
THE PANDEMIC IS A PANDORA’S BOX
As millions of people around the world face a new reality, for some people, their previous reality was 
already a high-risk one – and COVID-19 just raised the stakes.

Eurasia is the backdrop to several long-term conflicts that rarely make the international news. 

Across the region, there are pockets of extreme vulnerability and grinding poverty. There are elderly 
people living in remote areas, their children long gone to find work elsewhere. There are people who 
deal with danger daily, living in disputed territories or near lines of control. There are people who 
have lost their livelihoods because of mines on the land they used to work. There are children who 
are growing up learning to take cover alongside learning the alphabet. Then there are people in places 
of detention, living in dire conditions. Add a deadly virus into the mix and it’s a recipe for disaster.

Humanitarian organizations are thin on the ground in conflict zones and aid and information are 
scarce, but the people who live there need help.

We have been helping people affected by conflict in Eurasia for years, but we have had to rethink 
almost everything we do because of the pandemic. It has turned people’s lives upside down and it has 
presented us with new challenges.

We are now helping people within the confines of the COVID-19 pandemic, and these are their stories, 
as well as those of the helpers.

COVID-19:  
OUR RESPONSE  
IN EURASIACO
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FROM BAD TO WORSE:  
COVID-19 DEEPENS EXISTING 
VULNERABILITIES
Imagine knowing there is a dangerous virus spreading across the world, but you live alone, not really 
knowing how to stay safe. You know you should stay at home, but you need to go out to buy food and 
supplies. You have heard that good hygiene is important, but you have no hot water and no money for 
soap, let alone for disinfectant or a mask. The COVID-19 pandemic is a worry for everyone, but the 
ability to stay alive and well is harder for some.

ACROSS THE REGION
For people living in disputed areas or conflict zones, we are sometimes the only people there 
to help. Trapped either by conflict or COVID-19, or both, they have no way of getting essential 
supplies. Our teams have been travelling to communities in these areas to deliver what they 
need. Keeping people safe is paramount and, whenever possible, we are combining our deliveries 
and making them contactless. This also helps reduce the stress that people feel about running 
out of supplies during the pandemic. The crisis has meant we are offering collections too, 
helping producers sell their goods at market – whether it be cheese, silk or honey. And almost 
as important are information and advice, which are vital for vulnerable people who are cut off 
from the outside world. We are providing advice about the pandemic alongside our deliveries and 
offering livelihoods training sessions using videos.

* Some names have been changed.
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ELMIR'S STORY*
In a remote part of Azerbaijan, 
Elmir relies on worms to make 
a living. These are no ordinary 
worms though – they are 
silkworms. The worms and 
their shells offer security to the 
people here, in direct contrast 
to the bullets and shells that 
have blighted their lives.  
We have provided Elmir and 
nine other silk producers with 
400 kg of mulberry leaves to 
help them through this crisis. 
“The mulberry leaves really 
boosted cocoon production,” 
says Elmir.  
“Last year, I produced 40 kg  
of silk cocoon; this year,  
I produced over 63 kg.  
I plan to increase production 
every year from now on.”

[This picture is illustrative,  
it is not Elmir on the pictures]
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ACROSS THE REGION
We have made sure that children can continue their education at home by providing tablet devices, 
Wi-Fi routers, printers and print supplies, which supports children and teachers alike. And when 
it is time for children in conflict zones to go back to kindergarten or school, we will prepare them 
and their schools with hygiene supplies and safety advice.

Some children are far from home though, playing out their lives in a migration centre. The 
coordinating power of the International Red Cross and Red Crescent Movement helps make 
sure that migrants and their children are not left behind. We have worked closely with the 
International Federation of Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies (IFRC) and National Societies 
in the Balkans on a range of activities. In Serbia, for example, we have supported school-aged 
children in migration centres to follow educational programmes. You cannot put a price on this 
investment – it is in children’s futures.

SONYA’S STORY
Sonya lives alone in the village of Hranitne in Ukraine. The conflict has cast a long shadow over her 
life, and the outbreak of COVID-19 has pushed her deeper into poverty and isolation. We previously 
helped her buy beehives and an incubator to earn a living, and now she is one of 680 people receiving 
visits from a nurse from the Ukrainian Red Cross Society. Masha has become Sonya’s lifeline and her 
friend. “Masha goes to the local pharmacy and store to buy everything I need. We have become close 
friends, and I wouldn’t have survived the summer without her. We need to sit down and talk and get 
everything off our chest.” 

