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COVID-19 has infected more than 4 million people and killed more than 299,000 
worldwide in five months. The outbreak spread from China to more than 180 
countries and territories—affecting every continent except Antarctica.

While analysis is still being done to understand the complete aimpacts of 
COVID-19, the United Nations research university estimates that the number of 
people in poverty around the world could increase by as much as half a billion 
people—8% of the global population. The International Food Policy Research 
Institute (IFPRI) projects that 140 million people will be pushed into extreme 
poverty, an increase of 20% from present levels. And, though sub-Saharan Africa 
has not yet been as impacted by COVID-19 as other regions, projections by 
IFPRI and the World Bank suggest that it will be the region hit hardest in terms 
of increased extreme poverty. After decades of work and success to decrease 
global poverty, an increase in the number of people in poverty would be the first 
global increase in 30 years.

Already strained health systems, fragile food systems, and limited access to 
clean water and hygiene supplies have left millions vulnerable to COVID-19. 
Social distancing is physically impossible in the slums of India where people live 
cheek-to-cheek, and in some places there is only one toilet for 1,440 people. 
Continuous washing of hands will not be possible for the 925,000 Rohingya 
Muslim refugees living in Bangladesh’s Cox’s Bazar, where the dry season 
continues and water is scarce. 

COVID-19 is not just a health crisis—the pandemic will have far-reaching, 
multifaceted impacts on the world’s poorest and most marginalized 
communities. 

INTRODUCTION

https://unu.edu/media-relations/releases/covid-19-fallout-could-push-half-a-billion-people-into-poverty-in-developing-countries.html
https://blogs.worldbank.org/opendata/impact-covid-19-coronavirus-global-poverty-why-sub-saharan-africa-might-be-region-hardest
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GLOBAL IMPACTS OF COVID-19 
BY SECTOR AND CROSS-CUTTING ISSUE

Agriculture, Food Security, and Nutrition

COVID-19 has the potential to increase hunger and malnutrition in countries around the world as challenges 
arise on both the supply and demand side, including shortages, stockpiling, and agricultural waste as farmers 
are unable to get their product to market. 

While these changes have been disruptive in the U.S., they will be overwhelming for the  820 million people 
around the world already facing food insecurity and hunger. By the end of 2020, The World Food Program 
(WFP) estimates that the number of people facing acute hunger will double due to COVID-19, if no 
additional measures are put in place. Across the 46 countries that FEWS NET monitors, an estimated 113 
million people will require emergency humanitarian food assistance in 2020—a 25% increase from 2019.

Although the price of rice is starting to rise and access to nutritious fruits and vegetables is more difficult, 
COVID-19 has not shown a significant direct impact on the global supply or price of staple foods. But 
experience from past disease outbreaks shows that soon this will not be the case. Countries that rely 
heavily on imported food, like much of sub-Saharan Africa, face disproportionate risk from food supply 
chain failures due to closed borders, export quotas, lack of access to agricultural inputs, and impacts of 
farmers falling ill. Over time, economic shocks from COVID-19 will diminish food purchasing power and 
push communities and families to make difficult choices on how to feed their families, leaving people more 
susceptible to malnutrition and disease. 

OUR MEMBERS IN ACTION
In Ethiopia, Catholic Relief Services (CRS) and its partners are working quickly to move more 
than 51,000 metric tonnes of food to rural areas through the USAID Food for Peace-funded Joint 
Emergency Operation Project and the Development Food Security Activity before the impact of 
COVID-19 makes it more difficult to distribute food to vulnerable and remote communities. This life-
saving aid will reach more than 1.5 million people in 2020.  

“The people we target are very vulnerable people, the poorest so to speak, people whose livelihoods 
are rather fragile, so this assistance helps cushion them in times of difficulties.”

