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Abstract: The COVID-19 has spread to almost all countries since its emergence from Wuhan, 
China. Afghanistan has entered the third wave of the COVID-19 pandemic in May 2021. The 
county is bracing the third wave at a time when challenges like continuous conflict, illiteracy, 
poverty, inadequate healthcare personnel and service coverage, inadequate testing capacity, 
shortage of laboratory kits and reagents, lower public awareness and lower public trust on the 
government have brought it to its knees. All stakeholders including government, healthcare 
workers, civil societies, the public and the international community should combine their efforts 
to combat such a devastating situation. Although the inception of vaccination program against 
COVID-19 seems relieving, but it may take several months until a significant proportion of the 
people get vaccinated to reach the herd immunity. Thus, non-pharmaceutical intervention should 
be followed strictly. Moreover, awareness campaigns should also be continued to educate people 
and keep them supportive of the government plans and policies. Otherwise, the current wave may 
cause deadly consequences in such a complex situation. 
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Commentary
The Corona Virus disease-2019 (COVID-19) caused by Severe Acute Respiratory 
Syndrome Coronavirus-2 first appeared in Wuhan, China.1 Soon after emergence, it 
was announced as a global pandemic by the World Health Organization (WHO) and in 
a few months it spread to almost every corner of the world.2 Until May 31, 2021, there 
have been 169,597,415 confirmed cases of the COVID-19, including 3,530,582 deaths 
worldwide.3

In Afghanistan, the first case was imported from Qum, Iran in March, 2020 and 
since then the disease has spread rapidly throughout the country. There have been 
a total of 69,130 confirmed cases and 2881 deaths due to COVID-19 as of May 28, 
2021 according to official reports.4 However, these figures do not seem to corre-
spond to the actual picture of the infection in the country. The Ministry of Public 
Health (MoPH) Afghanistan conducted a survey during the first wave of COVID-19 
to investigate the spread of the infection and estimated that around 10 million 
people might have been infected by the COVID-19 in the country.5 This indicates 
that the official reports are lower than the actual infection rates. On May 3, 2021, 
MoPH announced the beginning of the third wave of COVID-19 in the country,6 

and it was predicted that the infection will reach its peak during 10 subsequent 
days.7 On May 27, 2021, MoPH reported 977 new COVID-19 cases in the last 24 
hours which was the highest number of reported daily cases until then.8
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Afghanistan has an estimated population of 
31.6 million. Almost two-thirds of people over the age of 
15 are illiterate or poorly educated.9 There are about 9.4 
skilled healthcare workers and 1.9 physicians per 10,000 
population. They are distributed unevenly throughout the 
country.10 The country has been struggling with issues 
such as terrorism, criminal activities, narcotics production 
and trafficking and uncontrolled borders for decades.11

Higher rate of illiteracy, poor economic situation and 
insufficient testing capacity are considered as big challenges 
during the pandemic.12 Furthermore, lower public aware-
ness, lower capability of healthcare system for timely receipt 
and treatment of patients and lower public trust on the 
healthcare sector have caused most patients to seek home 
treatment rather than referring to healthcare facilities.13

On the other hand, the normal flow of people’s lives 
does not seem to show any changes. Markets, hotels, 
mosques, schools and universities are all overcrowded 
without following infection prevention protocols, such as 
using masks, avoiding crowded places, observing physical 
distance and following hygiene practices particularly 
within public communities and political events.14 This 
will likely cause a catastrophe in the not-too-distant future 
in the country, if not controlled immediately.

Moreover, the lack of healthcare personnel for gather-
ing the sample of suspected individuals and the shortage of 
kits for laboratory diagnostic tests are other big challenges 
in many districts of Afghanistan during the early days of 
the third wave. Likewise, extreme poverty in some remote 
provinces has a destructive effect on the provision and 
coverage of healthcare services for general public.10 

Meanwhile, many people who received the first dose of 
the COVID-19 vaccine in Afghanistan, have not received 
the next dose due to shortage of vaccine supply.15

To control such a large-scale crisis, the government, 
civil societies, healthcare workers and other stakeholders 
including the international community should streamline 
the infection prevention/control strategies using the experi-
ences of the previous waves to reduce the ongoing threat. 
Despite the inception of vaccine initiative, it might take 
several months to vaccinate a significant portion of the 
population required to reach the herd immunity. Thus, the 
role of non-pharmaceutical interventions cannot be 
ignored. In fact, we still need to rely on the infection 
prevention protocols largely in order to reduce the infec-
tion transmission rate and corresponding damages. In addi-
tion, public awareness campaigns should be continued to 
keep people supportive of the government policies.

Abbreviations
COVID-19, coronavirus disease 2019; MoPH, The 
Ministry of Public Health.
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