
The Impact of COVID-19 on Refugees Women and Children in Jordan 

The COVID-19 Pandemic continues to have a devastating impact around the world. 

Unsurprisingly, some of the most heavily affected victims are those who were already living in 

poverty. In the Middle East, there are currently about 11 million internally displaced peoples 

(IDP’s) and over 10 million refugees from the MENA region, and 67.7 million people who are “of 

concern”. An approximate 5.6 million Syrian refugees now live in the neighboring countries of 

Turkey, Lebanon, Jordan and Pakistan. To accommodate for them, states have stretched their 

resources thin and continue to appeal to the UNHCR for humanitarian projects costing billions 

of US dollars. Refugees and IDP’s that had already been living in camps and other unstable 

housing conditions before the pandemic now have added needs due to the virus restrictions. 

The UNHCR has stated that Syrian refugees are impacted so catastrophically that if they are not 

given consistent and quality aid, there will be extremely negative and upsetting consequences. 

They live within close quarters, ration their food and water, have very limited access to medical 

care, and lack basic hygienic resources. All of these are conditions that make their communities 

hotbeds for COVID-19. “The number of vulnerable refugees who lack the basic resources to 

survive in exile has dramatically surged as a result of the public health emergency. The refugee 

hosting communities in countries in Syria’s neighborhood experience similar hardships. Many 

refugees have lost what were already meager incomes, forcing them to cut down on the most 

basic needs, including food and medication.” (Reliefweb)  

With countries all over the world struggling to serve their own populations and failing to 

contain the disease themselves, they have limited supplies and people to send aid. Jordan 

currently hosts about 1.3 million Syrian refugees. And while the Jordanian government has 

https://www.unhcr.org/en-us/publications/fundraising/5a0c05027/unhcr-global-appeal-2018-2019-full-report.html
https://reliefweb.int/report/jordan/syrian-refugees-profoundly-hit-covid-19-economic-downturn


imposed strict lockdowns that help reduce the spread of COVID, it remains a problem for the 

vulnerable. A 2013 research survey showed that per the 10,000 citizens in the country of 

Jordan, there were 44.8 nurses and midwives and 28.6 physicians. Currently, it is not 

uncommon for countries to see a gradual increase of doctor to patient ratio. It is worse for poor 

communities with COVID-19 exposures, and complex medical care is far too expensive. In 

January of 2021, Doctors Without Borders wrote a report detailing the struggles for refugees in 

Jordan: “Many Syrian refugees in this region suffer from non-communicable diseases (NCDs)… 

that require long-term medication and follow-up. For those living with NCDs, they have been 

more affected by the pandemic, as their economic situation is further strained and they are 

more vulnerable to health complications if they contract COVID-19.” Lockdown has severely 

diminished the labor market and a shortage of money is a shortage of food and healthcare. It 

means having dwindling savings and oftentimes relying on children for support and unethical 

labor. The UN has reported that because of these increased hardships, there are growing risks 

that likely have a generational impact. This is why the UNHCR has made it priority to provide 

multi-sectorial support to those in need in 2021. When there is more unrest, disease, poverty 

and uncertainty in the future, people grow desperate. Effects such as early marriage, dropping 

out of school, increased gender-based violence, and child labor, exploitation and trafficking 

often show up as a result of these crises. And it is crucial that human rights groups combat that. 

Since the pandemic started, the UNHCR has supported several countries in the region 

with emergency cash stipends. They provided “over 90 percent of refugees living in the 

Kingdom [who] have less than 50 Jordanian Dinar ($70) of savings left” with the emergency 

cash distribution which would alleviate some of the extreme poverty temporarily (UNHCR). 

https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC5407425/#:~:text=According%20to%202013%20figures%2C%20for,17.8%20pharmacists%2C%20and%2010.4%20dentists.&text=These%20per%2Dpopulation%20rates%20are,highest%20in%20the%20Middle%20East.
https://www.msf-me.org/article/jordan-covid-19-addition-syrian-refugees%E2%80%99-renewed-suffering-harsh-winter
https://reporting.unhcr.org/node/2549
https://www.unhcr.org/jo/13189-unhcr-begins-distribution-of-emergency-cash-assistance-appeals-for-79-million.html


