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Abstract 

This field report examines the case of the COVID-19 pandemic and Syrian refugees in 

Jordan. At the beginning of the pandemic, the Jordanian government enacted some of the 

world’s strictest lockdown and quarantine measures. They included country-wide curfews; 

a complete lack of movement outside of one’s home, including bans on driving or taking 

out one’s trash; and systematic governmental distribution of bread and medicines to the 

entire country. Over the months to follow, these extreme measures were lifted, and instead 

implemented in targeted hotspots. However, fears of widespread outbreaks remained. 

While the rather severe lockdown measures were received quite well domestically, they 

proved unsustainable for the longer-term livelihoods of the more than 650,000 registered 

Syrian refugees in the country. Most of these Syrian refugees live in a variety of urban areas 

(81 percent), with a significant number also residing in camps (over 125,000), which means 

that these coronavirus prevention techniques have different outcomes in the two groups. 

Using 305 quantitative surveys distributed to Syrian refugees in both urban areas and 

camps, we found that 91 percent of all the respondents indicated that coronavirus had a 

significant impact on their lives. The field report discusses that out-of-camp refugees 

reported distinctive vulnerabilities under the coronavirus prevention measures, most 

acutely through decreased mobility, which reduces incomes, prevents continuation of in-

person schooling, and increases loneliness and isolation more than their peers residing in 

camps. 
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Introduction  
On March 14, 2020, the Jordanian government announced that, to combat the spread of 

the novel coronavirus, the government would enact a complete closure of its borders, 

schools, and many non-essential businesses; implement country-wide curfews; enforce a 

policy of being home-bound with a complete lack of movement outside of one’s home, 

including bans on driving or taking out one’s trash; and reach out through a systematic 

governmental distribution of bread, water, food, necessary medicines, and even cigarettes 

to the entire country’s citizens, foreign residents, and refugees.4 In what was one of the 

strictest sets of Covid-prevention measures in the world, the multi-pronged strategy was 

enforced by police in the form of arrests, heightened surveillance of the populace, and 

checkpoints for road closures. Within the following ten days, 1,657 were arrested for 

breaking curfew, and 600 cars were impounded.5 Irbid, a major urban area in the north of 

the country, came under strict military lockdown. It emerged as a coronavirus “hotspot” 

due to a wedding that took place on March 13 (the night before the government’s 

announcement of closures).6  

While the rather extreme lockdown measures were initially well-received amongst 

Jordanian nationals, they proved unsustainable for the longer-term livelihoods of the 

domestic population, including an estimated 1 million Syrian refugees in the country,7 of 

which more than 650,000 are officially registered with the UNHCR.8 Most of these Syrian 

refugees live precariously in Jordan’s northern urban and peri-urban areas (81 percent), 

and they are reliant upon informal labor without a regular contract for a significant portion 

of their income, and also struggle to access healthcare when needed.9 Many Syrians also 

reside in refugee camps (19 percent), which are more densely populated than urban areas 

and have fewer interactions with their Jordanian hosts.10  

 
4 Ersan, M. “Plan to feed Jordanians under curfew sows chaos.” Al-Monitor. (March 25, 2020). https://www.al-
monitor.com/originals/2020/03/nebulosity-plagues-jordan-amid-curfew.html  
5 AFP. “Jordan arrests over 1,600 for breaking virus curfew.” The Arab Weekly. (March 24, 2020). 
https://thearabweekly.com/jordan-arrests-over-1600-breaking-virus-curfew  
6 Arraf, J. “A Wedding In Jordan Leads To A Coronavirus Cluster And Closure Of A Major City.” National Public 
Radio-NPR. (March 27, 2020). https://www.npr.org/sections/coronavirus-live-
updates/2020/03/27/822451283/a-wedding-in-jordan-leads-to-a-coronavirus-cluster-and-closure-of-a-
major-city  
7  Sullivan, D. and Tobin, S. “Security and resilience among Syrian refugees in Jordan.” Middle East Research and 
Information Project. (October, 2014). http://www.merip.org/mero/mero101414  
8 UNHCR. “Syria Regional Refugee Response: Total Registered Syrian Refugees.” UNHCR. (August 31, 2021). 
https://data2.unhcr.org/en/situations/syria/location/36  
9 Tobin S. A. et al. Figurations of Displacement in Jordan and beyond: Empirical findings and reflections on 
protracted displacement and translocal connections of Syrian refugees (TRAFIG working paper 6). Bonn: BICC. 
(2020). https://trafig.eu/output/working-papers/trafig-working-paper-no-6/D056-TWP-Figurations-
of%20Displacement-in-and-beyond-Jordan-Tobin-et-al.-2021-v01p-2021-4-20.pdf  
10 ibid 

