2020: KEY CHALLENGES AND ASSUMPTIONS
2020 has been a momentous year. The COVID-19 pandemic has devastated people around the world,
leaving us with a sense of collective vulnerability and testing our solidarity at community, national and
international levels. The pandemic has also thrust us into the midst of a historic socio-economic crisis
that is challenging progress towards the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), potentially stifling aid
budgets and leaving many countries with more debt, poverty and people in need of even the most basic
services and commodities. At the same time, the world has continued to witness increasing geopolitical
tensions and challenges to multilateral cooperation; a growing urgency to deal with matters of inclusion
and race; the devastating effects of climate change; and growing inequality, fragility and vulnerability.
The convergence of these challenges has left no sector, system or organization untouched. Member
States, regional and international organizations, the private sector and many communities and civil
society organizations have already started to adapt. And so has the humanitarian community—in its
priorities, programmes and operations. But what do the challenges and changes of this historic year
2020 mean for the larger humanitarian community going forward? What transformations are necessary
for us to be better prepared for future pandemics and other humanitarian crises? How can we build new
and strengthen existing coalitions for a better response? Can we realize the ‘promise of digitalization’
for the humanitarian sector? The 2020 Global Humanitarian Policy Forum (GHPF) offers a platform to
discuss these questions and related challenges with experts and practitioners from around the globe.
Global Health Crisis
The COVID-19 pandemic has created a plethora of new humanitarian challenges while compounding
existing ones. As of 1 December 2020, there have been 62,844,837 reported cases of and 1,465,144
deaths from COVID-19.1 In addition, the pandemic’s stress on public health systems has impacted health
treatments and services for other diseases and conditions, disproportionately affecting lower- and
middle-income countries and undermining decades of progress.2 Advances in reducing mortality rates
are likely to be set back by 10 years for Tuberculosis and AIDS, and by 20 years for Malaria.3 Progress in
eradicating Poliovirus and reducing Measles through immunization has been severely threatened.4
Vulnerable and marginalized groups are disproportionately affected by the pandemic. Travel
restrictions and lockdowns are hindering women’s access to health services.5 Infant mortality rates are
expected to rise. 6 Racial and ethnic minorities suffer from inequities in social determinants such as
discrimination, wealth gaps, and health care access and utilization.7 Protracted displacement combined
with deteriorating health and socio-economic conditions are leading to widespread despair among
refugee and IDP populations.8 And, as the demand for mental health services surges, the pandemic has
disrupted or halted such services in 93 per cent of countries worldwide.9
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Socio-Economic Downturn
The COVID-19 pandemic has led to the worst economic recession since the Great Depression, with the
broadest collapse in per capita income since 1870. 10 Remittance flows to low- and middle-income
countries are expected to drop by around 20 per cent compared to 2019, and some 33 million people
are at risk of facing hunger as a result.11 About 1.6 billion informal workers have lost 60 per cent of their
incomes, and 55 per cent of the world’s population are not covered by social insurance or assistance.12
Foreign direct investment is expected to decline by over 35 per cent and, by 2021, official development
assistance may see an 85 per cent decline from 2018.13 COVID-19 could push 150 million people into
extreme poverty, representing the first increase in extreme poverty in over twenty years.14
Vulnerable and marginalized groups are bearing the brunt of the pandemic’s socio-economic impacts.