-Lawrence Oroma, CRS 

http://www.fao.org/publications/sofi/en/
https://insight.wfp.org/covid-19-will-almost-double-people-in-acute-hunger-by-end-of-2020-59df0c4a8072
https://fews.net/sites/default/files/Food_Assistance_Peak_Needs_April2020.pdf
https://www.worldbank.org/en/topic/agriculture/brief/food-security-and-covid-19
https://www.ifpri.org/blog/covid-19-spreads-no-major-concern-global-food-security-yet
https://www.wfpusa.org/articles/covid-19-and-global-food-security/
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Basic Education

Every country has implemented nationwide school closures in response to COVID-19, disrupting the 
education of over 91% of the world’s student population. These disruptions will exacerbate gaps in 
educational and economical attainment for children and youth in low and middle-income countries and 
increase the risks of delayed development, school dropout, and exploitation, and violence for vulnerable 
populations. To minimize these risks, many countries need additional support to ensure learning continues 
at home, including adapted learning for children with disabilities. Looking to the future, high and low-tech 
distance learning programs can be leveraged to distribute positive health, hygiene, and safety information. 
Additionally, when schools are able to safely reopen, many students will need access to accelerated learning 
and remediation programs.

Children and Youth

COVID-19 increases existing vulnerabilities for at-risk children and youth, who may struggle to access food, 
Water, Sanitation, and Hygiene (WASH) facilities, and safe homes. Although many programs are adapting to 
deliver food through the school system, more than 350 million school children may no longer have access to 
school meals to support their daily nutrition. In addition, children who are out of school are at higher risk of 
being recruited into forced labor, abuse, and sexual exploitation. Vulnerable children may also face additional 
risks of family separation, as the pandemic increases stress on families. As the global economic situation 
worsens, young people entering the job market around the world face poor job prospects. However, youth 
also must be a part of recovery; 73% of 15-24 year-olds worldwide live in Asia, sub-Saharan Africa, and 
Latin America, and youth will contribute significantly to rebuilding the post-COVID-19 economy, supporting 
infrastructure, and operating on the frontlines of coronavirus response. 

OUR MEMBERS IN ACTION
Since late February 2020, all educational institutions in Lebanon have remained closed due to the 
coronavirus outbreak. World Learning has pivoted its learning efforts to distance learning to cater to 
primary level students who are now at home. In close collaboration with the Ministry of Education 
and Higher Education (MEHE), World Learning has begun implementing a three-pronged strategy 
to ensure continuity of learning for primary school students in Lebanon; (i) providing training on 
the principles of effective distance learning to master trainers, master coaches and teachers, (ii) 
supporting the ministry in distance learning content production, and (iii) providing direct support to 
public schools students through the delivery of educational resources.  

https://en.unesco.org/covid19/educationresponse
https://docs.wfp.org/api/documents/WFP-0000114175/download/?_ga=2.95520091.676566736.1587417159-1715076611.1582585237
https://www.hrw.org/news/2020/04/09/covid-19-and-childrens-rights-0


5COVID-19 Global Aftershocks Situation Report 5

Conflict and Fragility

Conflict-affected and fragile states are particularly vulnerable to COVID-19 due to existing violence, past 
destruction of crucial infrastructure, breakdowns of social cohesion, and low levels of trust between citizens 
and the state. Before the start of COVID-19, conflict around the world contributed to the largest recorded 
displacement of civilians worldwide, over 70 million, and the number of armed conflicts worldwide was at 
a modern-day high. Despite U.N. Secretary General Antonio Guterres call for a global ceasefire, continued 
fighting inhibits humanitarian and medical response to the disease. Weakened public health infrastructure, 
combined with intensified armed conflict and civilian losses this year in humanitarian contexts such as Syria, 
Yemen, the Sahel, Afghanistan, and Libya, points to a potentially catastrophic situation once COVID-19 takes 
hold.  