https://www.al-monitor.com/originals/2020/03/nebulosity-plagues-jordan-amid-curfew.html
https://www.al-monitor.com/originals/2020/03/nebulosity-plagues-jordan-amid-curfew.html
https://thearabweekly.com/jordan-arrests-over-1600-breaking-virus-curfew
https://www.npr.org/sections/coronavirus-live-updates/2020/03/27/822451283/a-wedding-in-jordan-leads-to-a-coronavirus-cluster-and-closure-of-a-major-city
https://www.npr.org/sections/coronavirus-live-updates/2020/03/27/822451283/a-wedding-in-jordan-leads-to-a-coronavirus-cluster-and-closure-of-a-major-city
https://www.npr.org/sections/coronavirus-live-updates/2020/03/27/822451283/a-wedding-in-jordan-leads-to-a-coronavirus-cluster-and-closure-of-a-major-city
http://www.merip.org/mero/mero101414
https://data2.unhcr.org/en/situations/syria/location/36
https://trafig.eu/output/working-papers/trafig-working-paper-no-6/D056-TWP-Figurations-of%20Displacement-in-and-beyond-Jordan-Tobin-et-al.-2021-v01p-2021-4-20.pdf
https://trafig.eu/output/working-papers/trafig-working-paper-no-6/D056-TWP-Figurations-of%20Displacement-in-and-beyond-Jordan-Tobin-et-al.-2021-v01p-2021-4-20.pdf
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These coronavirus prevention techniques prompted important and distinctive 

challenges for the entire population of Syrians in Jordan, but most especially for those 

refugees that reside in urban areas. This field report reveals the distinctive vulnerabilities 

that out-of-camp refugees have when it comes to their economic status and income as 

well as their connections to other Syrians and Jordanian hosts. Nearly 80 percent of Syrians 

residing in urban areas reported that the coronavirus crisis has a “significant impact”, which 

is four-times the rate reported by those that reside inside the refugee camp. Namely, 

affected urban Syrians indicated (64 percent) that the crisis has a significant impact 

primarily because it results in reduced mobility, which impacts their ability to retrieve 

financial remittances and humanitarian aid, seek comfort and social interactions from 

friends and family, and attend work, all of which they are more dependent upon than their 

peers that reside in camps. While a majority of the Syrians we interviewed reported a 

significant impact of the covid restrictions, those that reside outside camps reported 

feeling its repercussions most acutely.  

 

Explaining the COVID-19 Restrictions in Jordan  

Compared to other countries, Jordan’s response was quite austere, with some analysts 

calling it “draconian.”11 The three-pronged approach of 1) a nationwide curfew, 2) closed 

borders, and 3) active military patrols with arrests was considered one of the world’s 

toughest. However, as of that time, the country registered just over 100 positive COVID 

tests. As of April 26, 2020, Jordan registered fewer than 450 cases with a daily growth of 

only 4-10 cases, on average. This raises the question: why has the Jordanian government 

been so tough? There are three primary reasons:12 

The first reason is that such measures can be and are justified by reference to the 

Jordanian health care system’s capacity: hospitals only have 1.5 beds per 1,000 people,13 

which is lower than the global average of 2.89.14 The second reason is that Jordan’s 

government has a well-developed coercive capacity and martial strengths. The approach 

of “playing to one’s strengths” of emergency governance with the military in Jordan 

 
11 Dhingra, R. "Refugees at risk in Jordan’s response to COVID-19." Middle East Research and Information Project 
8 (2020). https://merip.org/2020/04/refugees-at-risk-in-jordans-response-to-covid-19/  
12 Schon, J. “Protecting Refugees in the Middle East from Coronavirus: A Fight against Two Reinforcing 
Contagions.” In Lynch, Marc. "The COVID-19 pandemic in the Middle East and North Africa." POMEPS Studies 39 
(2020): 1-80. 
13 The World Bank Data. “Hospital Beds (per 1,000 people) – Jordan” The World Bank. (2017). 
https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/SH.MED.BEDS.ZS?locations=JO  
14 The World Bank Data. “Hospital Beds (per 1,000 people)” The World Bank. (2019). 
https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/SH.MED.BEDS.ZS  

https://merip.org/2020/04/refugees-at-risk-in-jordans-response-to-covid-19/
https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/SH.MED.BEDS.ZS?locations=JO
https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/SH.MED.BEDS.ZS
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attempts to make up for the lower capacities for governance in other areas such as 

bureaucratic or civil service.15 

Third, the COVID-19 pandemic has had dreadful implications for public health that 

compound with economic problems, which Jordan has been experiencing dramatically in 

recent years. Before the pandemic, economic life in Jordan was poor at best: 15.7 percent 

of Jordanians lived below the poverty line; unemployment rates were nearly 40 percent 

amongst youth; and 46 percent of workers were employed in informal/non-regularized 

labor, especially in micro- or small- enterprises.16 From 2012-2018,17 the Jordanian 

government had enacted austerity policies as mandated by their agreements with the 

