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ABSTRACT

The ongoing war and evolving humanitarian crisis in Ukraine have forced millions of women,
children, and elderly people to flee the war zones and relocate across Poland, other European
countries, and elsewhere in the world. As a result, numerous health issues have emerged in

the host countries, ranging from the refugees’ low immunization coverage to psychological
distress and multimorbidities. Humanitarian support and multidisciplinary approach to the
issues may help to improve the refugees’ health and well-being. Involving relocated medics in
rehabilitation and medical care of their compatriots may offer psychosocial and health benefits.

Keywords: Refugees; Relief Work; Psychological Distress; Mental Health; Child; Women;
Aged; Reproductive Health; Rehabilitation; Vaccination; Ukraine; Sustainable Development

INTRODUCTION

The ongoing war and evolving humanitarian crisis in Ukraine have stretched the limits of all
civil activities in the country and far beyond its borders. The unprecedented mass migration
of Ukrainian women, children, and elderly subjects in a short time and their relocation
abroad have created numerous humanitarian and healthcare issues in Poland, other European
countries, and elsewhere in the world. Although Ukrainian refugees are well accepted by

host governmental institutions and volunteers and treated with compassion, they still need

a better organized humanitarian aid.1,2 The adult refugees are in a dire need for coronavirus
disease 2019 (COVID-19) vaccinations and boosters while children require age-related
vaccinations against measles, poliomyelitis, diphtheria, tetanus, and pertussis.3:*

The anti-vaccine movement and refusal of some Ukrainian parents to vaccinate their children
against measles, poliomyelitis, pertussis, and diphtheria have increased epidemiological risks
in Poland and other countries accepting most refugees.5¢

Experts suggest to raise healthcare workers’ awareness in host countries for carefully

processing medical history and vaccination status of Ukrainian children, arranging all
required vaccinations, and organizing advanced screening for tuberculosis, hepatitis B and C,
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and human immunodeficiency virus.” Host countries are also alerted of the refugees’ needs
for specialist care in oncology, hematology, nephrology, endocrinology, and other resource-
consumption fields.3

The United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) preliminary estimates have
indicated that 8.3 million Ukrainians would receive refugee status.8 The same source predicted
that 90% of refugees outside Ukraine would be women and girls, and Poland would accept most
of them. Another approximate estimation predicted mass migration of Ukrainians older than
60 years with pulmonary, cardiovascular, musculoskeletal, and genitourinary diseases.? The
accumulating statistical records are increasingly important for developing healthcare strategies
and mobilizing resources for targeted care in host countries.10

As of January 10, 2023, 7,968,510 refugees from Ukraine are recorded in Europe, and the
largest number (1,563,386) is registered in Poland for Temporary Protection or similar
national protection schemes.!1 Importantly, between May and November 2022, the UNHCR
interviewed 43,571 Ukrainian refugees in Poland and other European countries to analyze
their profiles, needs and intentions.!1 Most of the respondents were females (85%), aged
35-59 (47%), holding higher levels of education (46% with university or higher degrees), with
diverse professional backgrounds (education 14%, healthcare 9%). Before leaving Ukraine,
73% of them were employed, 14% were retired, and 2% were students.

PSYCHOLOGICAL DISTRESS IN ADULTS

The evolving refugee crisis in the time of the ongoing COVID-19 pandemic, local and regional
military conflicts, immeasurable losses, and increasing burden of mental health issues will
have lasting global effects.12 Repetitive exposure to COVID-19 among Ukrainian refugees has
already exhausted their immune reserves and lowered thresholds of psychological distress.13
The energy crisis, imminent threats of bombings, destructions, losses of family and relatives
have all resulted in several waves of mass migrations from Ukraine to Poland and other
neighbouring countries. The refugees who flee the war and seek temporary shelters and
means for survival suffer from severe psychological trauma. Some of them develop post-
traumatic and cultural syndromes mimicking psychoses and requiring specialist diagnostic
workup and interventions.

A nationwide survey of 2,000 civilians registered with a Ukrainian online panel between 7 and
15 April 2022 demonstrated that elevated risk of post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) was
present in 616 (31%) respondents and that displacement was significantly associated with PTSD
symptoms, particularly in those who had children under the age of 16 and wounded relatives.15

Importantly, the absolute majority of Ukrainian refugees are middle-aged, well-educated
women accompanied by one or more family dependants. Most of them are capable of coping
with stress by communicating with their hosts in neighbouring countries, networking, and
maintaining phone connection with their family members left in Ukraine.16 A recent survey
of 352 refugees in Przemysl, Poland demonstrated that 15-26% of them presented with severe
and very severe anger, anxiety, depression, and sleep disturbance.1” Most psychological
symptoms were associated with hardships of relocation and separation from their family and
loved ones left in Ukraine. Creating sense of ‘new family’ and supportive network of caring
friends turned a single helpful solution to maintain resilience of the refugees.1” Experts also
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suggested to periodically organize psychotherapeutic interventions to cope with the sense of
demoralization and maintain meaning-in-life values.18

MENTAL HEALTH IN CHILDREN

The influence of war-inflicted stress on children is the most powerful. According to the
UNICEEF, 4.3 mln Ukrainian children were displaced during the first month of the war.19 A
large number of Ukrainian children who witnessed destruction, violence, displacement, and
forced separation from their parents have been profoundly affected by PTSD, depression,
anxiety, and other emotional and behavioural reactions.20 Importantly, children in host
countries who witness Ukrainian refugees’ hardships and psychological sufferings also
develop peritraumatic dissociative symptoms, anxiety, and present with better understanding
of the ongoing war threats.2!