Democracy, Rights, and Governance (DRG) and Civil Society 

COVID-19 is accelerating dangerous trends, such as the growing weaponization of disinformation, 
stigmatization, and incitement to violence, and resurging authoritarianism—increasing the risk of democratic 
and development backsliding. In response to the outbreak of COVID-19, governments have cracked down 
on press access, freedom to assemble, freedom of speech, and access to information. Ethiopia, a country 
amid a democratic transition, has declared a broad, indefinite state of emergency and canceled elections. 
Globally, increased mis/disinformation has also endangered the effectiveness of COVID-19 responses, 
as evident by the recent destruction of a COVID-19 testing center by demonstrators in Côte d’Ivoire. 
Civil society faces threats of heightened surveillance as governments weaponize technology under the 
guise of tracking COVID-19 cases. Civil society is a vital component in cross-sectoral approaches to build 
resilient communities, assist governments in responding to humanitarian crises, enable engaged and 
citizen-responsive societies, and ensure access, representation, and safety for marginalized and vulnerable 
communities.

OUR MEMBERS IN ACTION
1.5 million workers across Tunisia’s private sector will not lose their jobs and will be paid during 
COVID-19-related closures, following a landmark agreement reached April 14 between Solidarity 
Center partner and Nobel Peace Prize recipient Tunisian General Labor Union (UGTT), the Tunisian 
Confederation of Industry, Trade and Handicrafts and the government. Under the agreement, the 
government will contribute $70 per worker, with the remaining salary paid by employers. UGTT and 
its unions also are working to ensure workers know their rights during the crisis, demanding safe 
and healthy working conditions for those still working, and pushing for employers to provide masks, 
gloves and other protective gear.

https://www.unhcr.org/globaltrends2018/
https://www.crisisgroup.org/global/global-ceasefire-call-deserves-un-security-councils-full-support
https://carnegieendowment.org/2020/04/14/coronavirus-in-conflict-zones-sobering-landscape-pub-81518
https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2020/04/ethiopia-declares-state-emergency-fight-covid-19-200408142519485.html
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-africa-52189144
https://www.nytimes.com/2020/03/01/business/china-coronavirus-surveillance.html
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Economic Livelihoods

Social distancing and isolation measures around the globe have upended national and local economies 
and highlighted gaps in global economic systems. Full or partial lockdown measures are now affecting 
around 81% of the world’s workforce—almost 2.7 billion workers. Developing countries are particularly 
vulnerable to the economic impacts of COVID-19 because hard-hit sectors, such as tourism, mining, and 
construction, have a high proportion of workers in informal employment, and workers have limited access to 
health services and social protection. Unprotected workers and the most vulnerable groups in the informal 
economy, including many women, face a high risk of falling into poverty and will experience more significant 
challenges in regaining their livelihoods during the recovery period. 

The African Union estimates a loss of up to 20 million African jobs in both formal and informal sectors, 
which will likely push sub-Saharan Africa into the first recession in the region in 25 years. Economies that 
primarily rely on one industry will have challenges adjusting to the new COVID-19 reality. For example, 
tourism comprises 34% to 48% of some Caribbean economies, and with travel at a near standstill, millions 
in the tourism industry will be out of work. Even in sectors deemed essential, like agriculture, disruptions in 
transportation networks may prevent timely delivery to farmers, leading to lower production and challenges 
at harvest. Traditional financial support mechanisms like remittances are expected to decline. In 2019, 
remittances accounted for over $500 billion in support to communities and families in developing countries. 
Still, due to COVID-19, remittances are expected to drop 20%, leaving many who rely on them for food, 
healthcare, and basic needs without a safety net.

The Environment and Climate Change

Research demonstrates a growing link between COVID-19 and ambient air pollution—the dirtier the air, 
the higher the likelihood of death or serious illness from the coronavirus. Burning dirty fossil fuels, like 
coal, contributes to illness and can make people more prone to deadly diseases like COVID-19. The global 
economic shutdown and movement restrictions around the world in reaction to COVID-19 have decreased 
global greenhouse gas emissions and increased air quality. But the positive environmental impacts are only 
temporary unless additional sustainable changes are made, clean energy and resilience opportunities are 
scaled up in both developing and developed contexts, and behavior changes are maintained. COVID-19 
has also demonstrated the critical relationship between health and nature. Urbanization and habitat loss 
have pushed the boundaries of human and animal interaction, and changes in temperature, humidity, and 
seasonality are expected to make epidemics more frequent.