International Monetary Fund (IMF), including the lifting of government subsidies on such 

basic commodities as petrol, electricity, grain, and fodder, which hit everyone’s budgets 

hard. In 2019 and 2020 the Jordanian government had planned to move away from these 

austerity policies, and instead expand welfare policies including a sales tax exemption and 

new economic stimulus packages that would better fund public services such as 

education and healthcare for its citizen and non-citizen residents, and to begin to remedy 

domestic economic challenges.18 

However, due to the coronavirus, the economy has now experienced tremendous 

income losses. The strongest impact has been felt amongst day laborers and informal 

sector workers; COVID-related unemployment is now over 70 percent.19 The public sector, 

which is considered historically enviably secure employment, saw a 25 percent job loss 

and nearly another 50 percent of public employees cited income loss.20 COVID-related 

economic losses have surely wiped away welfare policy possibilities and budget lines that 

could have otherwise improved public services for all in Jordan, including Syrian refugees 

both inside and outside camps.21 

In addition to loss of income, price increases and inflation on goods immediately 

went into effect countrywide. While the government has worked hard to limit price 

gouging and enforce price ceilings, as well as limit the exporting of certain foodstuffs, the 

 
15 Hoffman, A. “The Securitization of the Coronavirus Crisis in the Middle East.” In Lynch, Marc. "The COVID-19 
pandemic in the Middle East and North Africa." POMEPS Studies 39 (2020): 1-80. 
16 UNICEF. “Geographic Multidimensional Vulnerability Analysis – Jordan.” Amman: United Nations Children’s 
Fund. (2020). https://www.unicef.org/jordan/Geographic-Multidimensional-Vulnerability-Analysis.  
17 Schwedler, J. “Jordan’s austerity protests in context.” Atlantic Council. (June 8, 2018).  
https://www.atlanticcouncil.org/blogs/menasource/jordan-s-austerity-protests-in-context/  
18 Hoffman, A. “The Securitization of the Coronavirus Crisis in the Middle East.” 
19 Hartnett, A. S., al-Natour, E., & al-Ajlouni, L. “Drastic measures: coercive enforcement and economic effects 
of pandemic suppression in Jordan.” In Lynch, Marc. “The COVID-19 Pandemic in the Middle East and North 
Africa” POMEPS Studies 39 (2020): 65. https://pomeps.org/drastic-measures-coercive-enforcement-and-
economic-effects-of-pandemic-suppression-in-jordan  
20 Ibid. 
21 Ibid. 

https://www.unicef.org/jordan/Geographic-Multidimensional-Vulnerability-Analysis
https://www.atlanticcouncil.org/blogs/menasource/jordan-s-austerity-protests-in-context/
https://pomeps.org/drastic-measures-coercive-enforcement-and-economic-effects-of-pandemic-suppression-in-jordan
https://pomeps.org/drastic-measures-coercive-enforcement-and-economic-effects-of-pandemic-suppression-in-jordan
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market has responded to the rush, and at times profiting greatly.22 All signs point to 

continued economic hardship. The coronavirus in Jordan made a bad situation worse. 

Months after the initial country-wide lockdown, the government changed to a 

strategy of targeted and partial lockdowns to maintain a balance between public health 

and the devastating outcomes on the economy.23 The government also provided partial 

financial support to Jordanians and Syrians who had been employed formally and with a 

work permit and lost their jobs in the private sector due to the lockdown implications and 

reduced working/opening hours. With businesses in various sectors closing, government 

revenues dropped significantly, making the government incapable of maintaining these 

supports as the pandemic has been prolonged with unexpected future implications. 

 

Vulnerabilities of Syrian Refugees in Jordan to Coronavirus 

According to UNHCR,24 most Syrian refugees in Jordan (nearly 50 percent) are 

between 18 and 59 years old. One-third are children under the age of 11. The remainder 

are teens between ages 12 and 17 (14 percent), and those over age 60 (4 percent). There 

are slightly more males than females (50.6 percent : 49.4 percent). Nearly half of Syrian 

refugees in Jordan originate from nearby Daraa.25 Half have started or completed primary 

education, and 15 percent of adults older than 20 have achieved a secondary or post-

secondary degree.26 Most live outside camps (81 percent).27 

Within this greater context of Jordan, there are two major challenges to protecting 

Syrian refugees in Jordan specifically from coronavirus: 1) the virus itself and 2) grinding 

poverty made worse in this context.28 

Firstly, vulnerability to the virus itself is important to consider. Syrians in Jordan have 

higher rates of comorbidities through chronic illness for which they may receive more 

intensive medical care than their Jordanian counterparts, including hypertension, 

