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A message from the Regional Institute for Population Studies in celebration of World 
Population Day

Preserving the health and rights of vulnerable populations during the COVID-19 pandemic

World population day signifies a time to reflect on population issues and how they inform the 
development agenda of nations worldwide. The COVID-19 pandemic may have put some 
planned activities on hold, but the sentiments of the day remain. We join the UNFPA and others 

1
in their call to safeguard women and children's health and rights during this time . In addition, 
we seek to highlight the urgent need to protect all aspects of the health and rights of the human 
population, which is a subject that currently matters most. As we move into the second half of 
2020, our hope is that nations will continue to adjust and progress in their work towards not only 
averting the impacts of COVID-19, but also protecting the health and the rights of their 
population in every sphere of life. 

Population health is briefly defined as “the health outcomes of a group of individuals, including 
2(p380)the distribution of such outcomes within the group” . Population health also includes the 

development and implementation of “policies and actions to improve the health and well-being 
2(p380)of populations” . This calls for the strengthening of the research and advocacy relationship as 

well as adopting inter-disciplinary approaches to solving population health issues, especially in 
sub-Saharan Africa whose disease burden is highest globally. 

Generally, governments have and continue to make efforts to mitigate the impacts of COVID-19 
on their countries with the sole aim of protecting the health and well-being of their population 
as well as their livelihoods. The adoption of full or partial lockdowns, restriction on movement to 
different degrees and enforcement of protocols such as physical distancing (popularly known as 
social distancing), handwashing and use of sanitizers have gradually become part of the lives of 
the population irrespective of their spatial location on the globe. While these protocols are 
being enforced amidst the intransigence of some members of the population, we need to 
urgently ensure that the health, well-being and livelihoods, and rights of the population, 
particularly of women and girls are not neglected. 

The COVID-19 pandemic has undermined the economies of nations by disrupting livelihood 
support systems and has seriously affected the way of life of all peoples in the sub-region 
especially women and girls regarding their reproductive health and rights. COVID-19's impact 
has not only affected physical health, but has also influenced mental and social health as well. 
Women and girls are especially vulnerable at this time to the disruptive impact of COVID-19 in 
the sense that they are mostly engaged in the informal sector of our economies in sub-Saharan 
Africa (including Ghana), earning incomes that are not only low, but highly unstable and 
unsustainable. Their inability to engage in their economic activities as they used to do in their 
efforts to avoid COVID-19 infection certainly exposes them to further reduced earnings and 
uncertainties that further push them to more serious sexual and reproductive health challenges 
such as reduced sexual and reproductive health negotiation power and skills.
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With COVID-19 necessitating families and partners to stay home most often, it certainly 
engenders people to endeavour to live together and adjust to each other's likes and dislikes for 
far longer periods than before. While this could help mend broken fences in relationships, it 
could at the same time create frictions some of which could produce more serious reproductive 
health challenges for women and girls especially those with little or no education and the 
economically dependent. Incidences of gender-based violence, unprotected sex and unsafe 
abortion cannot be ruled out and there is urgent need for societies to continue with sustained 
sensitization and provision of services that will lead to addressing these unhealthy 
developments.

Obviously, the pandemic may have brought in its wake better health practices such as re-
learning proper handwashing and other hygiene practices. However, it also reminds us that 
access to clean running water and cleansers is not universal across nations to ensure the 
practice of proper hygiene. It further reminds us that the urban poor, those living in slums and 
cramped or in overcrowded living conditions, cannot by any stretch of imagination achieve 
physical distancing, thereby exposing themselves to a higher risk of infection. 

Another very disturbing aspect of the fight against the COVID-19 pandemic that has 
ramifications for our success is the stigmatization of persons who have tested positive for 
COVID-19 and have been declared fully recovered from the virus. Interestingly, we have 
throughout our human history lived with several other diseases (both communicable and 
noncommunicable) that have attracted little or no stigmatization like that which has so far been 
witnessed with the onset of COVID-19. This becomes even more serious, considering that 
women and girls, the most vulnerable, are the main caregivers of the sick and weak in our 
homes. The likelihood of these caregivers being more exposed to the pandemic cannot be over-
emphasized; and if they are further subjected to such needless stigmatization, it has the 
potential to result in the abandonment of the sick, leading to more otherwise avoidable 
morbidities and deaths that nations are working hard to prevent. 

We are also reminded that some children staying home from school due to COVID-19 may be 
losing out on nutritious school meals in the process while their educational progression hangs in 
uncertainties. We must also not forget the elderly and those with pre-existing health conditions 
that are most at risk and must be protected. At this time, we need to consider the health of the 
poor, sick, elderly, frontline workers, and marginalized women, girls and children who are most 
vulnerable 1. Agencies responsible for upholding the rights of vulnerable women, girls and 
children, including the Domestic Violence and Victim Support Units of the Ghana Police Service, 
frontline health personnel, social welfare and social psychologists, etc., should be strengthened 
and provided with all the necessary logistical support to be able to discharge their 
responsibilities during this period of global health and social emergencies that have diverse 
economic, social and political dimensions.

As a regional demographic training and research Institution established for Anglophone Africa, 
RIPS is committed to making a difference through high quality research on critical population 
health issues. Our current research projects are in the following areas:



· Reproductive health research on fertility, family planning, among others 
· Population and environment research that focuses on improving sanitation and access to 

water among the marginalized as well as flooding and other environmental issues
· Health systems research that seeks to improve maternal and child health through 

interventions to revamp primary health care in Ghana
· Urban systems and health research that seeks to create sustainable cities and improve 

the lives of the urban poor   
· Adolescent and emerging adult health research targeting vulnerable youth, especially 

those residing in cities
· Malnutrition, non-communicable disease (NCD) and unhealthy lifestyle research that 

sheds light on the double burden of disease and mortality

As research is ongoing, the effects of a pandemic such as COVID-19 needs to be assessed. RIPS 
will embark on new research frontiers and continue to engage in research-driven advocacy, 
working with all relevant public and private agencies, civil society organisations, academic and 
research institutions, and indeed all relevant stakeholders to ensure that together we gravitate 
to a point where we shall not only overcome COVID-19, but also uphold the dignity of everyone, 
especially women and girls who are the most vulnerable as COVID-19 has further revealed. We 
call on all to join hands to see COVID-19 as a common enemy to which everyone is at risk, while 
ensuring that the health of women and girls especially and their sexual and reproductive health 
rights are effectively preserved and protected. We also call on everyone to ensure strict 
observance of all the COVID-19 and related protocols as nations strive towards reviving their 
economies that have been badly ravaged by this pandemic. 
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