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COVID-19 infection and death rates
remained high across the region, and
many countries introduced further
movement restrictions and business
closures ahead of the holiday period and
extending into January.
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territory for persons of concern is
generally maintained.

FINLAND

NORWAY

Movement restrictions continue to
impact UNHCR staff in country offices. To
date, 34 offices are partially teleworking
while three are on full telework mode.
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Operational Context

A All 49 countries and one territory in the region have reported COVID-19 cases among the general population. To date,
36 countries have reported cases among persons of concern at some point, and some of the concerned individuals have
in the meantime recovered. However, any figures or estimates should be taken with caution due to varying approaches
to testing, data segregation and reporting.

A With COVID-19 contagion and death rates remaining high region-wide, numerous countries tightened internal movement
restrictions, extended curfews and applied more stringent social gathering measures for the holiday period. Closing of
non-essential commerce and reintroduction of quarantine periods for international travellers are among the additional
prevention measures that authorities have introduced. After the detection of a more contagious virus strain in the UK,
numerous countries have halted or restricted travel to/from the UK.

A Voluntary COVID-19 vaccination started across much of the region during December. Nationwide vaccinations were
launched in Russia in early December, for workers at high risk and people above 60 years old, including documented
foreigners with public health insurance. The EU started rolling out its vaccination plan in the last week of December, in
line with the EU’s vaccines strateqgy, according to which priority consideration should be given to health care workers,
people over 60 years old or at particular risk, vulnerable socioeconomic groups and workers who cannot physically
distance. Other groups unable to physically distance, including in refugee shelters, should likewise be considered among
priority populations, according to the Commission. By the end of December 2020, many other countries in the region had
also started voluntary vaccination campaigns, and the remaining plan to start around February 2021. Some countries in
the regionhave also announced receiving vaccine doses through the global COVAX alliance, for
example Ukraine. UNHCR is calling for the inclusion of people of concern in vaccination campaigns.

A Asof5 January, three UNHCR offices were on full telework mode, while 34 offices are in partial telework mode. In the
reporting period, one office shifted from full to partial and one office from partial to full telework mode, adjusting to the
fluid situation and changing rules. Field and on-site visits to reception centres are strictly regulated in some countries.

UNHCR Areas of Intervention
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A Quarantine measures upon arrival: Quarantine measures are in place in all countries registering significant numbers of
sea arrivals. However, these protocols can limit in some cases UNHCR and partners’ access to persons of concern,
notably to provide information on procedures and for identification of people with special protection needs. In December,
1,591 individuals arrived by sea in Italy. All arrivals observe a 10-day quarantine. As of 31 December, 1,040 persons were
observing quarantine, including 433 persons offshore on one of the five quarantine ferries. Throughout December, new
arrivals to Lampedusa were swiftly transferred to one of the quarantine locations or to pre-removal facilities so that, by
the end of the month, the Lampedusa hotspot, with a capacity for 260 people, was hosting 41 people and was no longer
overcrowded. To support authorities with the identification of persons with specific needs, the first phase of a pilot project
developed by UNHCR, the International Organization for Migration (IOM) and UNICEF was concluded in early December.
A tool to systematically identify vulnerable new arrivals allows now for swift referrals to appropriate services for follow-
up. UNHCR also stepped up its cooperation with the Italian Red Cross Society, which currently manages the five
quarantine ferries, including on training Red Cross staff to ensure that new arrivals are apprised of information on
international protection and asylum procedures in Italy.

A In Spain, 4,565 persons arrived in December, mostly by sea. Consistent with recent trends, 77% of these persons arrived
in the Canary Islands (3,530). Eleven arrivals tested positive for COVID-19 out of the approximately 600 people who
arrived through the Alboran sea. In line with COVID-19 protocols in Andalusia, those who tested positive were isolated
and some 200 people who were on the same boats were transferred to quarantine reception centres. Due to quarantine
measures at ports, UNHCR’s partner was unable to access some 332 people (47% of December’s arrivals in the
Andalusian coast) and UNHCR is following up to ensure they receive the information in the first line reception centres.

A Reception conditions: Overcrowded and inadequately equipped reception areas continue to pose a challenge to
residents’ implementing of social distancing and other preventive measures. In Serbia, for example, the country’s official
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https://ec.europa.eu/info/live-work-travel-eu/coronavirus-response/public-health/coronavirus-vaccines-strategy_en
https://ec.europa.eu/health/sites/health/files/vaccination/docs/2020_strategies_deployment_en.pdf
https://www.unhcr.org/news/press/2020/12/5fd35fc94/iom-unhcr-chiefs-stress-covid-19-underlines-urgent-need-universal-health.html
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shelter capacity of 5,665 is insufficient to appropriately and safely accommodate the over 8,000 refugees and migrants
currently in the country. In Bosnia and Herzegovina, the non-winterized IOM-run Lipa emergency tent camp was closed
on 23 December, with an estimated 1,300 single men still on site, unable to follow health measures. A fire broke out
upon that closure, destroying infrastructure but not resulting in any casualties. Authorities relocated hundreds of people
to other centres, and as of 6 January, some 600-700 people were believed to remain on site. The situation improved
when the EU Commission granted EUR 3.5 million in aid to address the situation and military tents were set up on 11
January, a step welcomed by UNHCR.

