
RECOMMENDATIONS  
ON INCLUDING CAMPS  
AND CAMP-LIKE SETTINGS  
IN THE RESPONSE TO  
THE COVID-19 PANDEMIC 

Deim Zubeir village, South Sudan. The ICRC distributes emergency food assistance to 
1,000 families. According to local authorities, the community in Deim Zubeir hosts 18,000 
displaced persons living in makeshift camps.
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As COVID-19 spreads, States face an extraordinary public health challenge, compelling them to adopt 
increasingly stringent measures. Internally displaced people and migrants,1 including refugees, living 
in camps, formal and informal settlements and other collective sites (hereafter camp and camp-like 
settings), may be disproportionately affected by both the pandemic itself and the response measures 
adopted by States. During a pandemic, the complex task of managing camps and camp-like set-
tings becomes an even greater challenge; it is therefore of the utmost importance to ensure inclusive 
responses that benefit both people living in such settings and the entire host community.

Drawing on its operational presence, the ICRC, together with the volunteers and staff of the Red Cross 
and Red Crescent Movement, is already providing a humanitarian response to the COVID-19 pandemic 
that tries to meet the public health and humanitarian needs of the many people affected, including 
those living in camps and camp-like settings. We recognize the enormous challenges that authori-
ties are facing and the pressure under which public services are operating as they seek to respond to 
the pandemic. The following recommendations are designed to help national and local authorities, 
humanitarian organizations and other responders to develop effective COVID-19 responses that take 
into account and address the specific needs and vulnerabilities of people in camps and camp-like set-
tings.2 Our recommendations focus on the protection ramifications of the COVID-19 crisis for people 
living in such settings and the policy-related aspects of the response. They should be read in conjunc-
tion with the Inter-Agency Standing Committee’s Interim Guidance scaling COVID-19 Outbreak Readiness 

and Response Operations in Camps and Camp-like Settings, which contains more detailed operational 
guidance on responses in camps and camp-like settings.3

1. DEVELOP COMPREHENSIVE PREPAREDNESS AND RESPONSE MEASURES  
FOR CAMPS AND CAMP-LIKE SETTINGS
Closely spaced accommodation, overcrowding, insufficient access to health information and services, 
and a lack of appropriate sanitation and hygiene measures make camps and camp-like settings more 
susceptible to a COVID-19 outbreak, resulting in clusters that are difficult, or even impossible, to contain 
within or outside of these settings. This may increase preventable morbidity and mortality, not only 
among the people living and the staff working at the site, but also within the host community. Contin-
gency and response plans for camps and camp-like settings that are specific, multi-sectoral and comply 
with public health guidance are therefore urgently required. Such plans will contribute to reducing both 
the impact of the pandemic on internally displaced people and migrants in camps and camp-like set-
tings and the risks for the host community. Developing and implementing these plans will require coop-
eration and coordination among the relevant government bodies and institutions and all other actors 
involved in the COVID-19 response. Donor support should be geared towards not only the preparedness 
and emergency phases, but also towards meeting the long-term needs of people living in camps and 
camp-like settings, including measures to address the socio-economic impact of the pandemic.
Responses developed for camps and camp-like settings should focus on, inter alia:

 • Ensuring access to accurate and relevant risk communication and public health information, 
including through enhanced community engagement. Information should be provided in 
appropriate languages and formats that are easy to access, including for children and people with 
disabilities. 

1 The ICRC and the International Red Cross/ Red Crescent Movement (the Movement) as a whole use a 
deliberately broad description of “migrants” to include all people who flee or leave or their homes and move 
across international borders to seek safety or better prospects, and who may be in need of protection and/
or humanitarian assistance. Migrants may be workers, students and/or foreigners deemed irregular by public 
authorities. They may also be refugees, asylum seekers and/or stateless persons. The Movement seeks to 
ensure that all vulnerable migrants, including refugees and asylum seekers, receive the protection to which 
they are entitled under international and domestic law. As such, we have adopted an inclusive description 
of migrants to reflect our operational practice and emphasize that all migrants are protected under several 
bodies of law. Also see ICRC, Note on the protection of migrants in the face of the COVID-19 pandemic, April 2020, 
available at: https://www.icrc.org/en/download/file/117261/public_note_on_the_protection_of_migrants_in_the_
face_of_the_covid-19_pandemic_08.04.2020.pdf [accessed 21 April 2020].