Dima’s dream is to work in IT. Now he has a new laptop provided  
by the ICRC, he can continue to work remotely and not fall behind  
with his school work.

DIMA’S STORY
Dima’s father went missing during the conflict 
in Donbas and now he has been forced to adapt 
again – this time learning remotely because 
of the pandemic. Until recently, he was using 
an ancient computer that he shared with other 
family members. We bought him a new laptop 
and we are paying for the household’s internet 
connection. Dima now has a better chance of 
following his dream of working in IT as he is less 
likely to fall behind with his school work.
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Sonya is not alone in her plight. We surveyed households in Donbas during May and June and a 
worrying 43 per cent of people said they would not be able to manage for more than a week without 
humanitarian aid – so we are stepping up the help we provide.

ACROSS THE REGION
It was hard for people to manage before the pandemic, but it is certainly a lot harder now. The 
economic impact of the pandemic-related restrictive measures has been felt across the whole 
region. Being able to earn a living is the biggest challenge for people who were already in dire 
straits because of conflict, migration or displacement. Many people scrape by with temporary 
jobs or ad hoc support. We are working with National Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies to 
tailor our help to the varying needs of the region’s vulnerable people, with a focus on the elderly, 
disabled or ill people, as well as the relatives of the missing and people living in isolated and 
hard-to-reach areas.

DISPUTED TERRITORIES: WE ARE THERE
COVID-19 has made everyone’s life more challenging, but if you live in a disputed territory, the 
challenge is more complex still. These are places where few or no other humanitarian organizations 
work – including a National Society – and we are often operating alone, relying on our neutrality and 
impartiality to do so.

MAKVALA’S STORY
Makvala is one of hundreds of elderly people 
receiving our support during the COVID-19 crisis. 
She is receiving food and hygiene supplies, as well 
as information about the pandemic. We can reach 
people like Makvala because of our neutrality and 
impartiality. We have access to the areas near the 
administrative boundary line between Georgia 
proper and South Ossetia where other humanitarian 
organizations do not. We are also working with the 
Georgia Red Cross Society to identify other people 
who need our help in Georgia proper. Many elderly 
people in these areas have not been able to collect 
their pensions because of the restrictive measures, 
so we have provided three months of supplies to 
people who have no relatives nearby to help them.
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As borders or crossing points closed, including the disputed ones, many people found themselves on 
the wrong side, so to speak, and with no information about what to do. Elderly people are unable to 
collect their pensions and families are unable to collect important documents, such as birth, marriage 
or death certificates. We have worked to help people in this situation, not only by providing them with 
emergency aid, but also with information and updates. In some disputed territories, there is no safety 
net and there is rarely anyone else to help.

EDWIN’S STORY
Thanks to the ICRC, Edwin is the proud owner of a gas stove, which means he can finally have a hot 
shower. Edwin lives alone in an area affected by conflict in the region. He is one of 460 elderly people 
who have received a cash lump sum during the pandemic – equivalent to about 100 US dollars. People 
have used the money to stock up on food, medicines and hygiene supplies; others have used it to pay 
off debts, usually owed to grocery stores and accrued when times were hard. Edwin is just happy to 
feel human again.

 
ACROSS THE REGION
Providing personal protective equipment (PPE) has been a core part of our COVID-19 response. 
We have distributed huge quantities of PPE around the region – to health-care facilities, schools, 
prisons, detention centres, mortuaries, as well as to individuals. Maria Carmen Echezarreta 
Inurritegui, head of the ICRC’s Mission in the region of Tskhinval/i, South Ossetia, explains: 

“The ICRC has locally and globally mobilized and redistributed its resources to be able to respond 
to the most urgent humanitarian needs arising from the COVID-19 pandemic. Providing support 
and assistance to health-care workers is of paramount importance, as they are the ones most 
exposed to the virus.”

In July, the ICRC distributed 
supplies in South Ossetia to 
elderly people who have not been 
able to collect their pensions 
because of the restrictive 
measures.  
We provided them with three 
months of supplies to see them 
through the immediate crisis.
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WHAT LOCKDOWN MEANS FOR THE LOCKED-UP
One could wrongly assume that a detention centre is a safe environment when a virus is running 
rampant; the detainees are confined within four walls and contact with the outside world is limited. 
But nothing could be further from the truth.