 
22 Allen, A. “Jordan caps commodity prices to prevent Covid-19 price gouging.” Procurement. (March 31, 2020). 
https://www.cips.org/supply-management/news/2020/march/jordan-caps-commodity-prices-to-
prevent-covid-19-price-gouging/  
23 Kebede, Tewodros Aragie, Svein Erik Stave, Maha Kattaa, and Michaela Prokop. "Impact of the COVID-19 
pandemic on enterprises in Jordan." International Labour Organization. (2020).  
https://www.undp.org/content/dam/jordan/docs/DRR/Jordan%20Enterprise%20Report.pdf  
24 UNHCR. “Syria Regional Refugee Response: Total Registered Syrian Refugees.” UNHCR. (August 31, 2021). 
http://data2.unhcr.org/en/situations/syria/location/36  
25 Tiltnes, Å.A., Zhang, H., & Pedersen, J. The living conditions of Syrian refugees in Jordan: Results from the 2017-
2018 survey of Syrian refugees inside and outside camps (Fafo-report 2019:04). Oslo: Fafo. 
https://reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/files/resources/67914.pdf   
26 ibid  
27 UNHCR. “Syria Regional Refugee Response: Total Registered Syrian Refugees.” UNHCR. (August 31, 2021). 
http://data2.unhcr.org/en/situations/syria/location/36 
28 Schon, J. “Protecting Refugees in the Middle East from Coronavirus: A Fight against Two Reinforcing 
Contagions.” In Lynch, Marc. "The COVID-19 pandemic in the Middle East and North Africa." POMEPS Studies 39 
(2020): 1-80. 

https://www.cips.org/supply-management/news/2020/march/jordan-caps-commodity-prices-to-prevent-covid-19-price-gouging/
https://www.cips.org/supply-management/news/2020/march/jordan-caps-commodity-prices-to-prevent-covid-19-price-gouging/
https://www.undp.org/content/dam/jordan/docs/DRR/Jordan%20Enterprise%20Report.pdf
http://data2.unhcr.org/en/situations/syria/location/36
https://reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/files/resources/67914.pdf
http://data2.unhcr.org/en/situations/syria/location/36
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cardiovascular disease, diabetes, and chronic respiratory disease. Thus, while Syrians tend 

to be younger and more likely female than their Jordanian neighbors, they are also more 

likely to live with conditions for comorbidities.29  

Second, Syrians in Jordan tend to live in high density areas, especially Jordan’s 

northern cities and the poorest areas of Amman, as well as refugees in camps. Two-thirds 

of households living in Jordan’s Syrian refugee camps have more than three people per 

room, making effective self-isolation impossible.30 Social distancing in public is also 

difficult in the two densely populated main camps, Zaatari (hosting about 76,000 refugees) 

and Azraq (about 36,000).31 In urban areas, Syrian refugees live in similarly crowded 

settings, with dwellings consisting of two or three rooms for households of five or more.32 

One neighborhood in urban Amman, Hashmi Shamali, is home to a large portion of the 

cities’ poorest refugees and has experienced several rounds of complete lockdown due 

to its status as a “virus hotspot.”33 In addition to challenges to social distancing in high-

population density areas, water shortages continue to plague Jordan, making frequent 

hand washing a challenge.34 

Poverty and the challenges of employment and income compound this. 

Approximately 80 percent of all Syrian refugees live under the poverty line and only 2 

percent of households have savings.35 Most refugees do not have the economic means to 

stock up on supplies necessary for a lockdown. Specific for Syrian refugees, the labor 

market sectors they most frequently occupy are the construction, agriculture, 

manufacturing, retail, and food service. These service-sector jobs are not compatible with 

work-from-home demands, and since most of the labor is informal, they are then simply 

out of income. For those in the refugee camps, their hard-earned mobility out of the camps 

for work is now entirely closed, as the camps are sealed off from outside contact entirely. 

Supply chains continue for food into the camp and other necessary infrastructural support, 

but earlier fears of state surveillance are being felt under this lockdown.36 Syrians in the 

 
29 Doocy, S., Lyles, E., Akhu-Zaheya, L., Oweis, A., Al Ward, N., & Burton, A. “Health service utilization among 
Syrian refugees with chronic health conditions in Jordan.” PLoS One, 11(4), e0150088 (2016).  
https://journals.plos.org/plosone/article/file?type=printable&id=10.1371/journal.pone.0150088 
30 Dhingra, R. "Refugees at risk in Jordan’s response to COVID-19." Middle East Research and Information Project 
8 (2020). https://merip.org/2020/04/refugees-at-risk-in-jordans-response-to-covid-19/  
31 Ibid. 
32 Ibid. 
33 Lane, A. “Voices from the Middle East: Providing Urgent Aid to Refugees in Amman, Jordan.” Middle East 
Research and Information Project. (April, 2020). https://merip.org/2020/04/voices-from-the-middle-east-
providing-urgent-aid-to-refugees-in-amman-jordan/  
34 Nonay, C. & R. Advani. “From emergency response to resilient recovery: How we are helping the water sector 
in MENA cope with COVID-19.” The World Bank Blog: The Water Blog. (August 3, 2020). 
https://blogs.worldbank.org/water/emergency-response-resilient-recovery-how-we-are-helping-water-
sector-mena-cope-covid-19  
35 Dhingra, R. "Refugees at risk in Jordan’s response to COVID-19." 
36 Tobin S. A. et al. (2020). Figurations of Displacement in Jordan and beyond:Empirical findings and reflections on 
protracted displacement and translocal connections of Syrian refugees. 