2 Similar recommendations apply, mutatis mutandis, to camps and camp-like settings located in areas controlled 
by non-State armed groups.

3 See IASC Interim Guidance scaling COVID-19 Outbreak Readiness and Response Operations in Camps and Camp-like 
Settings, available at: https://interagencystandingcommittee.org/other/interim-guidance-scaling-covid-19-
outbreak-readiness-and-response-operations-camps-and-camp [accessed 25 March 2020].
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 • Limiting human-to-human transmission. This includes efforts to: reduce secondary infections 
among close contacts and health-care workers; increase capacity for screening and testing; 
implement contact tracing in compliance with data protection and privacy rules and principles as 
reflected in applicable international, regional and national legal frameworks;4 provide appropriate 
quarantine and isolation measures – as needed – on or off site; prioritize hygiene and other water 
and sanitation interventions and distribute appropriate items (e.g. soap, masks and hand sanitizer); 
prevent events that amplify virus transmission (such as mass gatherings or large-scale distribution 
of aid organized without appropriate physical distancing); introduce mitigation measures to reduce 
overcrowding in camps, as required and where feasible (also see recommendation 2 below).

 • Providing optimized and early care to infected patients by strengthening health facilities 
at the site and establishing a referral system to outside facilities, where necessary. Special 
attention should be given to people whose personal circumstances increase their risk of 
developing severe forms of COVID-19 (i.e. older people and those with underlying health 
conditions), unaccompanied children, people with disabilities and other vulnerable groups, owing 
to the discrimination, exclusion or exploitation they already face.

 • Eliminating existing barriers that prevent internally displaced people and migrants accessing 
health care and other essential services.5 Such barriers may include out-of-pocket costs, cultural 
or language barriers, lack of official documentation and pre-existing restrictions of freedom 
of movement hampering access to health services outside the camp. Authorities should ensure 
that migrants have equal access to testing and medical treatment regardless of their legal status 
(whether recognized or unrecognized, regular or irregular). Additionally, authorities should lift 
any requirements for health and other essential service providers and humanitarian organizations 
to report migrants in an irregular situation to law enforcement or migration authorities. Similarly, 
strict documentation requirements for internally displaced people should be relaxed or waived to 
allow them to access essential services and benefit from existing social protection programmes.

 • Ensuring continuity and, where necessary, scaling up the provision of services and 
humanitarian assistance in camps and camp-like settings. This is crucial, given that internally 
displaced people and migrants living in these settings are often highly dependent on external 
support from authorities, humanitarian organizations and host communities for their survival; 
moreover, COVID-19 containment measures will prevent them from being able to access the 
informal livelihood opportunities and markets on which they may rely. Authorities should ensure 
continued access to sites for humanitarian organizations and other service providers, and should 
organize and/or facilitate alternative methods of providing services and assistance in camps and  
camp-like settings that protect the safety of camp inhabitants and staff.6 Policies developed to 
mitigate the social and humanitarian impact of the economic downturn caused by COVID-19 on 

