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ReDSS Ethiopia COVID-19 policy brief 
To leave no one behind and mitigate impacts for displacement-affected 

communities 
Overview 

The impact of the COVID-19 pandemic is being felt worldwide and there are growing numbers of 

cases in Ethiopia. As the Government of Ethiopia and regional states work to contain the virus 

and enact emergency public health measures, humanitarian and development partners are also 

grappling with how to plan for and respond to the impact of COVID-19 on vulnerable refugees, 

IDPs, returnees and host communities. 

ReDSS has developed a set of key messages to inform and adapt responses and support 

strategic engagement by its members including in coordination forums and with key stakeholders 

on the following key focus areas:  

• Strengthening engagement and mutual accountability with communities 

• Upholding rights and mainstreaming protection 

• Responding to vulnerabilities and needs in camp, settlements and urban settings 

• Strengthening area-based, locally led and integrated approaches  

• Ensuring a dual focus that addresses COVID-19 response within longer-term planning for 

protracted displacement issues  

These key messages have been adapted to the Ethiopia context and priority messages drawn 

out.  This country specific policy brief is complemented by the broader ReDSS regional key 

messages. 

Key messages to inform COVID-19 responses 

Supporting consistent community engagement to prepare and respond to COVID-19 and 

strengthen accountability, recognising access to information as a fundamental right 

● Engaging communities from the onset is the key to stopping the spread of disease: 

Learning from the Ebola response, preparedness and early action by local governments and 

communities is essential, and agencies must invest in and support community-led actions that 

not only build trust and confidence in response efforts but builds on the capacity of 

displacement-affected communities (such as community led initiatives with addressing the 

needs identified by communities, inclusive and accessible complaint and feedback 

mechanisms). 

● Ensure that local ownership is invested in the community at all times: Lessons from 

previous humanitarian responses in Ethiopia highlight that locally led and adapted responses 

that consider the diversity and complexity of displacement settings are key to effectiveness 

and reducing harm. Actors should avoid making any assumptions about how regulatory 

changes or individual interventions might impact a specific group of displacement-affected 

communities, and instead keep an open mind in seeking to understand the local complexities 

of displacement settings. 

● Emphasise the significant role that community leaders, elders and religious leaders 

and local networks as part of an overall effort to draw on the existing capacities: To 

effectively implement risk communication, address rumours, and support community 

engagement, agencies must approach all community leaders and members (working within 

existing systems and structures, while recognising the leadership roles and ensuring inclusion 

of women, youth, persons with different disabilities and representatives of marginalised 

https://regionaldss.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/04/ReDSS_COVID19-Policy-brief-April2020.pdf
https://regionaldss.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/04/ReDSS_COVID19-Policy-brief-April2020.pdf
https://www.odi.org/blogs/16779-covid-19-five-lessons-ebola
https://regionaldss.org/index.php/2020/03/28/towards-common-research-agenda-research-synthesis-paper-inform-implementation-global-refugee-compact/
https://regionaldss.org/index.php/2020/03/28/towards-common-research-agenda-research-synthesis-paper-inform-implementation-global-refugee-compact/
https://regionaldss.org/index.php/2020/03/28/towards-common-research-agenda-research-synthesis-paper-inform-implementation-global-refugee-compact/
https://www.iom.int/news/local-leaders-mobilised-fight-against-covid-19-ethiopia
https://www.iom.int/news/local-leaders-mobilised-fight-against-covid-19-ethiopia
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groups) in a manner that seeks first to listen and engage them in the response to the outbreak.  

Ensure that emergency situations do not undermine rights, support access to early 

solutions and protection of displaced communities 

● Need to ensure that refugees and asylum-seekers are able to access protection and 

assistance without discrimination: Measures taken by the Government of Ethiopia to curb 

the spread of the virus have resulted in restrictions on refugee movement and the ability of 

asylum-seekers to access refugee protection due to recently announced border closures. 

While measures to manage risks to public health can be necessary precautions, border 

restrictions must be managed in accordance with international human rights and refugee law 

and should not be maintained longer than needed nor be applied in a discriminatory manner. 

● Restrictions imposed on displaced persons should not be arbitrary or discriminatory 

and they should have the right to pursue preferred solutions to their displacement: 

Freedom of movement of persons who seek protection must be respected, in line with 

international and national frameworks. Relocations or returns should be considered a last 

resort, given increased risk of disease transmission, and be based on principles of safety, 

dignity and voluntariness. Displacement affected communities should receive timely and 

accurate information on any restrictions curtailing full access to their rights and protection 

procedures. Protection monitoring and referrals should be strengthened to respond to 

protection incidents. 