Overcrowding makes physical distancing next to impossible, while hygiene and ventilation are often 
poor. Many detainees feel anxious about the risk of infection and they feel isolated, unable to contact 
their relatives. People want to know that their relatives are safe, whether they are on the inside or 
outside of the prison walls.

SILVANA’S STORY
Silvana is head of the ICRC’s team in Sarajevo that works to ensure detaining authorities meet their 
legal obligations: “The ICRC has worked with the detention authorities in Bosnia-Herzegovina for many 
years, and we have an established contact with detainees. With this crisis, they really need our help.” 

The penitentiary prison in Zenica in Bosnia-Herzegovina is one such prison. Visits to the prison were 
suspended because of the restrictive measures, so we have donated phone cards to the detainees to 
stay in touch with their relatives. This is incredibly important for their mental well-being. Silvana is 
in no doubt about the value of this work: “Being in contact with loved ones is extremely important 
for human beings, and people in detention are no exception. These services are at the core of our 
humanitarian action and, in these extraordinary circumstances, we have found ways to help people 
who would otherwise be forgotten.”

ACROSS THE REGION
We have been discussing the mental health of detainees with the authorities in many countries 
where restrictive measures have stopped prison visits. Recognizing the importance for detainees 
to stay in touch with their relatives, we have been helping people do so, either with phone cards 
or by organizing phone and video calls.

We have also been providing both detainees and authorities with practical help and guidance 
on reducing the spread of COVID-19, including in Armenia, Azerbaijan, Ukraine, Greece and 
Kyrgyzstan. In Kyrgyzstan, we also installed four tents in three prisons to support the authorities 
in preventing the spread of the virus.
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As a forensic expert, I was already familiar with aspects  
of the forensic anthropology and archaeology course.  
The online training particularly helped by detailing all  
the steps that ICRC experts take, both in the laboratory  
and the field. IC
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ADAPTING TO A NEW NORMAL: 
THIS IS WHAT WE DO
We are a humanitarian organization with a unique role mandated by the Geneva Conventions. We work in 
places where armed conflict and violence turn lives upside down, places where few other humanitarians 
work, places where there is no normal, let alone a new one. COVID-19 has not stopped us from carrying 
out our work: we are just doing it differently.

DIANA’S STORY
When people go missing, the pain and anguish felt by their loved ones is often unbearable. Helping 
people find answers is what drives Diana Martirosyan. She works as a forensic specialist in Abkhazia, 
identifying the remains of people killed during the conflict. 

“I started working for the ICRC in 2017 while at medical college. This job has changed my life. It gives 
me great satisfaction to help people whose loved ones are missing, to find out what happened to them.”

COVID-19 has not stopped people from going missing, but it has stopped relatives from being able 
to look for them and it has created a backlog of bodies waiting to be identified. We are supporting 
forensic specialists like Diana with equipment, protection and guidance to help keep them safe when 
handling potentially infectious remains. We have also supported 13 forensic specialists like Diana to 
study forensic archaeology and anthropology through an online course accredited by the University of 
Durham in the United Kingdom.

SOLANGE’S STORY
Solange ended up in Greece after violence caused her to flee her village in north-western Cameroon. She 
became separated from her three children, but immediately started looking for them. When she first 
approached the ICRC in Athens, she explained that she had no idea where her family was and how she 
had tried to find them, without success. We located her three children, still in Cameroon, and delivered 
the news to Solange. After many months of agony and despair, she was finally able to speak to her family 
on the phone. They now hope to be reunited in a safe place, far from violence and persecution.

ACROSS THE REGION
The right to know the fate of loved ones is enshrined in international humanitarian law and human 
rights law, and supporting forensic specialists and authorities around the region is an important part 
of our regular work. COVID-19 has required extra precautions to be in place so this crucial work can 
continue. For example, we have supported the authorities and forensic specialists in Greece and Italy 
in determining the fate of migrants missing in the Mediterranean Sea, providing them with body 
bags, surgical masks, gloves, digital cameras and laptops. Similarly, in Bosnia-Herzegovina, we have 
provided guidance to forensic specialists on how to manage potentially infectious bodies and we have 
supplied them with PPE.
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To protect Red Cross volunteers who are responding to the pandemic,  
the ICRC provided the Red Cross Society of Bosnia-Herzegovina with 
financial support to buy PPE and to cover other operational costs.
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KEEP CALM AND CARRY ON HELPING
The presence of 192 National Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies in countries around the world means 
we have trusted partners we work with on the ground to help vulnerable people and communities. 
National Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies around the world play a crucial role in responding to 
people in need. The COVID-19 pandemic is no different, but National Societies do need extra support 
to cope with the scale of the crisis, and this has been one of the ICRC’s priorities. 