4 Contact tracing and similar processes require the collection and processing of personal data, including 
sensitive health data. Data protection and privacy rules and principles require, inter alia, that personal data 
must be processed lawfully, fairly, transparently, and for a specified and legitimate purpose. The processing 
of more health data than is necessary or in a systematic and generalized manner should be avoided to ensure 
data minimization. Moreover, the data should be processed in a manner that is proportionate, that is to 
say appropriate, relevant and limited to what is necessary for the specified purpose of the task. Many data 
protection authorities have issued guidelines or statements on the application of their respective national 
data protection laws in the context of COVID-19, which can be found at https://globalprivacyassembly.org/
covid19/ and https://iapp.org/resources/article/dpa-guidance-on-covid-19/. For more information on data 
protection in the humanitarian context, see the Handbook on Data Protection in Humanitarian Action, https://
www.icrc.org/en/publication/handbook-data-protection-humanitarian-action; and COVID-19 guidance produced 
by the Inter-Agency Standing Committee Sub-Group on Data Responsibility, https://data.humdata.org/
faq-data-responsibility-covid-19.

5 For an overview of international humanitarian law and international human rights law rules concerning the 
right to health, see ICRC, Respecting and Protecting Health Care in Armed Conflicts and in Situations Not Covered 
by International Humanitarian Law, 2012, available at: https://www.icrc.org/en/doc/assets/files/2012/health-care-
law-factsheet-icrc-eng.pdf [accessed on 7 May 2020].

6 The protection of staff, particularly health care workers, is indeed critical to the response. See World Health 
Organization, Rational use of personal protective equipment (PPE) for coronavirus disease (COVID-19), WHO, 19 
March 2020, available at: https://apps.who.int/iris/bitstream/handle/10665/331498/WHO-2019-nCoV-IPCPPE_
use-2020.2-eng.pdf, [accessed 27 March 2020]; See also World Food Programme, Interim recommendations 
for adjusting food distribution standard operating procedures in the context of COVID-19 outbreak, WFP, 24 March 
2020, available at: https://interagencystandingcommittee.org/other/interim-recommendations-adjusting-food-
distribution-standard-operating-procedures-context [accessed 16 April 2020].
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vulnerable groups should also benefit internally displaced people and migrants living in camps 
and camp-like settings.

 • Promoting best practices in terms of management of the dead and prevent people from 
going missing.7 These include ensuring dignified burial in clearly marked, individual graves in 
demarcated areas (cemeteries) and systematically registering deaths at the site. Moreover, all 
family separations and transfers of persons to outside facilities should also be registered, with a 
view to keeping family members informed, and thus preventing people from going missing. No 
scientific or public health reasons justify the hasty disposal or cremation of the remains of people 
who have died from COVID-19. Authorities should develop a contingency plan, in cooperation 
with all key stakeholders, to respond to an expected rapid increase in deaths.8

2. REDUCE CROWDING IN CAMPS AND CAMP-LIKE SETTINGS, AS REQUIRED 
AND WHERE FEASIBLE, TO DECREASE THE RISK OF INFECTION AND COMMUNITY 
TRANSMISSION
Authorities should avoid establishing new camps in cases where appropriate COVID-19 prevention 
measures would be impossible to implement. Whenever possible, they should provide suitable alter-
native accommodation to recently arrived internally displaced people and migrants.

On existing sites, measures to ease camp congestion such as relocating some camp residents, as part 
of efforts to reorganize the camp layout, or completely evacuating the site might be required to allow 
people to leave overcrowded areas and reduce their exposure to the virus. These measures should be 
carefully planned and implemented to ensure compliance with relevant international obligations and 
take into account the best interests of the internally displaced people and migrants concerned, as 
well as epidemiological considerations such as the public health threat that the unmanaged departure 
of potentially infected individuals from the site would pose for receiving communities. Authorities 
should:

 • Liaise with the competent health authorities prior to implementing measures to ease 
congestion or evacuate sites. This will allow appropriate community-based measures to be 
put in place, informed by and in compliance with recommendations from the competent health 
authority, to mitigate public health risks linked to departures from camps.

 • Provide internally displaced people and/or migrants who are moved from the site with suitable 
alternative shelter and dignified living conditions. This means that the people concerned 
should continue to have the same access to health care and other essential services, as well as to 
humanitarian assistance, as they did in the camp. Furthermore, it must be possible to implement 
COVID-19 prevention measures in the accommodation provided.

