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THE ICRC’S RESPONSE TO COVID-19 
IN THE NEAR AND MIDDLE EAST

COVID-19 AND CONFLICT: A CRISIS ON TOP OF A 
CRISIS

Yemen, camp for internally 
displaced people. A boy uses 

dirty water to wash up.
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 � 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, the spread of the virus 

poses an additional threat to their lives. 

 � 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 armed conflict and other violence, 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 where hostilities are ongoing or that are 

outside of government control, 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 

camps for internally displaced people or refugees, where social distancing is impossible and 

access to water and soap is not guaranteed.

 � ICRC delegations in the Near and Middle East 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 help people to meet their basic needs with dignity, help strengthen 

their resilience, and ensure the delivery of basic services. 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 (UN) agencies.
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The ICRC is:

 � providing comprehensive material assistance (e.g. donations of medical supplies and intensive-
care equipment) to hospitals and clinics in Lebanon, the occupied Palestinian territory, the 
Syrian Arab Republic (hereafter Syria) and Yemen

 � supplying health staff in Iraq, Lebanon, the occupied Palestinian territory, Syria and Yemen 
with protective equipment (e.g. masks, goggles, gowns and gloves), infrared thermometers 
and disinfection materials; conducting COVID-19 awareness sessions and training in infection 
prevention

 � helping the Rafik Hariri University Hospital in Lebanon – currently the country’s main testing 
and treatment centre for COVID-19 – to divide its premises into areas for COVID-19 and non-
COVID-19 patients and set up a dedicated COVID-19 emergency room there

 � expanding wards and rehabilitating electrical, water and sanitation facilities at hospitals and 
primary-health-care centres serving as main response centres for COVID-19 in Yemen; building 
handwashing stations in primary-health-care centres in Iraq

 � implementing preventive measures at the ICRC field hospital in the Al Hol camp for internally 
displaced people in Syria

 � providing tents to temporarily house medical staff working at a field hospital in the occupied 
Palestinian territory

 � giving financial support to the National Society in the Islamic Republic of Iran for facilitating 
the medical screening and treatment of COVID-19 patients

 � donating medical supplies and protective equipment to National Society personnel in the 
occupied Palestinian territory, Syria and Yemen

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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1. Gaza Strip. The ICRC is delivering medical supplies and disinfection 
materials to the Palestine Red Crescent Society.

2. Iraq, Khanaqin. A patient is washing his hands at a handwashing station 
that the ICRC installed at a primary-health-care centre.
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Iraq. The ICRC donates hygiene items, including soap and hand sanitizer, to 
prisons to help them tackle COVID-19.

The ICRC is:

 � donating protective equipment (e.g. medical masks, goggles, face shields, gloves and gowns) to 
health and other staff in places of detention in Iraq, Jordan, Syria and Yemen

 � helping the detaining authorities in Lebanon upgrade facilities (e.g. installation of handwashing 
stations, water tanks and/or medical screening facilities); building a well at a prison in Yemen to 
mitigate health risks arising from water shortage

 � providing support to the penitentiary authorities in Iraq and Lebanon for building isolation blocks 
for detainees suspected or confirmed to have COVID-19

 � supplying the detaining authorities in Iraq and Syria with materials for cleaning or disinfecting 
prisons, and providing financial assistance to the National Society in the Islamic Republic of Iran 
to do so; giving soap and other hygiene items to detainees in Jordan, the occupied Palestinian 
territory and Syria, and cleaning materials to detainees in Yemen

 � conducting awareness-raising sessions on COVID-19 for prison staff in Yemen, and supporting 
such sessions conducted by the National Society in Lebanon

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.
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Detainees deserve the same quality of 
care as anybody. It’s the humane thing to 
do and it’s in the community’s interest. 
We will continue to work with several 
detention authorities in the Middle East to 
make sure everybody involved stays safe 
during this pandemic. #COVID19

“

”Fabrizio Carboni
@FCarboniICRC

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

In places affected by conflict and/or 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:

 � giving material support to the authorities and local service providers in Lebanon and Syria for 
operating and maintaining water-supply and waste-management systems; repairing water 
infrastructure in the occupied Palestinian territory
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The ICRC is:

 � donating blankets and mattresses – upon the authorities’ request – to people in quarantine in 
the occupied Palestinian territory, and bedding and disinfection materials to a government-run 
quarantine centre in Iraq

 � observing physical distancing and other preventive measures during relief distributions in Syria, 
and implementing similar measures for recipients of the cash-transfer programmes for Syrian 
refugees in Jordan

 � supporting the National Society in Yemen in the provision of food, shelter materials, hygiene 
items and cleaning materials to people in quarantine centres

 � giving educational and recreational materials on COVID-19 prevention to children in the occupied 
Palestinian territory

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. Gaza Strip, Khan Yunis. The ICRC is conducting a disinfection campaign at 
a mosque.

2. Syria. Since the start of the pandemic, the ICRC has been supporting 
the Syrian Arab Red Crescent’s COVID-19 awareness campaigns. Their 
volunteers are working around the clock to reach people living in shelters, 
camps or crowded neighborhoods.
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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.

 � providing water tanks and filters, solar-powered water systems and shelter materials to quarantine 
centres in Yemen

 � providing support to the National Society in Syria for conducting disinfection campaigns in 
crowded places and along major roads, and carrying out similar campaigns in the occupied 
Palestinian territory

 � helping the National Societies in Iraq and Syria to conduct awareness-raising sessions on 
COVID-19 for internally displaced people living in camps, such as the Al Hol camp in Syria; 
launching public information campaigns, including radio spots, in Yemen on preventive measures 

https://www.icrc.org/en