Gender Equality and Empowerment

Impacts on gender and marginalized groups are unique and disproportionate. During public health crises, 
women and girls take on added care burdens at home, with female health care workers taking on dual 
caregiving roles—one at home and one at work. With so many people quarantined at home, domestic 
violence is increasing, leading the U.N. Secretary General to call for a global domestic violence “ceasefire.”  
Neither pregnancies nor menstrual cycles stop during a health crisis. But hygiene and dignity needs are often 
overshadowed by efforts to fulfill other essential needs like food, water, shelter, and health care. Ensuring 
critical access to the products and care that women and girls need and accounting for unique gendered and 
intersectional impacts is vital when planning and implementing responses during the COVID-19 crisis.

https://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/@dgreports/@dcomm/documents/briefingnote/wcms_740877.pdf
https://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/@dgreports/@dcomm/documents/briefingnote/wcms_740877.pdf
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-health-coronavirus-africa-economy/africa-could-lose-20-million-jobs-due-to-pandemic-au-study-idUSKBN21N0KX
https://openknowledge.worldbank.org/handle/10986/33541
https://publications.iadb.org/publications/english/document/Caribbean_Quarterly_Bulletin_Volume_9_Issue_1_April_2020.pdf
https://www.worldbank.org/en/news/press-release/2020/04/22/world-bank-predicts-sharpest-decline-of-remittances-in-recent-history
https://www.worldbank.org/en/news/press-release/2020/04/22/world-bank-predicts-sharpest-decline-of-remittances-in-recent-history
https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2020/apr/20/air-pollution-may-be-key-contributor-to-covid-19-deaths-study
https://www.nytimes.com/2020/04/07/climate/air-pollution-coronavirus-covid.html
https://www.care.org/sites/default/files/global_rga_covid_rdm_3.31.20_final.pdf
https://www.nytimes.com/2020/04/06/world/coronavirus-domestic-violence.html
https://news.un.org/en/story/2020/04/1061052
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OUR MEMBERS IN ACTION
CARE is working to prevent and respond to gender-based violence (GBV) during the COVID-19 
pandemic in over 24 countries. This includes providing psychosocial support to women with 
COVID-19 and information on how to get help if they experience GBV, bringing attention to the issue 
of GBV via existing advocacy and messaging platforms, and helping local partners stay informed 
about GBV prevention through virtual events. In addition, working through health center staff, CARE 
is working in 6 countries to provide GBV referral information; this resulted in reaching more than 
10,000 people in Somalia with GBV referral information.

Global Health

COVID-19 has shown how quickly illnesses can overwhelm health care systems and hinder the ability for 
people to receive care—even in high-income countries. In developing countries where healthcare systems 
are already struggling to meet basic needs, the impacts will likely be much worse. Ethiopia and Niger have 
an estimated 0.3 hospital beds per 1,000 people, compared to an average of 5.6 in Europe. The World 
Health Organization reports there are fewer than 2,000 ventilators across 41 countries in Africa. The 
global disruption to supply chains, services, and staffing of current global health programs threaten already 
fragile and burdened health systems facing persistent health workforce shortages. Further, supply chain 
disruptions and social distancing practices will make it difficult to deliver immunizations effectively; UNICEF 
is particularly concerned about impacts in countries battling measles, cholera, or polio outbreaks. Global 
health leaders are worried that in Africa, the significant progress made to end HIV, TB, and malaria will 
regress, and decreased mortality and infection rates will reverse. Children are at heightened risk of disease 
and malnutrition from both the primary and secondary effects when health systems are overwhelmed, and 
there are disruptions to programs to treat malnutrition. Focus on building the systems and sustainable 
frontline health workforce teams who are educated, recruited, trained, supported, equipped, and protected 
to prevent, detect, and respond to global health threats is critical. 

