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Objectives 

• Increase understanding of refugee 

resettlement process

• Increase awareness about refugee health 

screening processes: 

– Overseas to domestic 

– Transition to primary care

• Increase understanding of challenges 

associated with refugee health services
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Who is a Refugee? 
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“Someone who is unable or unwilling to return to their 

country of origin owing to a well-founded fear of 

being persecuted for reasons of race, religion, 

nationality, membership of a particular social group, 

or political opinion.”

(UNHCR)



Forced Migration: Numbers at a Glance 

(2017, UNHCR) 
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Forced Migration: Numbers at a Glance 

(2017, UNHCR) 
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Overseas Refugee Processing: 

Key U.S. and International Agencies (1)

• U.S. Department of State’s Bureau of Population, 

Refugees and Migration (PRM)

– The first U.S. government point of contact

– Coordinates resettlement process with other agencies – tracks  

medical exams and security clearances through contracts to 

operate Overseas Processing Entities (OPE) in key locations

• U.S. Citizenship and Immigration Services (USCIS)

– Interview applicants, issue approvals/denials (security vetting)

• U.S. Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC)

– Provide technical instructions for overseas medical exams
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Overseas Refugee Processing: 

Key U.S. and International Agencies (2)

• United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees 

(UNHCR)

– Primarily responsible for referring qualified applicants 

to U.S. authorities

• International Organization for Migration (IOM)

– Conducts overseas medical exams for most U.S. 

bound refugees

– Manage large refugee movements and travel on 

behalf of governments
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Overseas Refugee Processing (3) 
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People waiting to be seen at the UNHCR compound in 

Kuala Lumpur in Malaysia
Overseas medical checks outside of a Thai camp



Pathway for Refugee Resettlement
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Refugee status

determination

Identification of  a

need for resettlement

Resettlement country 

refugee status determination

and admissibility

procedures

Security & medical

clearances

Travel

Reception & Integration

Registration



Overseas Medical Examination

• To determine if refugee has a condition that 
would exclude him/her from entering the US: 

– Communicable disease of public health 
significance

– Current or past physical or mental disorders 
that are or have been associated with harmful 
behavior

– Drug abuse or addiction
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Disease of Public Health Significance

• Infectious tuberculosis

• Syphilis

• Other sexually transmitted diseases (e.g. 

chancroid, gonorrhea, granuloma inguinale, 

lymphogranuloma venereum)

• Hansen’s disease (leprosy)
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Medical Assessment of US-Bound 

Refugees
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Overseas Medical Examination: 

Expanded Programs 

• Expanded pre-departure immunization 
program 

• Pre-departure presumptive treatment for 
malaria and parasites

• Voluntary testing and management of 
hepatitis B virus (HBV) infection
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Selected Vaccine Preventable Diseases 

Affecting U.S. Bound Refugees

144/2/2019 MA Adult Immunization Conference

2003               2005                2006                2011

Dec 2012 

Vaccine 

Program 

Starts
2011: Measles, Kuala Lumpur, Malaysia 

(Burmese refugees)
• Symptomatic in-f light; transmission 

to 2 other children on the plane 

• Several epidemiologically linked 

cases, including a case in a CBP 

off icer

• Extensive overseas & domestic 

outbreak control and vaccination 

efforts

• Related costs ~$130,000

2005: Measles, Eastleigh, Kenya 

(Somali refugees)

• CDC recommended vaccination & 

wait ing 1 incubation period before 

resett lement

• Recommendations not implemented 

due to cost concerns

• Results: Ill refugee arrives in U.S.; 

domestic outbreak response and 

surveillance

2003-2005: Measles, 

rubella, varicella, Côte 

D’Ivoire (Liberian refugees)
• Death of 1 child (measles)

• U.S.-born child w ith 

congenital rubella

• Delay of resett lement > 6 m 

during outbreak control 

period

2006: Polio, Dadaab, 

Kenya (Somali refugees)

• Related outbreak 

control costs: 

$309,283



Vaccination Program for US Bound 

Refugees (VPR)

• Receive a required overseas medical examination 2 to 6 

months prior to arrival

• Vaccination not required for US-bound refugees

– Refugees may be incompletely immunized

– Outbreaks during and after resettlement

– Travel delays

– School entry delays for children after arrival

• In 2011, a domestic measles case was diagnosed in an 

unvaccinated Burmese refugee immediately following 

resettlement to the U.S.