● Anticipating and addressing stigma and misinformation among and towards the 

displaced: Risk of increased inter-community tensions, likely to be manifested through 

exacerbated rumours and fears against those perceived as ‘outsiders’, due to their 

displacement situation, ethnicity or disability should be considered. Stigmatisation might 

particularly affect displaced persons and returning IDPs, lead to heightened risk of secondary 

displacement and could have long-term consequences for integration and participation in 

social and economic life. Comprehensive COVID-19 responses need to use respectful 

language which avoids assigning blame for transmissions, and work to address stigma from 

the outset. 

Ensure coordinated responses in camps and settlements 

● Support safe access to camps/settlements and plan for impact on operations: A drastic 

scale down of humanitarian operations in camp settings across Ethiopia in the current context 

would risk reducing access to basic and life-saving services with initial indications from several 

camp settings suggesting that humanitarian programming has already been scaled back in 

some settings. Humanitarian NGOs have well established community networks in the camps 

and should be supported to strengthen community engagement and coordinate with the 

relevant authorities to ensure that COVID-19 mitigation measures do not result in restricted 

access to services for communities in need. 

● Recognition that vulnerabilities are not inherently linked to a specific group and should 

be reassessed jointly to support a better coordinated response: Displacement affected 

communities, particularly those living in camps and camp-like settings, are often faced with 

specific protection risks (i.e. IDPs particularly face difficulties in accessing health services due 

to lack of personal documents), that must be taken into consideration when planning for 

readiness and response operations linked to early solutions for the COVID-19 outbreak. The 

levels and dimensions of vulnerability in relation to COVID-19 should be reassessed jointly, 

to identify harmonised targeting criteria and ensure programmatic decisions are made based 

on evidence, generated together with community members to increase ownership. 

Additionally, mitigating secondary protection risks in response activities through protection 

mainstreaming is the responsibility of ALL clusters and agencies.  

https://data2.unhcr.org/en/documents/download/74767
https://data2.unhcr.org/en/documents/download/74767
https://www.unhcr.org/news/press/2020/3/5e836f164/rights-health-refugees-migrants-stateless-must-protected-covid-19-response.html
https://www.unhcr.org/news/press/2020/3/5e836f164/rights-health-refugees-migrants-stateless-must-protected-covid-19-response.html
https://www.unhcr.org/news/press/2020/3/5e836f164/rights-health-refugees-migrants-stateless-must-protected-covid-19-response.html
http://www.eods.eu/library/AU_KAMPALA%20CONVENTION_2009_EN.pdf
https://www.hrw.org/news/2020/04/21/ethiopia-unaccompanied-eritrean-children-risk
https://www.hrw.org/news/2020/04/21/ethiopia-unaccompanied-eritrean-children-risk
https://www.humanitarianresponse.info/en/operations/ethiopia/document/covid-19-response-key-protection-concerns-national-protection-cluster
https://www.humanitarianresponse.info/en/operations/ethiopia/document/covid-19-response-key-protection-concerns-national-protection-cluster
https://www.humanitarianresponse.info/en/operations/ethiopia/document/covid-19-response-key-protection-concerns-national-protection-cluster
https://www.acaps.org/projects/covid19
https://www.acaps.org/projects/covid19
https://interagencystandingcommittee.org/system/files/2020-03/IASC%20Interim%20Guidance%20on%20COVID-19%20for%20Outbreak%20Readiness%20and%20Response%20Operations%20-%20Camps%20and%20Camp-like%20Settings.pdf
https://interagencystandingcommittee.org/system/files/2020-03/IASC%20Interim%20Guidance%20on%20COVID-19%20for%20Outbreak%20Readiness%20and%20Response%20Operations%20-%20Camps%20and%20Camp-like%20Settings.pdf
https://interagencystandingcommittee.org/system/files/2020-03/IASC%20Interim%20Guidance%20on%20COVID-19%20for%20Outbreak%20Readiness%20and%20Response%20Operations%20-%20Camps%20and%20Camp-like%20Settings.pdf
https://www.humanitarianresponse.info/en/operations/ethiopia/document/covid-19-response-key-protection-concerns-national-protection-cluster
https://www.humanitarianresponse.info/en/operations/ethiopia/document/covid-19-response-key-protection-concerns-national-protection-cluster
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● Support and work within area-based, government-led structures and approaches that 

include displaced persons and hosts: All partners should support joint prevention and 

preparedness planning with national, regional, and woreda governments (particularly the 

government health authorities and entities responsible for displaced persons including ARRA 

and the Natural Disaster Risk Management Commission) and share relevant and timely 

information from existing camp coordination structures with local authorities that supports joint 

responses and includes camps and settlements within wider area-based approaches. 