Humanitarian Action

COVID-19 magnifies the dangers of the nearly 168 million vulnerable people around the world in need of 
humanitarian assistance and protection. COVID-19 has restricted movement of populations, humanitarian 
response agencies, personnel, and goods within and into countries already affected by crisis and conflict. 
COVID-19 is likely to overwhelm health systems decimated by years of war and cause a “double emergency” 
as health impacts combine with conflict, political, and economic instability. Already vulnerable displaced 
populations may suffer even more from lack of shelter, food, and medical care. International travel 
restrictions jeopardize the safety of frontline humanitarian and medical workers by hindering evacuations. 
As COVID-19 response is organized in areas with existing humanitarian coordination mechanisms, such as 
U.N. humanitarian country teams, existing infrastructure should be strengthened, taking into account lessons 
learned from previous disease outbreaks, such as the Ebola response in DRC. Responding to the spread of 
COVID-19 will stretch—or in some cases, redirect—already limited resources for humanitarian response. 
Unfortunately, vulnerable people amid crises will bear the brunt of resourcing gaps.

https://www.bcg.com/en-us/publications/2020/fighting-covid-in-africa.aspx
https://www.washingtonpost.com/world/africa/africa-coronavirus-ventilators/2020/04/17/903163a4-7f3e-11ea-84c2-0792d8591911_story.html
https://www.unicef.org/press-releases/statement-unicef-executive-director-henrietta-fore-disruption-immunization-and-basic
https://www.theglobalfund.org/en/blog/2020-04-07-the-threat-to-africa/
https://news.un.org/en/story/2019/12/1052731
https://www.rescue.org/article/5-crisis-zones-threatened-coronavirus-double-emergency
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Water, Sanitation, and Hygiene (WASH)

Handwashing is a proven way to prevent the spread of COVID-19, and it is the only line of defense in some 
less developed countries. Yet, around the world, 2.1 billion people live without access to safe drinking water, 
and 3 billion people lack access to basic handwashing facilities. Globally, 42% of health care facilities have no 
hand hygiene at points of care, only 55% of health care facilities have access to basic water services, and only 
53% of schools have basic hygiene facilities with soap and water. Handwashing is not an established practice 
in every community; encouraging it may require education and behavior changes. Maintaining continued 
access for existing WASH services and integrating WASH into all COVID-19 response efforts is critical to 
preventing further spread of the disease.

Final Thoughts

The effects cited here are just the beginning of the ripple effect of COVID-19 across sectors for years to 
come. Though these are “secondary” effects, in many cases, they are already happening and may have a 
greater impact than the disease itself.   

This product is part of InterAction's 2020 Global Situation Report. For more information, please contact  
policy@interaction.org.  

About InterAction

InterAction is a convener, thought leader and premier network of NGOs working to eliminate poverty, 
strengthen human rights and citizen participation, safeguard a sustainable planet, promote peace, and 
ensure dignity for all people. Learn more at InterAction.org.

OUR MEMBERS IN ACTION
In South Sudan, Relief International (RI) is sensitizing communities, and promoting awareness and 
prevention of COVID-19 through its WASH programming, funded by OFDA and the SSHF (South 
Sudan Humanitarian Fund) through UNOCHA. RI staff have trained hygiene and home health 
promoters on awareness and COVID-19 prevention messaging at home, in institutions, and at the 
community level while social distancing. In response to COVID-19, RI has established handwashing 
stations at health and nutrition facilities, markets, and common spaces in communities, provided 
soap, buckets, and water purification tablets to targeted communities, distributed hygiene kits to 
women and girls, and distributed messaging materials on COVID-19.

https://washdata.org/
https://washdata.org/
https://www.washinhcf.org/the-issue/
https://washdata.org/sites/default/files/documents/reports/2019-04/JMP-2019-wash-in-hcf.pdf
https://data.unicef.org/resources/wash-in-schools/
mailto:https://www.interaction.org/globalsituationreport2020/global-situation-report/?subject=
mailto:policy%40interaction.org?subject=COVID-19%20Global%20Aftershocks%20Situation%20Report
mailto:https://www.interaction.org/?subject=
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