in Colombia, including economically 
vulnerable migrants who remain in the country; migrants arriving in Ecuador and migrant 
families stranded at Ecuador’s border with Colombia; and people staying at a migrant 
shelter for women in Lima, Peru

 � giving financial assistance to violence-affected families in Fortaleza, Brazil, to help them 
cover their basic needs for around three months while the COVID-19 crisis continues, and 
to community canteens feeding vulnerable people in violence-prone areas of Venezuela, to 
enable them to purchase food and hygiene items

 � stepping up its livelihood support in Colombia for vulnerable people (e.g. victims of 
conflict or other violence, including sexual violence and those injured by mines or 
explosive remnants of war, families of missing people and migrants) who are dealing with 
economic consequences of the pandemic, for example, those whose employment contracts 
have been terminated, or whose small businesses are severely affected or have shut down; 
increasing its salary support for local businesses to avoid employee dismissals or forced 
unpaid holidays

 � observing physical distancing, disinfection protocols and other measures to prevent the 
spread of the virus while continuing its family-links services (i.e. phone calls, free internet 
access and battery recharging) for migrants in Brazil

Sustaining activities that promote people’s resilience

Communities affected by conflict and other violence are forced to cope with an increased strain 
on their access to basic goods and services, and to sustainable livelihoods. In coordination with 
the authorities, National Societies and other local partners, the ICRC works to help vulnerable 
people cover their daily necessities and protect or regain their self-sufficiency.

1. Ukraine. The ICRC provides food and hygiene items to elderly people 
and other vulnerable individuals who are affected by the conflict and by 
COVID-19 containment measures. 

2. Armenia. These tablet computers are being sent to 60 schoolchildren in 
conflict-affected communities near the Armenia–Azerbaijan border. The 
ICRC donated the computers to enable the education ministry to facilitate 
distance learning for the schoolchildren.
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This document features operational highlights from the region. For more information, please visit ICRC.org and the ICRC’s official 
Twitter accounts.

“
”ICRC Brasilia

@CICV_br

We continue our work in the face of #COVID19:
- family phone calls for migrants
- donations to vulnerable populations
- dialogue with penitentiary authorities on fighting the pandemic
- support for the International Red Cross and Red Crescent Movement  
#CruzRoja #MediaLunaRoja

1. Brazil, Boa Vista. 
Physical distancing 
is observed at a kiosk 
where migrants 
can avail of the 
Movement’s family-
links services.

2. Colombia, Catatumbo. 
After a difficult 
five-hour journey, 
the ICRC reaches this 
conflict-affected 
community to deliver 
food items and water 
filters.
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