Strengthening area-based coordination and locally-led, integrated approaches  

● Support and work within national and regional government led strategy to include 

displacement-affected communities in the response: It is critical to ensure that all persons 

regardless of their displacement situation are included in preparedness, response and 

recovery plans developed with a whole-of-society lens, to mitigate negative impact of COVID-

19 on often already fragile social cohesion. For instance, UNHCR has sought to include 

refugees into national and regional COVID-19 response plans. It is also important to anchor 

all interventions in a thorough context analysis, so as to strengthen conflict-sensitive, area-

based approaches based on a common understanding among actors. 

● Building on existing leadership and coordination structures: It remains critical to work 

through existing coordination structures which can be effectively scaled up, and to avoid 

setting up parallel mechanisms. The focus must be on working with local authorities and 

investing in partnerships to support a joint approach, such as through existing area-based 

structures (i.e. CRRF coordination groups, IDP durable solutions working groups, etc.). 

Recent efforts by the Ethiopia Humanitarian INGO coordination forum to engage with health 

and other authorities to determine how best they can support strengthened coordination and 

humanitarian response to COVID-19 is a positive example.  

● Invest in integrated programming from the outset including addressing the socio-

economic impacts on displaced persons: Integrated programming is vital to respond to the 

multi-faceted impact of COVID-19 and address protection concerns resulting from negative 

coping strategies. The current pandemic goes well beyond a health crisis with gender-specific 

implications for food security, livelihoods, education and protection amongst others on all 

displacement affected communities. Vulnerable households should have equal access to 

safety net systems and livelihoods’ protection (including protection of informal livelihoods of 

refugees), regardless of their displacement situation.  

Ensure a dual focus that addresses COVID-19 response within longer-term planning for 

displacement issues 

● Implications of COVID-19 on durable solutions agenda: Given the long-term nature of 

COVID-19 it is important to continue, in parallel to preparedness and response, dialogue and 

engagement around the need to address long-term displacement and solutions issues 

informed by continuing research and learning. As planning moves from an initial emergency 

phase, it is also essential in medium and long-term planning to more closely identify linkages 

between COVID-19 programming and the need to address displacement drivers and root-

causes as well as vulnerabilities of persons caused by long-term and structural barriers. 

● Flexible funding that responds to COVID-19 and food insecurity while addressing long 

term socio and economic impacts and chronic displacement issues: Operational 

partners need flexibility from existing and new donors to reprogramme funds and adapt 

projects as the COVID-19 pandemic evolves and is compounded by food insecurity expected 

to be caused by continued locusts invasion in East Africa and shifting climate patterns. At the 

same time, it is key that reprogrammed funds would be replenished so short term responses 

to COVID-19 would not be at the expense of multi-year funding, which is essential to address 

https://regionaldss.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/12/ReDSS_GRF_BRIEF-003.pdf
https://regionaldss.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/12/ReDSS_GRF_BRIEF-003.pdf
http://reporting.unhcr.org/sites/default/files/UNHCR%20Ethiopia%20-%20Weekly%20COVID-19%20Update%20-%2016ARP20_0.pdf
http://reporting.unhcr.org/sites/default/files/UNHCR%20Ethiopia%20-%20Weekly%20COVID-19%20Update%20-%2016ARP20_0.pdf
https://www.acaps.org/sites/acaps/files/products/files/20200414_acaps_humanitarian_experts_network_covid19_survey_1_results.pdf
https://regionaldss.org/index.php/2020/03/28/towards-common-research-agenda-research-synthesis-paper-inform-implementation-global-refugee-compact/
https://regionaldss.org/index.php/2020/03/28/towards-common-research-agenda-research-synthesis-paper-inform-implementation-global-refugee-compact/
https://eur03.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Freliefweb.int%2Freport%2Fethiopia%2Fregional-desert-locust-alliance-calls-urgent-livelihood-support-greater-horn-africa&data=02%7C01%7CJ.Bell%40regionaldss.org%7C5f656823da3045a5a3dc08d7eb582cf2%7C2a212241899c4752bd3351eac3c582d5%7C0%7C0%7C637236636251874752&sdata=yXwNCzFsPxIa0WsjbL5bVi2QqZAn6H1UFBntyE9bJrc%3D&reserved=0
https://eur03.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Freliefweb.int%2Freport%2Fethiopia%2Fregional-desert-locust-alliance-calls-urgent-livelihood-support-greater-horn-africa&data=02%7C01%7CJ.Bell%40regionaldss.org%7C5f656823da3045a5a3dc08d7eb582cf2%7C2a212241899c4752bd3351eac3c582d5%7C0%7C0%7C637236636251874752&sdata=yXwNCzFsPxIa0WsjbL5bVi2QqZAn6H1UFBntyE9bJrc%3D&reserved=0
https://eur03.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.acaps.org%2Fsites%2Facaps%2Ffiles%2Fproducts%2Ffiles%2F20200407_acaps_quick_survey_humanitarian_impact_of_covid-19.pdf&data=02%7C01%7CJ.Bell%40regionaldss.org%7C5f656823da3045a5a3dc08d7eb582cf2%7C2a212241899c4752bd3351eac3c582d5%7C0%7C0%7C637236636251884741&sdata=Myc0yDUu1%2B2veQgpvMtupfJkOF91DZeEGcgjF0WWXG0%3D&reserved=0
https://eur03.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.acaps.org%2Fsites%2Facaps%2Ffiles%2Fproducts%2Ffiles%2F20200407_acaps_quick_survey_humanitarian_impact_of_covid-19.pdf&data=02%7C01%7CJ.Bell%40regionaldss.org%7C5f656823da3045a5a3dc08d7eb582cf2%7C2a212241899c4752bd3351eac3c582d5%7C0%7C0%7C637236636251884741&sdata=Myc0yDUu1%2B2veQgpvMtupfJkOF91DZeEGcgjF0WWXG0%3D&reserved=0
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the longer term socio economic impact of COVID–19 on displaced populations and to sustain 