Racial and ethnic minorities have been hardest hit by wage and job losses.15 Women and girls are at
particular risk of secondary impacts, including loss of earnings and livelihoods and increased exposure
to violence.16 Widespread loss of livelihoods and an increase in poverty among refugee populations is
expected as access to the labor market, social safety nets, and humanitarian aid deteriorates.17 And more
than a decade of progress in reducing child poverty and deprivation could be reversed. At the height
of lockdowns, nearly 1.5 billion students were affected by school closures, and at least one third of
schoolchildren globally (463 million) remain cut off from education.18 Around 24 million children are
projected to drop out of school, with children less likely to return the longer they are out of school in
humanitarian settings.19 A further 13 million child marriages are estimated by the end of the decade.20
Inequality
Humanitarian needs are increasingly resulting from acute social injustice, institutional inequality, and
state-sanctioned violence against particular groups and communities. Chronic under-investment in
public health and persistent barriers to accessing health services have exacerbated vulnerabilities of
poor and marginalized groups during the COVID-19 pandemic, not only to its health and economic
effects, but also to environmental harms such as climate change, biodiversity loss, and pollution.21 The
death of George Floyd and global #BlackLivesMatter protests have reinvigorated scrutiny of racism and
filtered out issues of systemic inequality, power imbalances and slow progress towards localization.22
Further, unequal access to technology during the COVID-19 pandemic has created gaping disparities
in people’s ability to pursue education and livelihood opportunities. Those with the ability to work
remotely were able to adapt, while those without internet or access to technology were left behind.
Roughly 80 per cent of children in high income countries but only 50 per cent of children in lower income
countries had access to distance learning.23 Realizing the ‘digital promise’ must not come at the expense
of a widening digital divide.
Protection Risks
Urban areas have become the epicenter of the pandemic, with an estimated 95 per cent of all reported
COVID-19 cases.24 Displaced populations, particularly urban Internally Displaced Persons, have suffered
increased protection risks posed by overcrowded and substandard living conditions and inadequate
access to water, sanitation and healthcare. Movement constraints have hindered voluntary returns or
escape from insecurity, and asylum procedures have been impeded in some countries.25 Lockdowns
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have created a ‘shadow pandemic’ of sexual and gender-based violence now affecting more than one
in three women and girls worldwide, as well as millions of boys, men, and gender-nonconforming
individuals. 26 As COVID-19 continues to strain health services, essential services such as domestic
violence shelters and helplines have reached capacity.
Humanitarian access has been constrained by measures to contain the spread of COVID-19 including
global movement restrictions which have resulted in delays, additional costs and the partial suspension
of humanitarian activities.27 And despite widespread support for the UN Secretary-General’s call for an
immediate global ceasefire, further conflict and violence may result from the pandemic as countries face
civil unrest, political destabilization, and increases in crime, anti-refugee sentiment and suspicion of
humanitarian workers.28
Geo-Political Tensions
The COVID-19 pandemic has reinforced existing geo-political tensions and continuing challenges to
multilateral cooperation.29 As countries focused on the domestic pandemic response, resources were
diverted away from international assistance. In some countries, weak central structures shifted the
burden of the response towards local actors and contributed to an uneven pandemic response. 30
Misinformation and disinformation spread widely over the internet and through social media and
hampered the COVID-19 response, with some populations actively resisting public health measures.31
At the same time, the pandemic was widely cited as a pretext to limit access to information, censor critical
speech, and justify expanded surveillance powers. 32
2021 AND BEYOND: OUTLOOK AND OPPORTUNITIES
While the pandemic has exacerbated pre-existing vulnerabilities, it could also serve as an accelerator of
change that has already begun or become recognized as inevitable over the last decade.33 The speed,
and success of vaccine and treatment research and development could reinvigorate efforts towards
multilateral, cross-sector collaboration. Refocused attention on the key role of local actors as front-line
responders resulting from travel and movement restrictions could translate into progress on longstanding localization commitments.34 The urgent need to prevent the losses of the socio-economic crisis
from becoming permanent could lead to an upscaling in programmes for vulnerable and marginalized
groups; accelerated work across the humanitarian, development and peace nexus; and increased focus
on preparedness, prevention, organizational readiness and anticipatory action. 35 Investments in
responsible and inclusive technology could support earlier, faster and more effective action. The
spotlight on racism and discrimination could bolster efforts towards achieving true equality, diversity,
and equal representation. And targeted investments in governance, social protection, green economy
and digitalization could get us back on track to achieve the SDGs.36
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