https://journals.plos.org/plosone/article/file?type=printable&id=10.1371/journal.pone.0150088
https://merip.org/2020/04/refugees-at-risk-in-jordans-response-to-covid-19/
https://merip.org/2020/04/voices-from-the-middle-east-providing-urgent-aid-to-refugees-in-amman-jordan/
https://merip.org/2020/04/voices-from-the-middle-east-providing-urgent-aid-to-refugees-in-amman-jordan/
https://blogs.worldbank.org/water/emergency-response-resilient-recovery-how-we-are-helping-water-sector-mena-cope-covid-19
https://blogs.worldbank.org/water/emergency-response-resilient-recovery-how-we-are-helping-water-sector-mena-cope-covid-19
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camps are also asked to remain at home and practice social distancing, adding to concerns 

about increases in domestic violence and children’s absence from schooling.37  

The loss of income compounds challenges accessing health education and care. 

Many Syrian refugees have reported that they do not know what to do if they develop 

symptoms or want to report a suspected case.38 While Syrians in Jordan receive subsidized 

access to government hospitals, one report indicated that 82 percent of Syrian refugees 

needed to borrow money in order to access urgent health care.39 We can assume that the 

high costs of health care treatment would drive at least some Syrians away from formal, 

hospitalized care and into self-care and at-home treatments. 

Poverty, in this case, is also challenging because it can contribute to misinformation 

and the seeking of alternative care, which may not be regulated.40 In the earliest days of 

the pandemic, misinformation about the coronavirus was undeniably harmful to everyone 

around the world. Syrians in Jordan often report reticence to attract too much attention to 

themselves for fear of stigma and enhanced surveillance.41 At least some Syrians are 

reluctant to seek medical attention outside the home, especially in some urban areas 

where healthcare can be difficult to access.42 Thus, some Syrians may prefer to rely on 

other alternatives at home, such as folk medicine and herbal treatment recipes shared by 

their family members and friends, which carries with it the possibility of being vulnerable 

to misinformation.43 

The Jordanian government has worked hard to counter misinformation and 

encourage an environment in which adherence to the law is the norm.44 There are now 

legal penalties for spreading misinformation, and the government is countering 

misinformation through daily news briefings and even open Facebook pages with 

announcements and information vetted by science. However, the poverty faced by the 

Syrians can contribute to their vulnerabilities to misinformation. 

 

 
37 Plan International. “Jordan sees increase in domestic violence, poor access to family planning.” Plan 
International. (May 20, 2020). https://plan-international.org/news/2020-05-20-covid-19-jordan-domestic-
violence-poor-access-family-planning  
38 Schon, J. “Protecting Refugees in the Middle East from Coronavirus: A Fight against Two Reinforcing 
Contagions.”  
39 Dhingra, R. "Refugees at risk in Jordan’s response to COVID-19." Middle East Research and Information Project 
8 (2020).   
40 Schon, J. “Protecting Refugees in the Middle East from Coronavirus: A Fight against Two Reinforcing 
Contagions.”  
41 Tobin S. A. et al. Figurations of Displacement in Jordan and beyond: Empirical findings and reflections on 
protracted displacement and translocal connections of Syrian refugees.  
42 ibid 
43 Al-Zoubi, H & RCO Jordan. “Protecting refugees from COVID-19 misinformation.” United Nations. (2021). 
https://www.un.org/en/coronavirus/first-person-refuge-covid-misinformation  
44 Tal, B. “In crisis: Jordan battles COVID-19 and misinformation.” Enheduanna: The Wilson Center. (April 20, 2020). 
https://www.wilsoncenter.org/blog-post/crisis-jordan-battles-covid-19-and-misinformation  

https://plan-international.org/news/2020-05-20-covid-19-jordan-domestic-violence-poor-access-family-planning
https://plan-international.org/news/2020-05-20-covid-19-jordan-domestic-violence-poor-access-family-planning
https://www.un.org/en/coronavirus/first-person-refuge-covid-misinformation
https://www.wilsoncenter.org/blog-post/crisis-jordan-battles-covid-19-and-misinformation
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Study Field Sites and Research Methods 

While much attention has been given to the Syrians in Jordan’s refugee camps, the 

overwhelming majority of registered and non-registered refugees live in non-camp 

settings in urban areas (81 percent), with a smaller number in rural areas.45 The estimated 

half-million Syrians living in urban areas concentrate mainly in four governorates (Amman, 

29.5 percent; Mafraq; 24.8 percent; Irbid; 20.6 percent; Zarqa, 14.6 percent), with another 

120,000 Syrians in refugee camps.  