momentum in unlocking chronic displacement issues. 



 

 
 

Annex: Ethiopia COVID-19 policy engagement strategy  

Theme Priority engagement strategies/activities 

(internal in support of ReDSS members 

and partners) 

Priority engagement strategies/activities 

(external in support of ReDSS and members 

engagement in local, national and regional 

policy processes) 

Timeframe Accountability 

Strengthening 
engagement 
and mutual 
accountability 
with 
communities 

● Host an online learning event  on 
community engagement and 
communication with/in communities in 
relation to COVID-19 preparedness and 
response 

● Promote the inclusion of communities in local 
level coordination structures (i.e. CRRF 
coordination fora) 

Webinar to be held in 
July 

ReDSS (internal) 
and 

ReDSS 
members 
(external) 

Upholding 
rights and 
mainstreaming 
protection 

● Develop common messaging in 
consultation with partners on key policy 
issues related to COVID-19 and 
displacement affected communities. 

● Work with RINGOs, UN agencies and other 
partners on consolidating and using key 
messages in a variety of engagements with 
partners. 

Messaging documents 
developed in May and 
updated regularly 

ReDSS and 
members 

Responding to 
vulnerabilities 
and needs in 
camp, 
settlements 
and urban 
settings 

● ReDSS to host a country-level webinar to 
share programme learning towards 
integrated programing and adaptation. 

● Support ReDSS members and partners to 
tailor their vulnerability targeting criteria to 
take into consideration vulnerable 
populations that have lost their support 
structures or social capital. 

● Promote the use of joint targeting criteria to 
include focus based on vulnerability/needs 
rather than status. 

Webinar to be held in 
May 

ReDSS (internal) 
and ReDSS 
members 
(external) 

Strengthening 
area-based, 
locally led and 
integrated 
approaches  

● Ensure COVID responses are based on 
up to date context analysis with due 
consideration to gender, age, disability 
and other diversity factors to support 
evidence based and conflict sensitive 
programming, which leverages capacities 
existing in the communities.  

● ReDSS will continue to support existing 
coordination structures (RINGO/HINGO, CRRF 
coordination groups, IDP DS Working Groups, 
clusters, etc.) as they adapt and provide a 
collaborative platform for coordinated response. 

● Advocate with authorities and donors to ensure 
Ethiopia’s COVID-19 Multi-Sectoral 
Preparedness and Response Plan includes 
provision of services to all displacement 
affected communities. 

Context analysis to be 
developed in May 

Ongoing support to 
coordination fora 

ReDSS and 
members 

Ensuring a 
dual focus that 
addresses 

● Host a webinar on sharing of learning 
from ReDSS research synthesis paper 

● Support ReDSS members engagement with 
donors to advocate for long-term, adaptable 
funding  

Webinar to be held in 
May 

ReDSS 

https://regionaldss.org/index.php/2020/03/28/towards-common-research-agenda-research-synthesis-paper-inform-implementation-global-refugee-compact/
https://regionaldss.org/index.php/2020/03/28/towards-common-research-agenda-research-synthesis-paper-inform-implementation-global-refugee-compact/


Regional Durable Solutions Secretariat (ReDSS) 2 I ReDSS Ethiopia COVID-19 Policy brief 

 

COVID-19 
response 
within longer-
term planning 
for protracted 
displacement 
issues  

and implications of COVID-19 on long-
term solutions towards displacement. 

● Moving forward, ReDSS research team 
will write several short think pieces on key 
themes identified through consultations 
with stakeholders. 

 

Written products to be 
developed each 
quarter 

 

 


