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Queue at a food distribution in Geneva.



Switzerland, like other countries, was hit by the Covid-19 pandemic. Viruses know no borders and even 
in a country like Switzerland the repercussions are significant. 

Médecins Sans Frontières (MSF), a humanitarian emergency medical organisation, has been active in 
Switzerland in the past, but its interventions during the Covid-19 pandemic were the largest ever car-
ried out in the country.

In this unprecedented situation, MSF wished to keep a record of its commitment to Covid-19 in Switzer-
land. The Swiss illustrator Carole Isler was kind enough to accompany us in this adventure and translate 
into art this project. 

We warmly thank all the people and structures who participated to this project.

IntroductionIntroduction

The car of the MSF mobile clinic,  
ready to leave for a home consultation.

« MSF intervenes in Switzerland by bringing its 
expertise. It may only be one percent added value,  

but it is one percent that can save lives. »

- Patrick, the head of the Swiss mission. - 



Medical aid is one of MSF’s founding principles and the priority in a pandemic situation. MSF has inter-
vened in different contexts in French-speaking Switzerland to provide advice and take action, mainly in 
favour of vulnerable populations. For example, among other activities, an MSF mobile clinic was set up 
to carry out home consultations and follow-up contact activities were implemented at the Caserne des 
Vernets in Geneva. 

For many years, MSF and the Geneva University Hospitals (HUG) have had a partnership so that hospi-
tal staff can leave with MSF for the duration of a mission and then return to their jobs upon their return. 
During the period of the Covid-19 pandemic, the opposite happened, MSF doctors and nurses came to 
support the HUG and some were seconded to the intensive care unit.

Medical assistanceMedical assistance

« We help vulnerable populations, but they are still people 
who have agreed to come to the structures. There is also a 

whole population that is not taken care of, people who have 
no papers, who are here illegally for example, and they are 
afraid of being denounced, or of having to register, etc. »

- Lucia, medical referent of the mission - 

Intervention at the University Hospitals of Geneva, 
in the intensive care unit.

Dental practice at Point d’Eau.



Point d’Eau is a day care centre in Lausanne. It allows people in difficult situations to come and do their 
laundry, take a shower or receive a medical or dental consultation. 

Isabelle is a nurse in this structure, which fought to maintain and expand its activity during the Covid-19 
pandemic, as users need it more than ever.

The look of IsabelleThe look of Isabelle
a nurse at Point d’Eaua nurse at Point d’Eau

« Normally people living in precarious situations spend 
their time thinking about how they will eat and where 
they will sleep. Now they have the opportunity to sett-
le down for a month or two and know where they will 
sleep the next day. »

« MSF supported us to start the mobile 
clinics and to go and do consultations with 
the reception structures. MSF gave us 
confidence and encouraged us to go faster. 
Personally, I already wanted to develop 
this type of activity some time ago. But 
sometimes we put barriers in our own way 
because we don’t dare to go. »

Washing machines available  
at Point d’Eau



With the health safety measures put in place by the FOPH, many structures have had to review their op-
eration and the layout of their premises. 

MSF was therefore contacted by foster homes, crèches, funeral homes and other public and private ser-
vices to advise or evaluate the measures implemented by these different structures. In some cases, MSF 
also took a participatory approach by presenting institutions with the added value of working together.

Simple but useful and essential elements - which MSF has acquired through its experience of epidemics - 
were implemented, such as the organisation of a circuit to avoid contact, the strategic positioning of hand 
washing points, the establishment of safety distances, disinfection and different biosecurity protocols. 

Logistical support Logistical support 

David’s appointee, who was assigned to the  
civil protection in Yverdon-les-Bains.

Gym converted into a dormitory in Yverdon-les-Bains.

Mickael, logistician at MSF, is a great help, because sometimes we 
don’t realise how small details can reduce the risk of transmission.



AACTS is a day-care centre in Vevey. Employees had to adapt their work to the Covid-19 situation and 
to do so, they welcomed MSF to their premises for a disinfection demonstration and discussion.

