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Recently, measles outbreaks have been reported across Afghanistan, and in many refugees. Although,
Afghanistan has a previous history of measles outbreaks, the presence of such epidemics during a humanitarian
crisis is burdening a fragile healthcare system. In addition, it is creating new challenges for Afghan refugees who
are endangered by political conditions of the country. Despite efforts such as vaccination to reduce the number of
cases in Afghanistan, there are still multiple outbreaks. Various factors such as political conflict, insecurity,
internal displacement, supply chain issues and, most recently, COVID-19 have hampered the eradication of
measles. High mortality rate, faster transmission, and clinical similarities with COVID-19 are exacerbating

challenges for refugees, who are now facing delays in resettlement, especially in the United States. To curb the
spread of measles, refugees need immediate and effective vaccination measures, and access to healthcare in-
formation in their own languages.

1. Introduction

Measles, also called rubeola, is a viral infection which mostly affects
children under the age of five.! Signs and symptoms appear 10-14 days
after being infected and include fever, dry cough, runny nose, sore
throat, conjunctivitis, Koplik’s spots, and skin rashes. Although, high
vaccination rates have decreased the prevalence of measles deaths by
78% between 2000 and 2008 worldwide."* In 2019, 870,000 cases of
measles were reported, and 208,000 deaths globally. In Africa, measles
cases rose by 700% between 2018 and 2019.>* Similarly, Pakistan and
India are also currently facing a measles outbreak.” Due to the
pandemic, routine immunization was limited by supply and cold chain
issues, reduced healthcare capacity, and a primary focus on managing
COVID-19 cases.’

Historically, measles outbreaks have also plagued Afghanistan. The
protracted war and conflicts with different political groups may have

* Corresponding author.

also limited the immunization of measles. For example, in 2012, 80% of
all outbreaks in the country were measles, primarily affecting children
under the age of 102 In the February 2012 outbreak 3,600 people were
also vaccinated.® The Ministry of Public Health and World Health Or-
ganization (WHO) reported 20 confirmed children deaths from measles
and pneumonia in provinces of Ghor and Baghdis.” The outbreak
initially affected the villages of Lafra valley, and the most affected dis-
trict was Cheghchran district, a part of Gohr province, but WHO took
immediate measures by setting up temporary clinics to contain the
outbreak.”

In May 2021 WHO reported 741 cases with Paktika province being
most affected accounting for 131 reported cases.® Whereas, Shangla
district of Khyber Pakhtunkhwa (KPK), province of Pakistan that shares
border with Afghanistan, has also reported above 400 patients with
measles.” Recently, Center for Disease Control (CDC) reported 16 new
measles cases among Afghan refugees, and since measles is highly
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contagious and affects around 9 out of 10 unprotected people who come
into contact, this proposes a threat to healthcare systems globally.” Out
of 70 Afghan refugees who were sent to India, 16 were tested positive for
COVID-19 (4). Since 2019, Afghanistan has a 12-month measles inci-
dence of 5-10 cases per 100,000 people.'® Higher transmission is a
threat globally as refugees escape Afghanistan to resettle in countries
such as the United States (US), however lack of immunization have
delayed evacuation efforts.

The withdrawal of the United States and its allies has brought forth
numerous challenges to the country, particularly, the healthcare system.
The challenges associated with the healthcare system are lack of
financial support, lack of staff in the hospital, and lack of supplies in the
hospitals.'! As a result of the humanitarian crisis, increased evacuation
efforts have exacerbated both the spread of COVID-19 and measles.
Thus, this paper aims to comment on the current challenges associated
with measles in Afghan refugees and make recommendations.

2. Background

As Afghanistan currently ranks 6th in the world for the number of
reported measles cases, a previous history of outbreaks poses a threat to
its weak healthcare infrastructure. '

Afghanistan has made great progress in its efforts to eradicate mea-
sles with a reported vaccine coverage of 79% in 2010 from 42% in 2000
which has been attributed to the mass campaign of 2001-2002.> How-
ever, a seasonal relationship has been observed for measles outbreaks in
Afghanistan with an epidemic peak wave occurring every 7 years in
similar conflict affected provinces.” This has yielded multiple outbreaks
in the past; although, a progressive rise in measles may also be due to
improved surveillance measures.”

Currently, the country’s main healthcare service provider “Sehat-
mandi” is not functioning properly, which will result in the resurgence of
the many infectious diseases including measles. Only 17% of all Sehat-
mandi, a donor support, healthcare facilities are functional which has
affected basic and emergency health care, polio eradication program,
and COVID-19 vaccination programs.® As such, Afghanistan does not
have enough resources to establish a proper healthcare system that can
keep up with the prevention and surveillance of both measles and
COVID-19.