Overall, refugees’ support by accompanying parents and hosts may ease their stress.22
However, psychological distress presented with sleep disorders, nightmares, anxiety attacks,
mutism, and depression would require more serious attention from parents and caregivers
and psychological interventions.23 Some of the expert-recommended group interventions
may include dance and art therapies for children accommodated in a safe environment, free
from any noise triggers.24

SEXUAL AND REPRODUCTIVE HEALTH

Ukrainian women and girls who flee the war zone may experience sexual violence, requiring
specialist inquiry to counter psychological consequences of trauma and treat sexually
transmitted infections.25,26 The confidential nature of gender-based violence may deter the
refugees from sharing sensitive information, thus compounding the essential specialist
care.?’ A recent survey of displaced Ukrainian women demonstrated that about 20% of them
may have experienced gender-based violence perpetrated by armed men.28

The refugee women separated from their partners may also experience unintended
pregnancies and face serious risks for their reproductive health.29,30 The World Health
Organization (WHO) predicted that at least 15% of Ukrainian refugee women might require
emergency obstetric care.31 Moreover, Polish medical records in February-June 2022 listed
578 Ukrainian women and documented a high percentage of subjects hospitalized due to
diseases related to pregnancy, childbirth, and the puerperium (228 [39%]).32 This study
pointed to a high risk of neonatal morbidity and mortality among immigrant Ukrainian
women. Subsequently, securing the refugees’ rights for effective contraception and safe
abortion may save their lives and improve family planning during and after the war.33

MULTIMORBIDITIES IN OLDER ADULTS

Relocated Ukrainian older subjects require comprehensive assessment of all organ systems
since most of them present with at least two chronic non-communicable diseases affecting
the heart, gastrointestinal tract, lungs, and genitourinary system, including those requiring
emergency care.? Preliminary estimates of the demographics of the migration flows to
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European countries by the UN Refugee Agency point to an alarmingly high number of
subjects with serious chronic diseases.34 Supposedly, half a million of migrants suffer from
chronic kidney disease and require blood pressure monitoring along with regular laboratory
health check-ups.34

An analysis of Polish official records of 624,690 older refugees reveals that 4,578 of them

have newly diagnosed tuberculosis.? The number of older refugees with multi-drug resistant
tuberculosis is also high.35 An official statement of the Division of Country Health Programmes
for WHO Europe in March 2022 revealed that 1,400 Ukrainian adult refugees were in need of
treatment for tuberculosis, including third of them for multidrug-resistant tuberculosis.36

Frailty and physical disabilities make the elderly refugees particularly vulnerable in the

face of forced migration and adaptation to the new conditions. Anxiety, depression, sleep
disturbances, and disruptions in regular drug therapies may exacerbate chronic diseases and
heighten the risk of severe complications.31,3%38 Disruptions in antidiabetic therapies due to
their short supply and inaccessibility may particularly result in diabetic emergencies in the
elderly refugees.39

UNMET NEEDS

Ukrainian refugees are real people with their unique psychosocial issues, sets of chronic
non-communicable diseases, and needs for prevention of various infections. Most of them
have left behind or lost their relatives, friends, and colleagues. Most have lost their homes,
possessions, jobs, access to education, and appeared in culturally and linguistically distinct
environments.4041 Their adaptation to the new conditions largely depends on humanitarian
support, rehabilitation, and care. All these measures can be well perceived and accepted by
Ukrainian refugee women and elderly people most of whom are well educated and motivated
toward the best social and healthcare services.

While Ukrainian refugees’ health and well-being is now a global issue, the scale of the issue
and shortage of resources have created inequalities in immunization and medical care in host
countries.42-44 Inadequate surveillance and immunization in host countries may pose threats
for these countries and affect the refugees’ adaptation.44

Another challenge for the refugees’ health and adaptation is the language barrier in host
countries that can be resolved by active hiring of refugee doctors and nurses and involving
them in clinics offering services to their compatriots.4>

Finally, the complexity of refugee health issues and inability to solve them by narrow
specialist approaches justify the need for multidisciplinary teams responsible for
psychological and medical care.46 On a global scale, multisectoral policies and interventions
are warranted to meet the most vulnerable refugees’ needs.47 Individual, institutional, and
governmental measures may help ease sufferings of millions and eventually achieve the
United Nations Sustainable Development Goals,4® which have been put to the test in the
face of the evolving global crisis. Host countries need to address numerous issues related

to refugees’ nutrition, health, well-being, education, and decent employment. Above all,
extra efforts are warranted to secure peace and preserve lives of innocent civilians who may
contribute more toward global sustainable development.
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