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Dear Editor,

1. New SARS-CoV-2 variants can threaten Europe

Since February 24, 2022, many nations have been perplexed by the
Russia-Ukraine conflict and the ensuing crisis. As a result of this conflict,
Ukraine’s clinical infrastructure and hospitals have been under pressure
[1]. Many Ukrainian regional hospitals must now deal with high
numbers of patients infected with COVID-19 and high numbers of
injured soldiers or civilians, including adults and children. The injured,
who can also potentially be asymptomatic carriers of SARS-CoV-2, can
provide a source of infection for other hospitalized patients. From
February 24 to March 17, 2022, more than 3.1 million Ukrainian resi-
dents have sought refuge in neighboring countries (https://data2.unhcr.
org/en/situations/ukraine). The conflict has thus caused a humanitari-
an and public-health crisis for both the Ukrainian refugees and the
neighboring European countries amidst the COVID-19 pandemic [2].
Efflux of refugees increases the risk of infection and emergence of new
SARS-CoV-2 variants that can potentially become variants of concern.
The virus tends naturally to mutate to attain a higher survival chance
while circulating in a community [3] particularly in a population with
low crowd immunity, and especially among immunocompromised pa-
tients [4].

Reportedly, epidemics commonly occur during “complex emergen-
cies” [5], and protracted conflicts increase the risk of transmission of
infectious diseases and emergence of drug-resistant bacteria among
masses of displaced refugees [6]. The human immune system is known
to be affected negatively by stressful conditions, anxiety, sleep depri-
vation, lack of exercise, malnutrition [7,8], and other unfavorable fac-
tors that coincide with intense displacement of refugees. In the context
of the COVID-19 pandemic, less than 35% of the Ukrainian population
have been double-vaccinated against SARS-CoV-2, with at least 20% less
than the global vaccination rate. Stressful conditions of living and low
rates of vaccination among the refugees predispose them to severe
COVID-19 and facilitate emergence of new SARS-CoV-2 variants in the
community. If the conflict continues, displacement and efflux of the
Ukrainian people into the neighboring European countries will
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predictably cause a new spike in the number of COVID-19 cases and
potential emergence of new SARS-CoV-2 variants.

Neighboring countries, such as Hungary and Poland, have reported
higher vaccination rates than Ukraine. However, health problems will
aggravate when refugee masses with low vaccination rates intermingle
with the populations in these countries by travelling on overcrowded
trains or buses and resorting to refugee shelters. Obeying strict coun-
termeasures including physical distancing, access to proper and suffi-
cient facemasks, hygiene, and proper mask-wearing become relatively
difficult under such conflict and humanitarian crises in occupied areas,
and among displaced refugees. Therefore, emergence of any new highly
transmissible and potent variant capable of immune evasion becomes a
grave concern as exemplified by the emergence of the Omicron variant
[9]. Thus, we predict that the present crisis in Ukraine will escalate the
COVID-19 pandemic in Europe.

2. Lifting the COVID-19 restrictions in Europe

High vaccination rates among the European populations have
generated national self-confidence and a sense of normalcy, security,
and continuity during the pandemic; thus, Poland, Denmark, Sweden,
and England have lifted the COVID-19 restrictions [10,11]. Considering
the propensity of SARS-CoV-2 to evade immunity [12], the Ukrainian
refugees could transmit the virus to European residents, without
implementation of proper interventions. Poland’s healthcare and hy-
giene systems will be overstretched because many Ukrainian refugees
are hosted there. However, a fourth or fifth vaccine dose can signifi-
cantly reinvigorate immunity against SARS-CoV-2 among the refugees
and their hosting European communities [13]. Restoring the pandemic
restrictions and countermeasures also can curb a potential rise in
COVID-19 cases in Europe. Finally, decision-making should be guided
with unity and solidarity and by following international and indepen-
dent agencies such as the World Health Organization and the United
Nations High Commissioner for Refugees.
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