Protecting staff and volunteers is critical and we are providing them with PPE, as well as financial and 
material support, so they can continue to carry out their humanitarian operations. We have also been 
providing staff and volunteers with psychosocial support to cope with the stress of caring for people 
with COVID-19 and the anxiety they feel about becoming infected themselves and infecting others. 

NINA’S STORY
The Georgia Red Cross Society’s hotline has been providing support and advice to people during the 
pandemic, but it was struggling to cope with the volume of calls and asked for our help and expertise. 
Six of our employees volunteered and joined the hotline team. Nina is one such employee.

“It is one of the most rewarding things I have ever done at the ICRC. I am an HR manager, so I almost 
never interact directly with the people we help. The people who call the hotline are often desperate. 
They are fearful and lonely – I can hear it in their voices. Most of them are just grateful that someone 
is on the other end of the line. They don’t know us, but we are the people they trust to listen and give 
them sound advice.”

ACROSS THE REGION
The stress, anxiety and loneliness caused by the pandemic are affecting the well-being of many 
people. The long-term consequences may be particularly acute for health-care workers on the front 
line, COVID-19 survivors and those forced to quarantine or self-isolate for extended periods of time. 
If there is one thing our experience in emergencies and conflict zones tells us, it is that we must care 
for the carers.
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NAZGUL’S STORY
People the world over have found creative ways to thank the helpers during the pandemic, but the 
helpers need help too. Nazgul is a mental health and psychosocial support officer working at the 
ICRC’s office in Kyrgyzstan. She has spent two months travelling to branches of the Red Crescent 
Society of Kyrgyzstan, providing support to staff and volunteers. She has helped individuals and 
groups better understand stress and burnout, how to develop coping mechanisms and the importance 
of practising mental health care.

“When we couldn’t travel to parts of the country, we delivered support sessions online. It worked just 
as well. Staff and volunteers felt comfortable expressing their feelings and sharing their experiences. 
One of them said to me: ‘After the session on burnout, I finally understood what has been happening to 
me at home and at work. Now I know why I have been reacting the way I am these past few months.’”

 
ACROSS THE REGION
As with all emergencies, people who are already vulnerable and marginalized are more adversely 
affected than others because their ability to bounce back is already low. The COVID-19 pandemic 
is no different and existing inequalities and discrimination have worsened during the crisis. In 
Eurasia, the people most at risk are the homeless, temporary and seasonal workers, the urban 
poor, ethnic minorities, migrants and refugees.

We have developed a joint programme with the St Petersburg branch of the Russian Red Cross 
Society to distribute food packages to people from Ukraine, Syria, Yemen and Afghanistan, and 
to migrant labourers with children who have found themselves struggling to survive. Restrictive 
measures to stop the spread of the pandemic have left them without work and an income. They 
do not have access to any support, which is why we are providing a safety net to see them through 
the crisis.

Manush from Dovegh, a remote Armenian village 
bordering Azerbaijan, is proud of the birds she breeds  
to make a living. She heads one of the families supported 
by the ICRC. This now helps them live through the 
economic hardship brought by the lock-down.
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Find out more on our response in individual countries:

• Armenia   https://www.facebook.com/ICRCam/
• Azerbaijan   https://www.facebook.com/ICRCBaku/
• Bosnia-Herzegovina   https://www.facebook.com/ICRCBiH/
• Brussels (Delegation to EU, NATO and Belgium)   https://twitter.com/ICRC_bxl
• Georgia   https://www.facebook.com/ICRCGeo
• Greece   https://www.facebook.com/ICRCgr/
• London (UK & Ireland regional delegation)   https://twitter.com/ICRC_uk
• Moscow   https://www.facebook.com/ICRCRu/
            https://vk.com/icrc_rus

• Paris (regional delegation)   https://www.facebook.com/HDTSE/
• Serbia (Belgrade regional delegation)  https://www.icrc.org/en/where-we-work/
   europe-central-asia/serbia

• Ukraine   https://twitter.com/ICRC_ua
     www.facebook.com/ICRCUA/
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