– Required multistate response; delayed resettlement
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Vaccination Program for US Bound 

Refugees (VPR) (2)

• CDC collaborated with US Department of State’s 

Bureau of Population, Refugees and Bureau 

(PRM) and IOM (2012)

• Initial program involved vaccinating refugees in 

Kenya, Ethiopia, Thailand, Malaysia, and Nepal 

– 2-3 doses of vaccine series overseas

– First dose of all vaccines given at the overseas 

medical screening exam, ~2-6 months before 

departure
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Expanded Vaccination Program for 

U.S. Bound Refugees, 2015 (3)
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Expanded Vaccination Program: Next Steps

• Overseas:

– Update schedule periodically based on vaccine 

availability and U.S. schedule/ACIP changes 

– Monitor/respond to VPD outbreaks 

– Identify/address cold chain issues 

– Enhance staff training and health education for 

refugees 

– Improve adverse events reporting 
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Expanded Vaccination Program: Next Steps

• Domestic:

– Promote awareness of program 

– Improve U.S. clinician access to vaccine records via 

EDN 

– Establish linkages with state registries 

– Expand to other countries overseas
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Hepatitis B Pre-vaccination Testing

• CDC, 2008 

– “All persons born in geographic regions w ith HBsAg prevalence of 

> 2% . . . should be tested for chronic HBV infection. This includes 

immigrants, refugees, asylum seekers, and internationally adopted 

children born in these regions, regardless of vaccination status in 

their country of origin (123). . . Because HBsAg prevalence can vary 

w ithin these regions, addit ional know ledge about local HBsAg

prevalence can be used to guide decision making regarding 

testing.” (http://w w w .cdc.gov/mmw r/preview /mmw rhtml/rr5708a1.

htm). 

• Rapid HBsAg

• Vaccinat ion of negatives; counseling of posit ives
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http://www.cdc.gov/mmwr/preview/mmwrhtml/rr5708a1.htm


Refugee U.S. Entry and Arrival 

Notification
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Overseas

Visa issued/Cleared for travel

US Ports Of Entry/Arrival

Quarantine off icers review  documents

Documents forwarded to CDC/DGMQ electronically

State & Local Jurisdictions

DGMQ notif ies Division of Global Populations & 

Infectious Disease Prevention electronically via 

MAVEN

MDPH notif ies local public health via MAVEN 

[w hen resett lement address is know n]



CDC Quarantine Stations by Jurisdiction
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Refugee Resettlement in the U.S.

(1980 – 2018)
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Drop in U.S. Refugee Resettlement
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Refugee Arrival Notification

MAVEN event

LBOH Nurse

Division of Global Populations

Regional Coordinator Refugee Health Assessment

Program Provider

Electronic via MAVEN

Community Health Worker
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Refugee Resettlement Trend in the U.S.
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Where do Refugees Live?
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Top refugee resettlement cities in MA*
1/1/18 – 12/31/18 (N= 628)
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Mass Department of Public Health – MAVEN [* Who stayed in MA, w ith know n address]

Springfield (12%)

Westf ield (10%)

Northampton (4%)

West Springfield (4%)

Agawam (4%)

Lowell (12%)

Boston (11%)

Worcester (14%)



Continuum of Care from Overseas to 

Arrival
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Connecting Overseas Medical to 

Domestic Assessment 

• Collaborations between CDC and state 

health departments. 

