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At least 79.5 million people around the world have been forced to flee their homes. Among them are 
nearly 26 million refugees, around half of whom are under the age of 18. Over 80 % of the world ref-
ugees live in countries or territories affected by food insecurity or malnutrition. Over half of the IDP 
population worldwide is displaced within the top-10 most food insecure countries. These countries 
also host one-third of all IDPs and refugees combined (UNHCR, 2020). There are also millions of state-
less people, who have been denied a nationality and lack access to basic rights such as education, 
health care, employment and freedom of movement. At a time when 1 per cent of the world’s popu-
lation have fled their homes as a result of conflict or persecution.  
 
The overview of the data shows below shows that the combination of pre-existing vulnerabilities; 
the locations in which the displaced find themselves; and the exclusion from national statistics and 
social safety net programmes renders forcibly displaced and stateless populations at extremely vul-
nerable. Poverty is not only  one of the root causes of large refugee movements and protracted refu-
gee situations, it can also be the result of displacement.  The secondary impact of COVID is a threat 
multiplier and  risks hitting these population groups harder unless a set of policy actions at both 
country and global level aimed at inclusion and the removal of existing barriers are undertaken in a 
holistic manner. Host countries will need to be supported in order to be able to implement these 
measures.  
 
Pre-existing vulnerabilities  
 
Even before the pandemic, displaced people and the stateless struggled to access basic rights and 
services.  A UNHCR global livelihoods survey which pre-dates the pandemic found that 70% of refu-
gees live in countries with restricted right to work; 66% live in countries with restricted freedom of 
movement and 47% live in countries with restricted access to bank accounts (UNHCR, 2019) Nearly 
half of the 7.4 million school-age refugee children were out of school before the pandemic (UNHCR, 
2020). 
 
In addition to recognizing pre-existing vulnerabilities it is equally important to ensure  the inclu-
sion of the forcibly displaced and the stateless into national data systems and poverty measure-
ments to ensure they are not left behind of recovery efforts. 
 

 In line with the Third United Nations Decade for the Eradication of Poverty and the 2030 
Agenda for Sustainable Development, the Global Compact on Refugees calls for develop-
ing inclusive data collection systems and disaggregation to ensure that those left behind, 
including refugees and host communities, become visible and part of the actions to alle-
viate poverty.  UNHCR in collaboration with UN organizations and partners works on en-
hancing poverty measurement, for both refugees and host communities, in accordance 
with the multi-dimensional approach at the centre of the plan of action of the Third 
United Nations Decade. This work includes the inclusion of displaced populations in 
household surveys and enhanced accessibility to poverty data and analysis, including an 
integrated household survey series to collect nationally representative data on refugees 
in select countries of asylum. 

 Towards the goal of making forcibly displaced persons visible in the 2030 Agenda for 
Sustainable Development, UNHCR has worked within the Expert Group on Refugee and 
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IDP Statistics (EGRIS) to provide technical guidance for the production of reliable forced 
displacement disaggregated data, including the identification of 12 top priority SDG indi-
cators recommended to be disaggregated by forced displacement (UNHCR, 2020). 

 A common joint outcome of the UNHCR-UNICEF Blueprint for Joint Action is the 
strengthening of national data systems to improve availability and accessibility of high-
quality disaggregated data, information, and analysis on the situation of refugee and re-
turnee children. Both agencies are working in different activities to develop and pro-
mote specific guidance for the inclusion of refugees (and where possibly other forcibly 
displaced populations) in national household surveys, administrative data system and 
routine data collection activities. 

 To make data including poverty measurement on forcibly displaced and stateless popu-
lations accessible to researchers and practitioners, UNHCR disseminates anonymized 
and documented microdata sets in the Microdata Library. 

 
The Impact of COVID-19 
 
The 2020 global recession is inflicting the worst setback in a generation on the quest to end ex-
treme poverty and reduce inequality and having disproportionate negative effects on vulnerable 
groups like refugees (Vishwanath et al, JDC Paper, 2020).   
 

 COVID-19 is altering every aspect of commercial activity and trade, shrinking GDP, and 
fueling a debt crisis. The pandemic pushed about 120 million more people into extreme 
poverty in 2020, with the total rising to about 150 million by the end of this year.   

 The pandemic and economic shutdowns are hitting the poor and vulnerable the hardest 
– through illnesses, job and income losses, food supply disruptions, school closures, 
lower remittance flows, and differences in access to life-saving vaccines.   

 More than a year into the COVID-19 pandemic, evidence shows pre-existing inequalities 
are deepening, exposing vulnerabilities in social, political and economic systems for mar-
ginalized groups including forcibly displaced and women and girls. According to a recent 
report by the World Bank, on the current trajectory, by 2030 up to two-thirds of the 
world’s extreme poor will live in fragile and conflict-affected countries – a figure that 
may well increase under the various recovery scenarios (WB, 2020).  

 The pandemic is deepening pre-existing inequalities and its impact is amplified for mar-
ginalized communities, including refugees, women and girls (UN, 2020).  

 
The socioeconomic impact of COVID-19 is deep, prolonged, and cuts into refugees’ and IDPs’ abil-
ity to sustain their basic needs. Further, when recovery happens, it will be slower for refu-
gees who mostly fled their countries with few productive assets and savings.. 

 In December 2020, a joint World Bank – UNHCR report estimated that 4.4 million people 
in the host communities and 1.1 million refugees or IDPs have been driven into poverty 
in the immediate aftermath of the COVID-19 crisis in Lebanon, three governorates of 
Jordan and the Kurdistan Region of Iraq (WB-UNHCR, 2020). Recently updated figures 
indicate that, with respect to the first quarter of 2020, by the end of 2021, in Lebanon an 
additional 2.5 million Lebanese individuals and 430,000 Syrian refugees will enter pov-
erty (based on the national poverty line). This is the result of a complex crises, of which 
COVID-19 is an important component.  (WB-UNHCR 2021). 

