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Call for Proposals 
 

COVID-19, Health, and Human Rights: Responding to 
securitised approaches in Malaysia and Sri Lanka 

 

 
In an attempt to respond to an exponential rise in COVID-19 related infections and deaths, 
governments around the world have invoked emergency executive powers, and/or adopted 
exceptional control measures. In many cases, these have resulted in an over-expansion of 
law enforcement powers and the introduction of widespread surveillance (including with 
digital tools), which governments have justified by reference to the highly infectious nature 
of the disease.  
 
Civil society has questioned the necessity, proportionality, and human rights compliance of 
these responses; denounced the exploitation of a public health crisis to amass new powers; 
and pointed to the ineffectiveness of such a securitised response to protect individual and 
public health. 
 
These trends are particularly visible in (although not exclusive to) Asian countries, where 
COVID-19 was first observed. In Malaysia, COVID-19 related measures expanded the reach 
of the executive while giving significant authority to police and other law enforcement 
agencies. During lockdown, a crackdown on undocumented migrant workers and refugees 
under the guise of COVID-19 regulation was reported, including police raids leading to mass 
arrests and detention. In Sri Lanka, the response to COVID-19 was highly militarised, with 
multiple reports of arbitrary enforcement, excessive use of force, and surveillance through 
technology and contact tracing. The design and rollout of vaccination campaigns poses 
additional potential challenges related to militarisation, discrimination, and violations of the 
right to privacy.  
 

COVID-19, and its associated restrictive measures have had a particularly negative impact on 
vulnerable populations (including people who use drugs, LGBTQI+, sex workers, and migrant 
workers). New policing powers, arrest and detention have exposed those already visibly 
poor and discriminated against to greater health risks; people newly or already caught up in 
criminal justice systems have been placed at significantly higher risk of ill health and human 
rights abuses; and increased surveillance serves to further oppress those already 
criminalised. 
 

In this context, Harm Reduction International is launching a call for proposals to support 
advocacy, campaign, and/or communications initiatives by NGOs, civil society groups, 
activists, artists, or community networks in two countries: Malaysia and Sri Lanka; aimed 
at raising awareness on the human rights and public health fallacies of the COVID-19 
response and its impact on marginalised groups, as well as countering the over-expansion 
of emergency and executive powers.  
 
Supported initiatives can include (while not being limited to) online or offline campaigns, 
institutional advocacy, experience and knowledge sharing among civil society and with 
affected communities. The total available budget per grant is USD 8,000, with two grants 
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expected to be awarded. The timeframe for the proposed activities should be June – 
November 2021.   
 

How to Apply 

To apply, please fill up the application form available here in English, and send it to 
giada.girelli@hri.global, together with a detailed budget. Only proposals sent to this email 
address will be considered. Please use the subject line “[Emergency powers application – 
[Country] – [Name of organisation]”. 

Deadline for applications: May 28, 2021. 

If you have any questions about this call, please contact Giada Girelli, Human Rights 
Analyst, giada.girelli@hri.global. 
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