A Ireland reported its fifth outbreak in an accommodation centre for asylum-seekers. Residents who tested positive for
COVID-19 were accommodated in self-isolation rooms or moved to off-site isolation facilities. In reception centres in
Melilla, Spain, at least 44 residents, including asylum-seekers, tested positive for COVID-19 in December and were
moved to isolation areas. In response, local authorities restricted freedom of movement for centre residents and closed
the centres to new arrivals. Italy also continued to report individual outbreaks in facilities. In a positive development, the
Ministry of Interior and the National Institute for Health, Migration and Poverty signed an agreement on 22 December to
monitor COVID-19 cases in reception facilities and adopt prevention and mitigation measures as of January 2021.

A Implementation of COVID-19 prevention measures has also led to long centre closures and deteriorating living
conditions, increasing risks of tensions among residents. In Cyprus, residents of the Pournara camp have generally been
prevented from leaving since 12 November, while new admissions continued, resulting in higher numbers of residents
cohabitating in a facility inadequate for the estimated 1,500 residents. Despite no new COVID-19 cases in December, the
Kofinou centre also remained closed, leaving some 27 school-age children without adequate access to education and
residents unable to purchase hygiene items, adequate clothing or food items with their monthly cash grant. To address
these needs, UNHCR coordinated the provision of material assistance to residents, liaised with local schools and
provided equipment for online schooling.

A Internally Displaced Persons (IDPs): In Ukraine, movements through Entry Exit Checkpoints (EECPs) remained restricted
in December, with only two EECPs functioning: in Stanytsia Luhanska (daily) and Novotroitske (twice a week). From 1 to
27 December, 1,171 people crossed at the Novotroitske EECP. Some 40,543 crossings were recorded at the Stanytsia
Luhanska EECP, the highest number since movement restrictions were introduced in March. The increase is linked to
the more regular functioning of the EECP after the requirement of special permissions to cross the “contact line” was
lifted in November.
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A Inclusion in vaccination plans: Refugees are generally included in national preparedness and response measures on a
par with residents and should therefore also be included in national vaccine schemes. In Croatia, beneficiaries of the
Regional Housing Programme (returnees) in an older persons’ home were, along with other groups at high risk, among
the first vaccine recipients. The German vaccination regulation specifically includes persons accommodated and working
in reception centres and communal accommodation facilities for asylum-seekers and refugees. In Malta, the Health
Minister confirmed the vaccine will be available to all residents, including migrants and foreigners who reside in the
country, free of charge and on a voluntary basis. Elsewhere, as national vaccination plans are developed, UNHCR
continues engaging with authorities to ensure inclusion of persons of concern based on the same criteria applied to
citizens. In the Czech Republic, after discussions with UNHCR in mid-December, the Ministry of Interior submitted
recommendations to the Ministry of Health to include all categories of persons of concern to UNHCR in the vaccination
scheme. In Bulgaria, UNHCR and UNICEF jointly addressed the Ministry of Health to advocate for inclusion.

A In Greece, as of 3 January, 1,347 persons of concern had tested positive for COVID-19 since the beginning of the
pandemic. Of these, 595 were on the mainland and 752 on the islands. In the meantime, some of these people have
recovered.

A Between 16 March 2020 and 3 January 2021, UNHCR has provided accommodation and protection services to 2,180
asylum-seekers at high risk of COVID-19 complications, by moving them out of the islands’ RICs and the Mavrovouni
emergency site in Lesvos.
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https://www.unhcr.org/see/12579-unhcr-acknowledges-bih-authorities-efforts-in-improving-conditions-for-people-in-camp-lipa.html
https://www.hpsc.ie/a-z/respiratory/coronavirus/novelcoronavirus/surveillance/covid-19outbreaksclustersinireland/COVID-19%20Weekly%20Outbreak%20Report_Week522020_v0.1_29122020_WebVersion.pdf
https://newsbook.com.mt/en/watch-test-results-show-vaccine-is-effective-against-all-strains-of-covid-19-fearne/
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A An estimated 7,300 people are hosted in the Mavrovouni site as of 3 January. To prevent and mitigate the spread of the
pandemic, asylum-seekers have undergone rapid COVID-19 testing by national health authorities before entering the
site. Based on health protocols, all persons testing positive have been directed to the isolation area, alongside family
members. According to the authorities, there have been no confirmed cases of COVID-19 in the site since 25
December (as of 4 January).

A Works continued to upgrade the quarantine site for new arrivals in Western Lesvos Municipality, including groundwork
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