– MDPH is the point  of notification of all 

refugee arrivals in Massachusetts 

• Notification of local health departments 

except for unaccompanied minors:

– If follow-up for infectious disease is needed
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Goal for Domestic Health Assessment

• All refugees should have access to a 
quality domestic health assessment

o Informed by overseas exam

oOrganized within a public health framework

o Link to primary care

o Provided through contracted hospitals and 
community health centers 
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Refugee Health Assessment Program

4/2/2019 MA Adult Immunization Conference 32

• First point of contact w ith 

US health care system

• Public health screening 

protocol

o History and Physical

o Testing for health condit ions

o Behavioral health assessment 

(resources available)

o Immunizations

o Treatment of any urgent or 

acute health problems

o Referral to primary care 



Refugee Health Assessment Program

• Language and culture 

appropriate follow-up:

– Health orientation and 

education

• US health care system

• Disease specific health 

education

• Infectious disease 

follow-up
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Refugee Module

Refugee FamilyRefugee Refugee

DiseaseDisease

Refugee events and Disease events are 

connected to a Person, which is the base of 

information (name, date of birth, gender, address)

Refugee Family events are 

linked to Refugee events with 

the Refugee Family link

Labs Labs

Refugee Family Organization

contains base information such 

as Case File Number and 

official address
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Refugee Health Assessment Sites

• Participate in the Vaccines for Children 

Program/MDPH Immunization Program

• Follow all adult and childhood vaccine schedules 

and guidelines from the MDPH Immunization 

Program and Advisory Committee on 

Immunization Practices (ACIP)

• Review current ACIP/MDPH Immunization 

Program recommendations for routine and 

catch-up vaccination of children and adults and 

requirements for school attendance.
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Improving Overseas Immunization 

Information Uptake into State IIS

MiMOSA EDN
State Refugee 

Health 
Database

State 
Immunization 
Information 
System IIS)

MiMOSA EDN

State 

Immunization 
Information 
System (IIS)

CO

KY

MA

MN

NY

IA

NE

TN

WA

WI
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Partnership with Immunization Program

Sharing refugee immunization information:

• Overseas vaccinations:

– Uploading overseas immunization information 

to MIIS since 2016

• Domestic health assessment:

– Immunization information entered in MIIS by 

refugee resettlement sites since 2017
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Childhood Coverage

24 Months to 34 Months (inclusive)
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January 2016 through August 2018 as of 01/24/2019



Adolescent Coverage: Age 13 through 17 

years (inclusive) (N=206)
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January 2016 through August 2018: As of 01/24/2018 



Immunization Coverage Report: School-age

Kids (5 years – 18 years) (N=614)
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Refugee Adjustment of Status Examination

• Timing: One year after U.S. arrival

• Vaccination requirements only* 

– Applicants are required to document vaccinations as 

recommended by the ACIP

• Waivers for not age appropriate, contraindication, insufficient time 

interval, not flu season 

• USCIS forms 

– Form I-693, Report of Medical Examination and Vaccination 

Record completed by Civil Surgeon [see https://www.uscis.gov/i-

693] 
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*If  refugee had Class A condit ion at arrival, full exam required. 

https://www.uscis.gov/i-693


Immunizations Requirements: Adjustment 

of Status Applicants
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Refugee Health Assessment 

Challenges

• US health care system is all new to refugees

• Social adjustment over medical concerns 

(competing priorities)

• Refugees may move out of state soon after 

arrival

• Limited transportation

• Limited health literacy
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Connections and Collaborations

• Refugee resettlement agency:

– Makes connections with health assessment and assisting in 

integration of refugees in communities, providing case 

management support

• Department of Public Health:

– Connects refugees to primary health care, mostly through 

community health centers.

• Community

– Supports refugee integration for school entry, ESL and being 

welcoming community
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Selected Resources

• U.S. Office of Refugee and Resettlement:

https://www.acf.hhs.gov/orr/resources

• U.S. Citizenship and Immigration Services:

https://www.uscis.gov/humanitarian/refugees-asylum/refugees/united-states-refugee-admissions-

program-usrap-consultation-worldwide-processing-priorities. 

• Centers for Disease Control and Prevention:

https://www.cdc.gov/immigrantrefugeehealth/exams/medical-examination.html. 

• United Nations Higher Commission for Refugees:

https://www.unhcr.org/en-us/about-us.html.  

• Massachusetts Department of Public health: Refugee Health Assessment Program:

https://www.mass.gov/refugee-health-assessment-program-rhap. 

• Refugee Health Technical Assistance Center: 

https://refugeehealthta.org/physical-mental-health/health-assessments/overseas-medical-exam/. 
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Questions?
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