In August of 2020, the World Bank provided Jordanian municipalities with a US$8.8 million 

grant to deal with the COVID-19 impact. While grants go towards long term projects, “basic 

service delivery in water, sanitation, electricity, solid waste management, health and 

education”, individuals and families who face extreme poverty in the moment need aid right 

away. The cash provided from the UN is enough money to support 100,000 or 200,000 

refugees at a time. According to Adrej Mahecic, a UNHCR spokesperson who gave a press 

brief about the situation in June of 2020, in Jordan, only 17,000 out of 49,000 vulnerable 

families received the emergency cash support. There are local organizations and 

communities that help. A recent survey by the ILO in Jordan showed that only 35 percent of 

refugees said they had a secure job to return to after the lifting of COVID-19 restrictions. 

(Reuters) This is a good sign, but it leaves a staunch 65 percent of refugees without stable 

jobs to go back to. And every extra stipend of cash or support that they receive will 

eventually run out. There needs to be a plan to prevent people from being completely 

abandoned; Jordan has had many different humanitarian and labor related plans rolled out 

already. Most Syrian refugees live in low-income neighborhoods in different towns. While 

their situations differ from those living in camps their urgency stems from the loss of 

income. Most refugees’ income within Jordan is from service jobs such as agriculture, 

construction and sales. These are jobs that cannot be done remotely and therefore are the 

hardest hit, economically, by the pandemic. Some mitigation strategies mentioned in this 

collaborative report by the World Bank and UNHCR include ones done on large scales for 

sufficient lengths of time. The first goal should be to keep refugees from falling into extreme 

poverty, where they take measures such as starvation or early child marriage, in order to 

https://www.worldbank.org/en/news/press-release/2020/08/24/us88-million-top-up-grant-to-support-jordanian-municipalities-scale-up-service-delivery-and-deal-with-the-covid-19-impact
https://reliefweb.int/report/jordan/syrian-refugees-profoundly-hit-covid-19-economic-downturn
https://www.reuters.com/article/health-coronavirus-refugees/working-in-shops-and-cafes-refugees-hardest-hit-by-coronavirus-jobs-cuts-idUSL8N2E95SS
http://documents1.worldbank.org/curated/en/878321608148278305/pdf/Compounding-Misfortunes-Changes-in-Poverty-Since-the-Onset-of-COVID-19.pdf
http://documents1.worldbank.org/curated/en/878321608148278305/pdf/Compounding-Misfortunes-Changes-in-Poverty-Since-the-Onset-of-COVID-19.pdf


prevent that from happening. The second goal should be “enabling self-reliance [which] 

could potentially ensure more sustainable support at the household level”. Due to the fact 

that the Pandemic is ongoing, the research is still changing. Now with the vaccine roll out 

distribution starting, the Jordanian government may see fit to open up certain areas of the 

economy where safe social distancing can be practiced and people can be safe for the time 

being. 

Crucial steps have been taken to ensure that refugees are included in countries’ 

national public health responses to COVID-19, in addition to the long-standing access for 

refugees to other services such as education. An NPR article interviewed some Syrian 

refugee children on their struggles since the pandemic. Many of whom are part of an entire 

generation of refugees that have grown with refugee status. Studies show the harmful 

effects of early childhood trauma in the long run. “Mental health is a chief concern among 

refugees during both pre- and post-pandemic circumstances. Systematic reviews estimate 

prevalence of up to 44% for anxiety, 44% for depression, and 36% for PTSD” (Source). 

Despite these setbacks, many children will do the best they can under such circumstances. 