 In Uganda, poverty among refugees is estimated to have increased by 8 percentage 
points from 44 percent before the outbreak in March 2020 to 52 percent in October/No-
vember 2020. Total income either declined or was lost for 89 percent of households 
since March 2020. The main reasons for the negative impact on monetary wellbeing are 
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jobs losses, a reduction of income after March 2020 and higher exposure to floods in 
2020 (World Bank-UNHCR, February 2021).  

 In Ethiopia, JDC High Frequency Phone Surveys indicate that the COVID-19 pandemic has 
hit refugee total household incomes hard: 27 percent of refugee respondents report 
that household incomes were either reduced or had totally disappeared (JDC-World 
Bank – UNHCR, December 2020 

 UNHCR post-distribution monitoring of cash assistance showed that at the start of 2021, 
around 74% of households were meeting only half or less of their basic needs, with 6% 
not meeting them at all (UNHCR, 2021). 

 
The Importance of Inclusion 
 
While government and development partners are investing to expand social protection responses to 
COVID-19, more is required to include forcibly displaced populations in these responses.  

 Forcibly displaced populations, including some 85 per cent of the world’s refugees, are 
hosted primarily in low- and middle-income countries where social protection system 
coverage is modest (UNHCR, 2020). 

 A UNHCR survey of public health inclusion in 48 refugee-hosting countries at the end of 
2019 found that cash transfers or food assistance in national social programmes were 
only available in 23 countries, and refugees were only included in 10 of those (UNHCR, 
2021). 

 
Refugees have been disproportionately negatively exposed to a whole new set of health, protection 
and socioeconomic  threats.   These include:  

o Increased exposure to a life-threatening and infectious virus due to living in tem-
porary shelters where crowding is the norm and physical distancing is “an im-
possible luxury”, and healthcare, water and sanitation may be hard to find (UN 
Secretary General, 2020). Treatments can be difficult with other underlying 
health issues. Testing can be difficult (people fear being isolated from families, 
deported, stigma)   

o Reduced access to education.  
o Increased mental stress  

 Refugees are confronting the deepest global economic crisis since WWII, with minimum 
savings and productive assets. For those who had a job, the majority (99%) work in the 
informal sector and have no access to protection schemes when they lose their jobs (UN 
Secretary General, 2020).  

 The Ethiopian High Frequency Phone Survey findings reveal that households’ ability to 
buy medicines and staple food items has slightly improved among Eritrean refugees and 
refugees in Addis Ababa throughout the pandemic. However, access to food items de-
clined among Somali refugees in the same period, likely the result of the acute loss of 
income observed for this group (JDC–World Bank–UNHCR, March 2021). 

    
Refugees are disproportionately negatively affected by the secondary employment shock resulting 
from the COVID pandemic.   

 Recent results from inclusion of refugees into national led exercises assessing the im-
pacts of COVID-19 show that refugees are disproportionately impacted negatively by the 
COVID-19 economic crisis. In Uganda, data gathered by the Uganda Bureau of Statistics, 
UNHCR and the WB in the High Frequency Phone Survey shows that refugees are four 
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times more likely to be food insecure (38%) vs nationals (10%) and refugees employ-
ment rate is half that of nationals in the Fall of 2020. This is especially notable given that 
prior to COVID-19, Uganda Bureau of Statistics and World Bank data from 2018 show 
that just 29 percent of refugees in Uganda are actively working, versus 64 percent 
among host communities. This is just one example of what we are seeing in many coun-
tries that refugees and other PoC were disproportionately poorer and more vulnerable, 
have lower overall employment rates, are predominantly working in the informal sector 
where there is no access to social protection programs such as unemployment assis-
tance, and are thus disproportionately affected by the COVID-19 pandemic economic 
slowdown.  

 In Kenya prior research has shown how the vast majority of the refugee population in 
Kenya is either inactive or involved in low-paying work in the informal sector (Betts, A., 
et al. (2018). “Refugee Economies in Kenya”). Even prior to the COVID-19, the employ-
ment gap between nationals and camp-based refugees was significant.  Before the 
COVID pandemic, employment rates for national (71%) was higher than camp-based ref-
ugees - Kakuma (24%) and Kalobeyei (43%).[1] The rates decreased with the onset of the 
pandemic (51% for nationals, 5% for camp-based refugees and 11% for urban refugees) 
in May-June 2020. Since then, employments rates have increased slightly but still fall 
short of the pre-covid rates.  

 Among Syrian refugees in Lebanon, in 2020, 39 percent of the labor force was unem-
ployed, an 8 percentage point increase from the previous year.  

 In Bangladesh, among the few Rohingya participating in the labor force, employment 
has dropped from 64 percent in 2019 to 23 percent by May 2020, while unemployment 
has increased sharply from 36 percent to 77 percent (World Bank, 2020).   

 In Ethiopia, refugees lost jobs as a result of the pandemic. About 28 percent of  refugee 
respondents had a job before the pandemic. Yet, 7 months into the pandemic, employ-
ment dropped 10 percentage points (JDC–World Bank–UNHCR, March 2021). 

 
  
For more information on the specific impact on different programmes, please visit the website on 
www.unhcr.org . Relevant and updated information can be found on the Storyboard on impact on 
livelihoods https://lis.unhcr.org/home and Impact of Energy Programs  https://eis.unhcr.org/home 
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