As of now there’s a lack of essentials such as Personal Protective
Equipment (PPEs) with only enough to accommodate 5% of total
confirmed cases. Alongside, there is a shortage of healthcare pro-
fessionals (HCPs); a ratio of 9.4 HCPs and 1.9 physicians per 10 000
individuals.'® According to the Ministry of Public Health of Afghanistan
they are only able to test 2000 out of 10 000 to 20 000 samples received
daily for COVID-19. Thus, this leads to underreporting of real time cases
which poses a security risk for refugees that need to leave immedi-
ately.'® Moreover, those with measles will be unable to receive timely
healthcare services, especially in areas with high conflict, and poor
availability of healthcare services such as rural areas. For refugees stuck
in other countries, delays in refugee claim processing further adds to
their stress, considering a high number of women and children among
these refugees.'”

Political instability has resulted in a humanitarian crisis and multiple
instances of civil unrest, which are burdening an already failing
healthcare system. This includes closure of 87% of the most essential
health centers in the country.'” In addition, internal displacement has
increased mobility promoting the spread of measles, whereas prior so-
cioeconomic disparities, and political climate have complicated access
to basic healthcare services.'®!” Globally 117 million children might
miss out on measles, mumps, and rubella (MMR) vaccine due to COV-
ID-19.'%The WHO states a possible reason for the decrease in MMR
vaccinations could also be due to a progressive rise of insecurity. As
such, an inverse relationship between the plummeting vaccination rates
and the increasing measles cases have burdened refugees, who are now
finding greater challenges to becoming refugees in other nations.
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However, the pandemic is another overwhelming factor to consider.
As of January 2022, 159,380 COVID-19 cases have been reported in
Afghanistan with the highest daily average reported on June 22, 2021,
corresponding to the rise in delta variant.'® Whereas, only around 6.6%
of Afghanistan’s population has received the first dose for COVID-19
vaccination.'® Furthermore, the overlapping clinical manifestations of
COVID-19 and measles are complicating diagnosis since an early dif-
ferential diagnosis is key to select the optimal treatment to help reduce
the rate of mortality.>!° The potential threat of co-infection between
measles and COVID-19, as well as misdiagnosis may further complicate
the refugee claimant process, especially for those wanting to resettle in
the US. Lastly, both COVID-19 and measles have an asymptomatic la-
tency period where they are susceptible to spreading infections 4 days
before and after the occurrence of the rash with symptomatic phase
being most infective.® Hence, screening for measles is particularly
crucial for the Afghan refugees as multiple outbreaks evidenced to
outbreaks in similar high-density population areas leading to a high
mortality rate of up to 34%.°

Taken together, those attempting to access vaccination centers, or
treatment are largely limited by pre-existing political, and socioeco-
nomic conditions in the country.

3. Efforts and recommendations

In October 2021, 9,139 Afghan refugees stuck at US military bases
have been vaccinated.”’ The CDC has implemented a mandatory mea-
sles vaccination and 21-day quarantine in place for Afghan refugees.
Refugees are required to follow appropriate health protocols prolonging
the refugee resettlement process and creating barriers for those who
have not evacuated.??

Recommendations for those taking in Afghan refugees start with first
medically screening the refugees at “Safe Haven” sites, such as foreign
military bases, that house them prior to resettlement in their host
country. Many countries including the US, are housing refugees in
various countries temporarily as a means of processing and preparing for
the upcoming influx of refugees.'” It is at these sites where the refugees
are being medically screened for COVID-19 and should be continued to
be used to simultaneously screen for measles. Secondly, it is imperative
to educate the public at these sites including the host and the refugees
themselves in their respective common languages, specifically Pashto
and Dari, on the differences between the signs and symptoms of measles
and COVID-19 patients in such a way that they are not confused between
the two and such that they can seek appropriate medical help promptly.
The CDC already has provided pamphlets for the refugees in various
languages, including those previously mentioned, that can prove helpful
in the educational process for various countries preparing to take in
Afghan refugees across the board.?? Furthermore, these pamphlets can
be supplemented by guiding the religious community leaders and elders
of the refugees into informing and encouraging other refugees to learn
the signs and symptoms of COVID-19 and measles as well to seek
medical help when warranted. Moreover, further research is warranted
for finding the prevalence of measles, knowledge, attitude, and practice
towards measles among Afghan refugees, especially in countries where
refugees are temporarily staying. Also, areas in Afghanistan with higher
geographic prevalence of measles need to be identified through collab-
orative work with Taliban officials to better establish prevention pro-
tocols. The Taliban should ensure the WHO and other international
organizations on the ground that a safer outreach of health services to
areas with high prevalence of measles will be warranted.

4. Conclusion

Concurrent rise in COVID-19 cases, poor healthcare capacity in
Afghanistan, higher transmission of measles because of internal
displacement, and current evacuation efforts predisposes Afghanistan
and other nations to measles outbreaks. Additional barriers to becoming
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refugees complicate and delay evacuation efforts, possibly endangering
the security of Afghan refugees. Given the situation, Afghan refugees
need immediate international health aid to increase vaccination and
awareness efforts.
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