 • Ensure that the internally displaced people and/or migrants concerned have the necessary 
entitlements to travel and settle in the new locations. Authorities should issue laissez-passer, 
travel documents, security clearances and/or other official documents as needed, including in 
cases where transfers to new locations are not carried out directly by the authorities themselves.

 • Give priority to vulnerable persons, their caregivers and families in the implementation of 
measures to reduce congestion in or evacuate camps. When deciding which people to move from 
overcrowded sites, authorities should prioritize those with identifiable risk factors for severe 
illness, such as advanced age and preexisting medical conditions, as well as unaccompanied 
children.

 • Make every effort to keep families together. Measures should be taken to ensure that families 
are able to move together, to avoid families becoming separated and people losing contact 
with their relatives or going missing. Should family separation occur or be necessary on health 
grounds, efforts should be made to restore and maintain family links whenever necessary; 
families should be reunited wherever possible, without undue delay.

7 ICRC, General guidance for the management of the dead related to COVID-19, ICRC, March 2020, available at: 
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.fsisyn.2020.03.007 [accessed on 27 April 2020]. See also Protection of Family Links during 
COVID-19, ICRC, May 2020, available at: https://www.icrc.org/sites/default/files/topic/file_plus_list/rfl_covid-19_0.
pdf [accessed on 26 May 2020].

8 ICRC, Management of Dead Bodies after Disasters: A Field Manual for First Responders, ICRC, November 2017, 
available at: https://www.icrc.org/en/publication/0880-management-dead-bodies-after-disasters-field-manual-
first-responders [accessed on 6 May 2020].
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 • Ensure the participation of internally displaced people, migrants and host communities in 
the decision-making process and the implementation of measures to reduce congestion in or 
evacuate camps. Meaningful consultations with all stakeholders are vital to the success of such 
measures.

Reducing overcrowding in or evacuating camps hosting migrants, including refugees, may form part 
of a broader regional or international responsibility-sharing mechanism, in cases where the capac-
ity of a given country becomes overwhelmed. Resuming resettlement procedures as a humanitarian 
exemption to travel restrictions may also contribute to efforts to ease congestion in camps.

Important: These recommendations should not be interpreted as promoting measures to reduce 
congestion in or to close camps that, in the absence of viable alternatives, could result in the 
forced return of internally displaced people to their homes or places of habitual residence, or 
could compel refugees or other people in need of international protection to return to their 
country of origin or subject them to secondary displacement. Neither should the recommen-
dations be interpreted as justifying the forced displacement of civilians in situations of armed 
conflict. In all circumstances, measures taken should not be used to justify the deportation of 
migrants or pre-existing policies aimed at dismantling camps, including informal settlements. 
The sole aim of measures to reduce overcrowding in or evacuate camps should be to protect 
public health and the safety and well-being of the individuals concerned. Finally, camp closure 
must never be considered a solution to displacement and should only been carried out as part 
of a broader strategy aimed at supporting internally displaced people and refugees to achieve 
durable solutions that are voluntary, safe and dignified.

3. ENSURE THAT COVID-19-RELATED RESTRICTIVE MEASURES DESIGNED  
FOR AND/OR IMPLEMENTED IN CAMPS AND CAMP-LIKE SETTINGS COMPLY  
WITH RELEVANT INTERNATIONAL OBLIGATIONS
Restrictive measures such as lockdowns, quarantine, isolation and travel restrictions, may be justi-
fied on public health grounds, in order to contain the spread of infectious diseases such as COVID-19. 
Such exceptional measures – whether implemented during a state of emergency or in other circum-
stances, including in camps and camp-like settings – must comply with human rights law and stand-
ards, including the principle of non-refoulement, and other applicable international legal obligations.9 
Restrictive measures must be lawful, necessary and proportionate to the objective of protecting public 
health, and non-discriminatory.