The look of Damir and BlondineThe look of Damir and Blondine
AACTS social workers AACTS social workers 

« I am a nurse at AACTS but in practice I am much 
more versatile than that. Among my various tasks, 
I regularly deliver prevention messages, not 
only during consultations, to the users that we 
welcome in the structure. »

 « During this negative situation, there are a 
lot of things that have been put in place or 
are being learned that are positive and  
useful, such as the biosecurity elements that 
MSF showed us today. As in general in life, we 
evolve and progress thanks also to what we 
learn in difficult situations. » 

« At first I took it lightly and worked as usual, 
but then I realized how big this was and I got a 
little anxious the first week of the semi-confi-
nement. Then, little by little, I started to get 
used to it and to create new habits. In the end, 
I’m happy to go to work and help people as best 
I can. There have been some big changes - before 
we were working with 8 people, now there are 4 - 
but despite this, I feel useful. There’s an exhaus-
ting side to it, but I can manage. »

 « The question and answer session with MSF 
made us aware that our hands are everywhere 
and that we can quickly infect objects around 
us, such as door handles. »



Meeting with AACTS within safe distances.

Through its experience in the field, MSF has often developed health 
promotion activities, as these aim to enable the population to un-
derstand health measures, take ownership of them and integrate 
them into everyday life. Also in Switzerland, it has been important 
to carry out question and answer sessions on Covid-19 with dif-
ferent structures in order to clarify doubts in the understanding of 
the disease, symptoms and modes of transmission. It is necessary 
to accompany the participants to express the concerns related to 
their daily life in the context of a health crisis. 

Health promotion Health promotion 

« One day, during a discussion, a young resident shared 
with us his doubts and misunderstandings about the  
relationship between the Covid-19 and the importance 
of keeping a physical distance of 2m with the others. In 
particular, he did not understand why he could be fined 
for that. I explained to him the modes of transmission 
of the disease, both direct and indirect, the existence 
of droplets that can be spread by coughing, sneezing or 
talking, and the distance to keep to prevent them from 
entering the human body through the eyes, nose and 
mouth. The young man’s eyes lit up. He had grasped the 
«why» behind the prevention recommendations on social 
media and on posters posted everywhere. He had finally  
taken ownership of this important protective measure 
against the new coronavirus. »

- Brigitte, MSF health promoter - 

A member of the civil protection team taking  
the temperature of a resident at the entrance of the building.



In Yverdon-les-Bains, Caritas had to leave its usual premises in order to adapt to the sanitary measures. 
It was in close collaboration with the Civil Protection that they were able to set up an emergency recep-
tion structure in the town’s gymnasium.

They requested MSF support for the logistical and health promotion aspects.

The rehabilitation of this type of place was necessary in order to respond quickly to the situation. The 
need to rethink social links and the way of working is also impacting the reception structures.

Precarious populations such as undocumented migrants and the homeless have been particularly affect-
ed by the pandemic because they lack the basic resources to cope with such a crisis. It is the structures 
and associations taking care of these populations that have had to be mobilised during the pandemic.

The look of ZafiuThe look of Zafiu
user of the reception structure in Yverdon-les-Bainsuser of the reception structure in Yverdon-les-Bains

Residents eat their meals in  
compliance with safety measures.

« I love Switzerland! The people here are 
nice, the meals are very good, I feel welcome. 

Thank God, I feel healthy. »



In Switzerland, as elsewhere, there are people in precarious situations. The Covid-19 pandemic has affect-
ed everyone, but it has also brought to light distress situations that have been present in the country for a 
long time and are rarely talked about.

In most of the Swiss mission’s activities, MSF focused on reaching vulnerable populations: those who can-
not keep safe distances in overcrowded dormitories, those who cannot stay at home because they don’t 
have one, those who cannot treat themselves because they don’t have health insurance or are not le-
gally registered. 

MSF provided logistical support for the food distributions carried out by the Solidarity Caravan. During the 
distribution, MSF, in partnership with the HUG, offered free consultations and Covid-19 tests. The number 
of beneficiaries of these actions was enormous and shocked not only the Swiss people but also the inter-
national community.

Vulnerable populations Vulnerable populations 

« We are used to working in war zones,  
but we never imagined that we would ever  

do this in Geneva. »

- Roberta, Medical Mission Coordinator - 

MSF volunteers conducting a survey among  
those present to find out if they have access to  

care and what their situation is.