COVID has hindered many of the healthy avenues that previously entertained and distracted 

children. Activities such as sports or arts that were used as a necessary break from the dull 

day to day life at the camps have been brought to a halt. It is simply too unsafe. This in turn 

can impact the effectiveness of schooling. In an already unstable and impoverished 

environment, children’s mental health can be severely impacted. “Migrant and displaced 

children face additional psychological harms, such as pre-existing psychological trauma; 

marginalization and stigma from host communities; less recreational material to offset 

https://www.npr.org/2020/08/18/903433811/covid-19-lockdown-at-refugee-camp-in-jordan-is-tough-on-young-syrians
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC7538065/


boredom caused by lockdowns and school closures; and poor access to psychosocial support, 

which is already underresourced among this group.” (Unicef) There needs to be structure in 

early childhood development, and motivation with things to look forward to. With 

recreational activities on a downward trend, it can be harmful to the happiness and the well-

being of many children. In many cases, the best there is to offer is learning via public 

broadcasting television. There is internet access and video learning for the older children, 

but there have been reports of many students, girls especially, who have dropped out to get 

married instead. NPR interviewed a 17-year-old girl who was struggling to keep up with 

school. “She says some of her teenage friends have dropped out of school to get married. 

She's in a crucial final year, and she wants to go to college. But she found it difficult at first to 

study from televised lessons without a teacher to answer questions.” Many young women 

are either trafficked against their will, or forced into early marriage situations because it is 

financially easier on their families. Also, organizations that fight for the prevention of early 

marriage now do not have access to those they were previously helping. “Syrian refugee 

women, already disadvantaged, have been particularly affected. With limited access to basic 

services such as education, shelter, health care, mobile technology and the labor market, the 

existing challenges faced by women and girls have been exacerbated during the lockdowns. 

An increase in cases of domestic violence against women has been reported, with mental 

health and psychosocial issues associated with COVID-19 lockdowns also affecting men, 

women, girls and boys.” (World Bank) The profound effect this has on children can cause 

lasting trauma. Therefore, it is imperative to prioritize both education, health resources and 

entertainment for children. 

https://www.unicef.org/media/83546/file/Migrant-and-displaced-children-in-the-age-of-COVID-19.pdf
https://theowp.org/reports/education-continues-common-global-strategies/
https://theowp.org/reports/education-continues-common-global-strategies/
https://www.npr.org/2020/08/18/903433811/covid-19-lockdown-at-refugee-camp-in-jordan-is-tough-on-young-syrians
http://documents1.worldbank.org/curated/en/878321608148278305/pdf/Compounding-Misfortunes-Changes-in-Poverty-Since-the-Onset-of-COVID-19.pdf


 It is important to see the trends in how the crisis has impacted women and the changes 

that many of them have had to make. In Jordan, many women work but there is a much higher 

labor force participation percentage for men. Worldwide, women perform three times more 

unpaid caregiving work than do men. Refugee and other displaced women share similar 

statistics. Socially, they are expected to be the caretakers of their children and elderly family 

members, as well as managers the household. Those responsibilities become more of a burden 

as more people become sick, as people are not allowed to leave the home, and as it is more 

difficult to make money. The added responsibilities at home also undermine women’s and girls’ 

other economic and educational opportunities. “On top of legal confines, language and travel 

impediments, and a poor tally between skills and labour market requirements, refugee women 

are further bounded by unsafe transportation; gender wage discrimination and cultural 

obstacles, on top of their household and childcare obligations in the absence of family and 

social networks to provide required support.” (Jordan Times) Many interviews and reports have 

been showing the difficulties of having responsibilities as women. While younger women and 

girls have been receiving education, the pandemic has slowed that down. There were already 

limited educational access for refugees before, which included supplies, teachers and maybe 

even caretakers at home. However, with all the added responsibilities there are so many 

hurdles just to access education. Having a source of income is very critical for refugee women, 

as many of them are unmarried and the sole breadwinners. Because international aid does not 

cover all families’ basic needs, the women in both the camps and cities and villages have to find 

other sources of income. Violence against women and children have seen increases all over the 

world during this pandemic. During extreme poverty, it is common to see an increase in crime 

https://www.kcl.ac.uk/news/womens-unpaid-care-work-has-been-unmeasured-and-undervalued-for-too-long#:~:text=The%20gender%20gap%20in%20unpaid,one%20hour%20and%2023%20minutes.
https://www.kcl.ac.uk/news/womens-unpaid-care-work-has-been-unmeasured-and-undervalued-for-too-long#:~:text=The%20gender%20gap%20in%20unpaid,one%20hour%20and%2023%20minutes.
https://tribune.com.pk/story/2280586/syrian-refugee-women-and-empowerment-through-jobs
https://www.unv.org/Success-stories/Protecting-refugee-women-greater-risk-gender-based-violence-due-COVID-19


and violence. In order to combat this, resources such as workshops, economic opportunity and 

education must be provided to refugee women. 