The greater Irbid area is the first research field site for this study. Before the influx 

of Syrian refugees, Irbid city was the second-largest urban area in the country (after the 

capital city of Amman) and was well-known for its high population density and a large 

number of institutions for higher education.46 In 2016, about 30 percent of the country’s 

urban Syrian refugees lived in the greater Irbid area.47 The second field site, the city of 

Mafraq, is approximately 15 km from the Syrian border.48 Pre-Syrian crisis, Mafraq was a 

small border town of 90,000 people that one could stop in while en-route to the Syrian 

border. Mafraq was one of the earliest sites for Syrian refugees to congregate in Jordan, 

given its proximity to southern Syria, where the anti-Assad regime demonstrations were 

quickly and violently repressed. The greater Mafraq area is now home to over 200,000 

people, many or most of whom are Syrian.49 Mafraq governorate is now considered the 

poorest in the country.50 The last field site is Zaatari Camp. The camp opened in 2012. It 

was once home to about 100,000 Syrian refugees51, but now has about 76,500 residents.52 

The camp is run jointly by UNHCR and the Jordanian government, with a large number of 

international and national NGOs assisting. 

The data in this field report were collected as part of the EU-funded Horizon 2020 

project “Transnational Figurations of Displacement” (TRAFIG – www.trafig.eu). From 2019 

to 2022, the project brings together twelve partner organisations as they investigate long-

lasting displacement situations at multiple sites in Asia, Africa and Europe and analyse 

 
45 Ledwith, A. Zaatari: The instant city. Affordable Housing Institute. (2014); UNHCR. “Syria Regional Refugee 
Response: Total Registered Syrian Refugees.” http://sigus.scripts.mit.edu/x/files/Zaatari/AHIPublication.pdf 
46 UNHCR. UNHCR Factsheet: Jordan: Field Office Irbid (October - December 2016). 
https://reliefweb.int/report/jordan/unhcr-jordan-factsheet-field-office-irbid-october-december-2016  
47 Tiltnes, Å.A., Zhang, H., & Pedersen, J. The living conditions of Syrian refugees in Jordan: Results from the 2017-
2018 survey of Syrian refugees inside and outside camps.; UNHCR. (2016). UNHCR Factsheet: Jordan: Field Office 
Irbid (October - December 2016). https://reliefweb.int/report/jordan/unhcr-jordan-factsheet-field-office-
irbid-october-december-2016  
48 Tiltnes, Å.A., Zhang, H., & Pedersen, J. The living conditions of Syrian refugees in Jordan: Results from the 2017-
2018 survey of Syrian refugees inside and outside camps. 
49 ibid 
50 Al Sharafat, A. “Spatial inequality in Jordan.” Journal of Economics & Management, (2019). 36, 71-83. 
https://doi.org/10.22367/jem.2019.36.04  
51 Tobin S. A. et al. (2020). Figurations of Displacement in Jordan and beyond: Empirical findings and reflections 
on protracted displacement and translocal connections of Syrian refugees. 
52 UNHCR. “Registered Persons Of Concern Refugees and Asylum Seekers in Jordan.” UNHCR. 2020. 
https://data2.unhcr.org/en/documents/download/73473  

http://www.trafig.eu/
http://sigus.scripts.mit.edu/x/files/Zaatari/AHIPublication.pdf
https://reliefweb.int/report/jordan/unhcr-jordan-factsheet-field-office-irbid-october-december-2016
https://reliefweb.int/report/jordan/unhcr-jordan-factsheet-field-office-irbid-october-december-2016
https://reliefweb.int/report/jordan/unhcr-jordan-factsheet-field-office-irbid-october-december-2016
https://doi.org/10.22367/jem.2019.36.04
https://data2.unhcr.org/en/documents/download/73473
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options to improve displaced people’s lives, including Syrians in Jordan. The project 

asserts that a key prospect for getting out of protracted displacement includes the role of 

mobility and social networks, including family- and kin-based ones.53 We collected data 

for the larger project using mixed methods over 18 months during 2019/2020, including a 

quantitative survey (N=305), semi-structured interviews (N=100), Life Histories (N=30), 

Focus Group Discussions (N=12) and other Participatory Methods (such as Transect Walks; 

N=12).54 This field report discusses specifically the results of three questions in the 

quantitative survey which were tailored to understanding the reported impact of Jordan’s 

COVID prevention measures on Syrian refugees.55  

 

The three questions include: 

 

1. Did the corona crisis have a significant impact on your life? 

2. How has the corona crisis impacted your life? 

3. How is your current economic situation compared to before the corona crisis? 

 

Results and Discussion 

Our research participants generally reflect the larger demographic trends of 

Syrians in Jordan, but not perfectly. Our survey sample is narrower in age (over 80 percent 

are between ages 20 and 49). Our sample also favors males to a slightly larger degree (53.4 

percent), and a larger portion of our sample is from Dara`a (70 percent). More than half our 

sample (58 percent) have started or completed primary education, and 12 percent have 

achieved a secondary or post-secondary degree. The data are provided in Figure 1. 