At the heart of distribution.

Queue of beneficiaries waiting  
to receive a bag of food.



The look of Sabrina, Aouni andJaneThe look of Sabrina, Aouni andJane
present during a food distributionpresent during a food distribution

I was born in Kabul, Afghanistan. My family fled the Soviet invasion in 1981.  
I know what it is like to leave your country, to be a refugee and to learn a 
new language. I share a common story with many of the people who are here  

for the distribution. 
Covid-19 brings to light a significant portion of the population in need. Swit-
zerland has a strong humanitarian history and deeply rooted values of sharing. 
It’s wonderful to see this outpouring of solidarity. Witnessing this moment 

and being part of it touches me enormously.

Even before Covid-19, we received food aid once a week, thanks to the association 
«Les Colis du cœur»: fruit, vegetables and non-perishable food.  I am doing an ap-
prenticeship to become an electrician and my children are very happy to go to school 

here. They speak fluent French, they are integrated and are very happy here. 
I arrived with my wife and three children in 2015. We fled Syria. I was personally 
threatened with death, with a gun to my head. I left with my family, we went through 
several countries, including Turkey and Greece. Since then, we have a temporary per-
mit because we are refugees, and it is planned that when the situation in Syria is bet-
ter, we will return home. Here we felt the value of being human for the first time in 

a long time. We hadn’t felt that in recent years in Syria.

I didn’t expect that there would be such a distribution and such a mobilization. I live 
in Les Acacias in Geneva with my mother and sister. I like the environment of this city, 
there is no danger, the people are friendly. I have been here for 13 years. Surroun-

ded by the mountains, I feel at home here today. 
In my country, the Philippines, everyone has stopped working. I really mustn’t get 
sick, otherwise they won’t have enough to live on, because I came to Geneva to work. In 
spite of the pandemic situation, I am still taking care of two children, aged 4 and 2. 
I have two children myself, aged 4 and 1, who live with my brother in the Philip-
pines. I go home once a year to see them. When I am stressed and sad, I call them and  

feel better.

- Sabrina, Volunteer - 

- Aouni, Beneficiary - 

- Jane, Beneficiary - 



Carole Isler is a Swiss artist who has been involved with 
MSF for several years now. She has already visited MSF 
projects in Greece and, at the end of her trip, she car-
ried out the “Who is who” project on migrants in Athens 
and Chios.

She drew her impressions from her visits to MSF projects 
in Switzerland :

Carole IslerCarole Isler

« I was impressed by the speed with which MSF set up activities in Switzerland. Experts on cholera, 
Ebola and dengue epidemics are working for MSF. These are the people who are working tirelessly 
against the pandemic. This was also the case in the project I visited in Greece in 2019, where doc-
tors and «cultural mediators» (translators) - often with an immigrant background - work together 
to ensure that people seeking help feel understood in terms of language and needs, thus building 
trust. What these projects have in common is that the human element is at the centre of their work. 
Neither origin, gender nor faith play a role. While in Switzerland people are fighting collectively 
against the spread of Covid-19, in the refugee camps in Greece the situation is stagnating due to 
political, financial and social resistance.

As an artist, I met the people by drawing their portraits during the two missions. It is always an inti-
mate moment, because the person I meet exposes himself, opens up and reveals himself by talking 
about his experiences and feelings. 

In Yverdon, I visited an emergency shelter for the first time and spoke with Zafiu who was a re-
sident there. As a street musician, he is on the road and has found his purpose. In Greece, I painted 
refugees deprived of their purpose. Although they were incredibly strong and admirably confi-
dent, the atmosphere was harsh and sad.

In Switzerland, I also painted portraits of many «angels»: people who act in the background and 
are there for others. Whether they are employees of local structures or MSF collaborators, they 
are all energetic, motivated and concerned about protecting themselves and those in need. 

During all these visits, even when the context was difficult, what I retained above all was the stren-
gth, commitment and optimism of the people I met. »

Seen in Geneva: a child and a man wearing masks. Carole 
was surprised by the large number of people wearing 

masks in Geneva.


