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As I sit and write this article, large parts of the world are living under lockdown amidst the Coronavirus pandemic.
In Wales (UK), where I currently live, we are allowed out twice a day to exercise, something which must begin and
end at our homes. This is a change from the previous week when we were allowed outdoors only once a day.
This is expected to continue for the next few weeks, after which there will be a phased relaxation of the rules, but
there will still be limits lasting for a considerable period of time. No one is sure when things will be ‘normal’ again,
if ever. Amidst all this, I am writing an academic book, supported by a research fellowship from the British
Academy, about people who are forcibly displaced from their homes or places of habitual residence – refugees,
asylum seekers, internally displaced people, those fleeing extreme poverty or disasters or climate events. While I
am locked in my home, sheltering from what is out there in the world, we know that record numbers of people
have been displaced from theirs. According to the latest available UNHCR figures, there are 70.8 million forcibly
displaced people throughout the world. But what is it like to be displaced during these times?
Forced displacements always give rise to difficult and challenging experiences for people, but the COVID-19
pandemic is presenting new difficulties and challenges, with the threat of terrible consequences if they cannot be
met. There will, undoubtedly, be academic articles and books written about the impacts of the pandemic on the
forcibly displaced in the future, as we do not yet fully know what those are. But still, there are briefings and blogs
emerging in these early days (it is unsettling to remember that these are early days). The main concerns are
about displaced people living in encampments or being held in detention centres of some sort. Writing in The
Lancet, Hans Henri P. Kluge, Zsuzsanna Jakab, Josef Bartovic, Veronica D’Anna and Santino, Severoni
comment:
… refugees and migrants are potentially at increased risk of contracting diseases, including COVID-19, because
they typically live in overcrowded conditions without access to basic sanitation. The ability to access health-care
services in humanitarian settings is usually compromised and exacerbated by shortages of medicines and lack of
health-care facilities. Moreover, refugees typically face administrative, financial, legal, and language barriers to
access to health system.
Camps are a particular concern:
These camps usually provide inadequate and overcrowded living arrangements that present a severe health risk
to inhabitants and host populations. The absence of basic amenities, such as clean running water and soap,
insufficient medical personnel presence, and poor access to adequate health information are major problems in
these settings.” Basic public health measures are not possible or extremely difficult, such as social distancing and
self-isolation, and so “… the concern about an outbreak of COVID-19 in the camps cannot be overstated.” And it is
not just the camps which are a concern – migrants and refugees are also vulnerable in wider communities. “They
are over-represented among the homeless population in most member states – a growing trend in EU-15 and
border and transit countries.
Sally Hargreaves and her co-authors write in the British Medical Journal that the European Union’s policies
aimed at containing unauthorized migration threaten the response to COVID-19. These policies have led to,
… displaced migrants living in camps, reception centres, and private and public detention facilities within and
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around Europe’s borders – all victims of European policies of deterrence to stop uncontrolled migration.” They
are living in “appalling conditions” and lack access to food, water and healthcare: “… conditions of overcrowding
and poor hygiene in many migrant camps around the Mediterranean have increased the risk of infectious disease
outbreaks in the past, including varicella, measles, and hepatitis A.
Pinar Dost reports on the situation of Syrian refugees and internally displaced people. Standard precautions to
limit the spread of the virus such as frequent handwashing, social distancing, self-isolation and healthy eating are
often not possible for 6.6 million Syrian IDPs and 5.6 million Syrian refugees in neighbouring countries or seeking
asylum in Europe. Most at risk are the more than 900,000 people who fled Idlib and Aleppo to the Turkish border
in December 2019, following a Syrian government offensive. “In living conditions where often the most basic
needs are unmet, it will be extremely difficult to prevent the disease from spreading among displaced Syrians
unless serious measures are taken …”.
Natalia Cintra, Jean Grugel and Pia Riggirozzi draw attention to the situation of displaced women and girls in Latin
America. Pandemics, they argue, are not gender neutral:
For displaced women and girls, who account for around 50% of displaced people, and whose needs are
invisiblised even in ‘normal’ times, the health risks posed by COVID-19 are huge.” The COVID-19 pandemic
“may well deprive displaced women and girls of the essential protection services they depend on and exacerbate
the risks they already face to their wellbeing and lives.” Importantly, they point out that the concerns around the
impact of COVID-19 on displaced people in terms of their health reveal how difficult their situation already is.