 
Figure 1: Demographic breakdown of respondents in the quantitative survey (n=305) 

  
Participant 

Percent 

(N=305) 

Gender  
Male  55.0 

Female 44.0 

Age Group  

16-19 2.6 

20-29 24.9 

30-39 28.8 

40-49 29.1 

 
53 Tobin S. A. et al. (2020). Figurations of Displacement in Jordan and beyond: Empirical findings and reflections 
on protracted displacement and translocal connections of Syrian refugees. 
54 Ibid. 
55 Ibid. 
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50-59 10.4 

Above 60 4.2 

City of Origin  

Daraa 70.2 

Homs 17.8 

Aleppo 5.5 

Damascus  2.6 

others (Idlib, Hamah, Qunitra, Ar Raqqah) 3.9 

Educational 

Background  

None/illiterate 5.2 

Primary school 35.3 

Primary school attended, but not completed 23.6 

Secondary or high school 8.1 

Secondary School attended, but not completed 18.5 

Tertiary education - university, colleges or polytechnical 9.1 

others 0.3 

 

Question 1: Did the corona crisis have a significant impact on your life?  

Overall, 19.5 percent of those respondents who live in Zaatari reported a significant 

impact, while 79.8 percent of respondents who live outside the camp reported the same. 

The lower reported result for those inside Zaatari camp could be attributable to the fact 

that refugees who live in the camp have relatively ready access to many necessary health 

and information services.56 Another possible explanation is that those in the camp have 

fewer connections to the host community and are, therefore, insulated from the larger 

lockdown measures outside the camps. In our larger study we found that most Zaatari 

respondents socialize regularly with 0-1 people outside their home,57 which would limit the 

negative social impact of lockdowns. 

As for those who reside outside Zaatari, our larger study showed that they reported 

socializing regularly with 2-4 people outside their home, who are usually members of one’s 

family or the greater Syrian community.58 Furthermore, according to our larger study,59 our 

non-camp-based respondents are far better connected outside their immediate social 

circles than those in Zaatari: 73 percent of non-camp-based respondents indicated that 

they have translocal and transnational networks. In comparison, only 26 percent of Zaatari-

based respondents indicated the same.  

As one would expect, our larger study found that such connections are often a 

positive force for refugees’ lives and livelihoods: translocal and transnational connections 

 
56 Ibid. 
57 Ibid. 
58 Ibid. 
59 Ibid. 
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bring additional financial support in the form of remittances; more job opportunities; 

possibilities for schooling and education; sources for aid information and housing support; 

and social and psychological support.  

The better-connected, non-camp-based refugees indicated (64 percent) that the 

crisis had a significant impact because it resulted in reduced mobility, which impacted their 

ability to retrieve financial remittances, humanitarian aid, seek comfort and social 

interactions from friends and family, and attend work. While translocal and transnational 

network connections provide much needed support to non-camp-based refugees, such 

benefits are frequently mobility dependent.60 The coronavirus restrictions limited mobility 

for non-camp-based refugees and, therefore, undercut the erstwhile benefit of translocal 

and transnational connections.  

 

Question 2: How has the corona crisis impacted your life? 

For this question, the respondents prioritized the three aspects that they believed 

most impacted their lives from a possible nine options.61 The frequencies and percentages 

revealed that four key issues were the most frequently selected, which together formed 

82.6 percent of the total responses. They include: 

1. My/our living situation was very difficult (N=215; 27.2 percent) 

2. I and/or other family members could not work and earn an income (N=181; 22.9 

percent) 

3. I / my children could not go to school (N=135; 17.1 percent) 

4. I could not meet others and felt lonely and isolated (N=122; 15.4 percent) 

 

The results indicate that Syrian refugees have had difficulty in their living situations, 

broadly speaking. Their earnings and income suffered, threatening their ability to meet 

their family’s needs. Further, with schools closed, children were at home, and many 

reported feeling lonely and isolated. 