Refugees International found that displaced women and girls who lacked economic or 

educational opportunities were at higher risk of sexual exploitation. Socially, once a young 

woman is sexually exploited in a majority Muslim country, there are so many stigmas that 

prevent them from having healthy livelihoods in the future. With COVID-19 making so many 

men jobless, there is a higher chance for more time for sexual exploitation. The trap of 

transactional sexual exploits is difficult to get out of. Opportunities that once seemed possible 

become more and more difficult to reach, because continuing to do it and receiving money 

from it then leads to dropping out of school completely. Not allowing women to enter the labor 

force, and not making them priorities during COVID-19 is already having devastating effects. 

With data and statistics, coupled up with womens’ centers and organizations in and outside of 

Jordan and the Middle East still doing their utmost to ensure that women are given more 

choices and options. Gillian Triggs, the Assistant High Commissioner for protection at UNHCR 

stated “We need to pay urgent attention to the protection of refugee, displaced and stateless 

women and girls at the time of this pandemic. They are among those most at-risk. Doors should 

not be left open for abusers and no help spared for women surviving abuse and violence”. So 

many people are vulnerable at this time, but those already facing the worst humanity has to 

offer are again suffering in ways that will impact them for the rest of their lives. 

Regarding the situation of refugees, and specifically women and children, the next steps 

that countries and organizations are crucial to their future generations. The UNHCR has been 

https://www.refugeesinternational.org/reports/2020/5/4/gender-matters-covid-19s-outsized-impact-on-displaced-women-and-girls


advocating for the vaccine to be available and prioritized for refugees. If the chances of COVID 

spreading lessens a significant amount, it can mean a reduction of suffering by refugees. There 

are already steps being taken to ensure people have access to clean water and basic hygienic 

practices, but due to resources stretched thin, there is no security. The next step that needs to 

be taken is figuring out a realistic plan to educate children so that their families are not forced 

to look into early marriage or their trauma does not get worst. This can potentially be done 

through an investment into remote learning by allowing access to free internet. It can also 

mean providing training to adults in the camps and utilizing their presence so that they can 

safely teach children. If there are sports and arts activities that can be provided at an affordable 

rate, they are equally important for early childhood development. To prevent early marriage 

and the mistreatment of women and girls, advocating for their rights and place in society is 

important. A young girl should not have to carry the burden of getting married in order to feel 

financially secure. This is why resources must be used to increase vocational and educational 

opportunities for young women. Some examples of programs that have worked include Syrian 

women hired by companies and non-profits that gave them tools, such as sewing machines to 

either start or aid business. Giving women the same choices as men needs to be more 

acceptable. And when women are expected to be caretakers, they should be given an adequate 

number of resources. It is understandable that resources are spread thin, but perhaps 

governments and international agencies can recognize and prioritize this situation. Throughout 

Jordan and the Middle East, there have been pockets of empowerment that has helped in the 

advancement of women’s rights. One admirable case is that of Iman Al-Sin a former child bride 

and Syrian refugee living in Jordan. She now provides self-defense courses for young women. 

https://www.unhcr.org/en-us/news/latest/2021/1/5fff1afe4/qa-including-refugees-vaccine-rollout-key-ending-pandemic.html


When women are out of work, it re-establishes the norm that they do not have to work, leaving 

them vulnerable. Providing this service will give the confidence and skills to young women in 

need. While this does not create systemic change, it allows empowerment at a small scale and 

contributes to the fight against gender-based violence. Overall, COVID-19 has increased and 

amplified many harmful situations for refugees in the middle east, economically and socially. It 

is encouraged for governments and international human rights agencies to prioritize giving 

them more choices and stability in their lives. In terms of the bigger picture, with citizens of 

Jordan and other Middle Eastern countries housing refugees, it is important to show the people 

in their native countries that they will be given equitable resources as well. Because refugees 

are victims of circumstance completely out of their concern, they deserve more consideration, 

to protect them now and for generations to come. 

 