“COVID-19 is not disrupting their otherwise ‘normal’ lives, so much as increasing their dehumanization still
further.
Refugees and asylum seekers face challenges in global North states as well as in the global South. Lubna
Joomun reports that in the United Kingdom many asylum seekers are left destitute as they cannot work and have
limited access to state support. Many end up living in sub-standard accommodation, and “those forced to live in
such appalling conditions, which fail to meet even basic human needs, become susceptible to infection”. Rudy
Schulkind says of those held in immigration detention centres in the United Kingdom: “… people are unable to
follow the government’s instructions to socially distance. Hygiene is poor and cleaning products are scarce”.
Lancet Migration, a global collaboration between The Lancet and researchers, implementers and others working
in the field of migration and health, has issued a global statement on COVID-19 and people on the move, arguing
that, whether they are economic migrants or forcibly displaced people, all “should be explicitly included in the
responses to the coronavirus 2019 pandemic”. They argue: “The Covid-19 pandemic reveals the extent of
marginalisation migrant and refugee populations face” (see this PDF). They call for migrants and refugees to be
transferred from overcrowded reception, transit and detention facilities to safer living conditions; the suspension of
deportations; relocation and reunification for unaccompanied minors; clear and transparent communication
including for migrant populations; and strategies to counter racism, xenophobia and discrimination.
Of course, one of the perils of writing about events that are unfolding is that they will change, and perhaps
dramatically so, by the time my research is published. The New York Times reports that the coronavirus has been
detected for the first time in a camp for displaced people in South Sudan, and in a Greek migrant camp in the
Aegean. UNHCR reported that two people had tested positive on May 11, 2020, in Juba, South Sudan, where two
camps host around 29,600 displaced people; and the Greek Migration Ministry has confirmed two cases on
Lesbos. And so I am writing this without the benefit of hindsight, without the support of a ‘classic’ body of
literature. As a piece of writing it is more reportage than academic work, and it may not appear in the final version
of the book, not least because the information it contains will be woefully out of date.
The book I am writing is about the scope of the international protection system for the displaced, about the gaps in
that protection and the many millions of displaced people who fall through those gaps, and I have to confess that
up to now, I entertained the idea that I could carry on with this project without referencing the pandemic in any
great detail. But as events unfold, I realise that I cannot engage in research on global displacement in the 21st
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century without reporting what is happening to displaced people in the face of the coronavirus pandemic. This
piece is a response to that need, but it is written on a very specific day and has a very specific purpose, and for
me it reveals some of the limits of academic writing, such as its inability to capture the dramatic events that
surround it. What is the relationship between this piece of writing focussed on the current moment, and the
research project which takes a much longer-term perspective? Can I keep them apart as two separate exercises?
It is difficult to see how I can. In the first place, as Cintra and her co-authors make clear, the pandemic is simply
exposing the ongoing precarity of the displaced rather than disrupting their ‘normal’ lives, and so there is much to
learn from these events about what international protection should look like.
There is also a more difficult challenge for me as a researcher. I need to be aware that the world I am writing
about may be undergoing fundamental change, which may make it impossible to produce a ‘traditional’
academic text on global displacement. Everything I write in such a text concerning international law and protection
of the displaced may no longer apply; the world I have researched may no longer exist by the time the book is
published.
The normal approach to an academic text in my field is to critically examine the past and the present, and to
imagine a future based on that examination. However, between the past and the future, a present that I never
imagined has forcefully inserted itself, one that radically breaks with the past, and opens up many different
possible futures; and it is a present that may last for a very long time. And so, even if we do learn lessons from the
impact of the pandemic on displaced people, we do not know what kind of world a reformed international
protection regime would have to operate within, and therefore any proposals for a new order of things are built on
rapidly shifting ground, as all that is solid dissolves around us.
I do not know what my book will look like in the end – amidst all the uncertainty and a dangerous pandemic I can’t
even be sure that I will be able to finish it. This is not a time for confident predictions. But I do know, that if it is
written, it cannot be an academic text as I’ve understood such a thing up to now, but something more suited to its
moment in time. It is gradually dawning upon us that there will be no return to ‘normal’, that the pandemic is
transforming our institutions and our everyday lives and practices in ways that may be long-term. And it is
gradually dawning on me that the practice of writing itself may change in ways we cannot yet grasp.
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