 

These findings relate to the previous question in a direct way, which is that they 

speak to the distinctive needs of out-of-camp refugees, as most of our respondents are 

 
60 Ibid. 
61 The possibilities offered in the survey included: 1) My/our living situation was very difficult; 2) I and/or other 
family members could not work and earn an income; 3) I/my children could not go to school; 4) I could not 
meet others and felt lonely and isolated; 4) I had respective symptoms and health problems myself; 5) I could 
not travel/go to other places; 6) Family members or other persons close to me had health problems; 7) 
Financial transfers from family members not living here were reduced or stopped; 8) I could not access legal 
support or advice related to my status or asylum procedure; 9) Family members or friends died due to the 
coronavirus. 
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living outside of Zaatari (84.1 percent). Our larger project62 demonstrated that out-of-camp 

refugees are more likely to work without a contract and in the informal sector. Many urban 

refugees are forced into the informal sector because of the lack of viable work options 

and/or the pervasive exclusion of Syrians from the job market. This occurs within a context 

of high unemployment: there are simply too few jobs to go around. Interestingly, amongst 

those in our study that reported formal employment with a regular contract, 85 percent 

lived in Zaatari. By contrast, most Syrian refugees working in the informal sector and 

without a contract were from out-of-camp areas (93 percent). Thus, the loss of mobility 

experienced in the lockdown may have an important negative income impact on 

precariously employed out-of-camp Syrian refugees. 

The lockdown included out-of-camp school closures as well. While many lessons 

were delivered via alternative methods such on the state TV channel and some official 

internet platforms, they require facilities such as televisions with reception, smartphones, 

tablets, or laptops, which are beyond most of the Syrian refugees’ capabilities.63  

 

Question 3: How is your current economic situation compared to before the corona crisis? 

For this question, the respondents selected the one answer that most accurately 

described their economic situation. Figure 2 shows the results. 

 
Figure 2: Current Economic Situation Compared to Before COVID-19 

 
 

 
62 Tobin S. A. et al. Figurations of Displacement in Jordan and beyond: Empirical findings and reflections on 
protracted displacement and translocal connections of Syrian refugees. 
63 Ibid. 
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45 percent indicated that their situation is “much worse now” (98 percent of whom 

live outside Zaatari). 33 percent indicated that it is “worse now” than it was before (75 

percent of whom live outside Zaatari). 9 percent indicated that it is “similar” (50 percent of 

whom live outside Zaatari). 3 percent indicated that it is “better now” than it was before (44 

percent of whom live in Zaatari), and 2 percent indicated that it is “much better now” (100 

percent of whom live in Zaatari camp). These responses demonstrate that, overall, the 

coronavirus lockdown measures were believed by our survey respondents to have 

generally worsened their economic situations, especially for those that live outside the 

camp.  In sum, the combined survey results indicate that the majority of our respondents 

– notably those that reside outside Zaatari – believe that they are facing a worsening 

economic situation under the COVID restrictions.  

As mentioned above, the out-of-camp refugees have larger and wider social 

networks, which combined with the demands of everyday life require mobility: out-of-

camp refugees must be able to and do travel to the bank or financial service center to 

receive a remittance or humanitarian aid; travel to work, school, and hospitals; move to 

new housing units; and see family and friends in person for care and support. The intense 

lockdowns in Jordan and the criminalization of movement for all persons – not only Syrian 

refugees – brings into the relief the importance of mobility for urban refugees. As for 

respondents within the camp, their mobility was already largely within the refugee camp 

before the coronavirus crisis, and they continue to receive regular in-kind assistance within 

the camp during the COVID-19 lockdowns, which may buffer them to some degree during 

these challenging times. 

 

Conclusions 

As this paper discussed, Syrian refugees in Jordan are vulnerable to the coronavirus and 

challenged to access and afford healthcare and treatments during the global pandemic. 

Our study also showed that Syrians reported feeling negative impacts – economic, 

educational, and mental health – due to the lockdowns that the pandemic necessitated, 

and the Jordanian government enacted strongly. It was especially the case that our out-

of-camp respondents reported these at higher rates than our Zaatari respondents. 

This pandemic has exacerbated a decades-long trend of increasing economic 

precarity for the labor force in Jordan, which now includes Syrian refugees. Without an end 

to the pandemic and a serious reopening of the sectors in which Syrians tend to work in 

Jordan, including construction, agriculture, manufacturing, retail, and food service, Syrians 

will be forced to remain outside the labor force even longer, prolonging financial strain and 
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challenging social and psychological well-being with extended isolation from friends and 

loved ones. 

One bright spot is that Jordan has become one of the world’s first countries to 

include the refugees in their COVID-19 vaccination national plan, in coordination with the 

UNHCR.64 It provides hope that Syrians too will be included in the government’s plan to 

recover from the coronavirus and its negative economic impacts. Increased vaccination 

could provide the necessary preconditions to resume mobility to work, school, health care 

centers, and beyond. While vaccination will not provide Syrians in Jordan with a permanent 

resolution to their protracted displacement, it may enable them to live in a healthy and 

safe place until one is found. 
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