The application of restrictive measures in camps and camp-like settings raises specific concerns. Peo-
ple living in such settings rely heavily on external support and/or informal livelihood opportunities 
and markets to meet their basic needs. They also need to enter and leave the site, for example to fetch 
firewood or water, to benefit from secondary health care or to establish and/or maintain contact with 
family members living outside the site. Thus, camp inhabitants may be disproportionately affected 
by restrictions on freedom of movement, even though the measures may be the same as, or similar 
to, those applied to the rest of the population. Furthermore, restrictions on freedom of movement 
(whether they amount to deprivation of liberty or not) may already be in force at certain sites. Their 
negative impact would be further exacerbated by the introduction of new, COVID-19-related restric-
tions. Bearing this in mind, authorities should:

 • Establish suitable and clearly demarcated quarantine and isolation areas at sites (or transfer 
any internally displaced people or migrants who need to be quarantined/isolated to outside 
facilities designated for that purpose). Whenever possible, and provided that epidemiological 
concerns are duly taken into account, quarantine measures should not be applied to an 

9 See ICRC, Note on the protection of migrants in the face of COVID-19 pandemic, ICRC, April 2020, available at: 
https://www.icrc.org/en/download/file/117261/public_note_on_the_protection_of_migrants_in_the_face_of_the_
covid-19_pandemic_08.04.2020.pdf [accessed 21 April 2020]. See also United Nations High Commissioner for 
Refugees, Key Legal Considerations on access to territory for persons in need of international protection in the context 
of the COVID-19 response, UNHCR, 16 March 2020, available at: https://www.refworld.org/docid/5e7132834.html 
[accessed 4 April 2020].
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entire camp or camp-like setting without distinguishing between individuals who may have 
been exposed to the virus and others. Failure to do so may result in unjustified restrictions 
of movement for some, if not most, camp inhabitants, with a detrimental impact on their 
livelihoods and well-being. Furthermore, infected individuals should be separated from others 
when establishing isolation areas. In all cases, the need to protect the health of the wider 
community (i.e. people living outside camps) cannot justify measures in camps or camp-like 
settings that fail to protect the health, safety and dignity of the people living at those sites.

 • Carefully evaluate the combined impact of preexisting restrictions of movement in camps and 
camp-like settings and new restrictive measures taken in response to COVID-19. Restrictions 
on freedom of movement imposed on public health grounds should have a separate legal basis 
and not amount to a deprivation of liberty if a detention regime was not already in place. 

 • Take specific steps to ensure respect for the fundamental rights of detainees held in camps 
and camp-like settings. This applies to situations where, prior to the pandemic, a place of 
detention had been established within the camp or a detention regime was already in place 
for the entire camp population. In both cases, legitimate response measures to COVID-19 
implemented on site, including isolation, must comply with the fundamental rights of detainees 
under international human rights law and, in situations of armed conflict, comply with the 
provisions of international humanitarian law, in particular with regard to: the right to health 
care, the right to be treated with dignity and respect, the right to family contact and the right 
to access or continued application of relevant legal procedures and safeguards, including legal 
counsel and courts, as required.

 • Adapt restrictive measures applied to camps and camp-like settings in response to the 
pandemic to the specific circumstances of people living in such sites, with a view to mitigating 
any negative impact on their rights and living conditions. To this effect, we recommend that 
authorities:
• consult with internally displaced people and migrants when planning and implementing 

restrictive measures to tackle COVID-19.
• draw up a list of all movements of persons, goods and services to and from the site, as well as 

within the site, that formed part of the normal functioning of the camp prior to the COVID-19 
crisis (including all permitted, tolerated or informal movements); assess the potential impact 
of planned restrictions on these movements and identify specific solutions to either ensure 
that they can continue safely or to mitigate the disruptive impact of planned measures. For 
example, it might be necessary to increase the assistance provided at the site as a temporary 
measure to compensate for people’s lack of access to livelihoods outside the site.

• draw up a list of additional movements of persons, goods and services to and from the site, 
as well as within the site, that are required to respond effectively to the COVID-19 pandemic 
while minimizing its social, psychosocial and economic impact and identify specific solutions 
to manage those movements safely.

 • Grant rights-based and/or humanitarian exemptions to restrictive measures in camps and 
camp-like settings. Such exemptions may be necessary, for instance, to allow people access 
to life-saving or otherwise critical care, or other essential services not available on site. Family 
reunification with relatives living in another part of the country, or in another country, should be 
considered when a person is highly dependent and requires help with daily activities.10

 • As far as possible, facilitate departures from camps or camp-like settings on a strictly 
voluntary basis, in a manner that is compatible with public health requirements. Internally 
displaced people and migrants at risk of COVID-19 infection in camps and camp-like settings 
may wish to leave the site of their own accord in order to reunite with family members or move 
to a place where the risk of infection is lower (e.g. if they are living in densely populated urban 
areas, they may want to move or return to the countryside). Others may wish to be resettled. 
In overcrowded camps, facilitating voluntary departures can contribute to efforts to relieve 
congestion and thereby improve conditions for the remaining internally displaced people and 
migrants, as well as for the people leaving the sites.

10 See ICRC, COVID-19 and International Humanitarian Law, ICRC, March 2020, available at: https://www.icrc.org/
en/document/covid-19-how-ihl-provides-crucial-safeguards-during-pandemics [accessed on 14 April 2020].
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4. ENSURE THAT PEOPLE LIVING IN CAMPS AND CAMP-LIKE SETTINGS ARE 
TREATED HUMANELY AND ARE PROTECTED FROM STIGMA AND VIOLENCE, 
INCLUDING IN RELATION TO COVID-19
While undertaking efforts to mitigate public health hazards, the authorities should always treat people 
living in camps humanely, respect their rights under international law and avoid exposing them to 
unnecessary immediate or predictable health risks. To that end, the authorities should:

 • Refrain from arbitrary use of force when enforcing restrictive measures to prevent the spread 
of the COVID-19 pandemic in camps and camp-like settings. As in any other law enforcement 
situation, force may only be used as a last resort and must comply with human rights law 
and standards. Under international human rights law, any use of force must be consistent 
with the principles and requirements of legality, necessity, proportionality, precaution and 
accountability. 11

 • Take all possible measures to prevent and/or end violence against people living in camps and 
camp-like settings. Internally displaced people and migrants, including refugees, risk becoming 
scapegoats for the spread of the virus, mainly owing to their contact with foreign aid workers, 
because they have come from areas/ countries with high rates of infection or as a consequence of 
existing discrimination against them. Moreover, internally displaced people and migrants living 
in informal settlements may face problems with law enforcement agencies if they are unable 
to comply with social prevention measures, such as prohibitions on gatherings or lockdowns, 
due to a lack of safe housing alternatives. Outbreaks of COVID-19 in specific camps may further 
stigmatize internally displaced people and migrants, increasing their risk of being subjected 
to violence from host communities, xenophobic groups or, in situations of armed conflict, 
parties to the conflict that perceive them to be affiliated with the enemy. Whenever such risks 
are identified, the authorities – including law enforcement agencies – have an obligation to 
protect people living in camps and camp-like settings from abuse and to prevent and/or end any 
violence against them. Moreover, the authorities have a responsibility to counter and to refrain 
from promoting negative perceptions and narratives relating to internally displaced people or 
migrants.

11 ICRC, The use of force in law enforcement operations, ICRC, September 2015, available at: https://www.icrc.org/en/
document/use-force-law-enforcement-operations [accessed on 18 May 2020].

https://www.icrc.org/en/document/use-force-law-enforcement-operations
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The ICRC helps people around the world affected by armed conflict and other violence, doing 
everything it can to protect their lives and dignity and to relieve their suffering, often with its Red 
Cross and Red Crescent partners. The organization also seeks to prevent hardship by promoting and 
strengthening humanitarian law and championing universal humanitarian principles.
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