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We must not neglect rehabilitation in Ukraine
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In the coming months and years, there will be many
urgent health priorities competing for resources in
Ukraine as a result of Russia’s military invasion. The
damage and disruption to usual health services, coupled
with conflict related traumatic injuries and the forced
displacement of millions of people, will create an enor-
mous surge in rehabilitation needs.

WHO defines rehabilitation as “A set of interven-
tions designed to optimise functioning and reduce
disability in individuals with health conditions in inter-
action with their environment”.1 By preventing or reduc-
ing complications and improving an individual’s
functioning, rehabilitation cuts the costs of ongoing
care and supports individuals to participate in educa-
tion, employment and community and famaily life.
Ensuring continued access to rehabilitation and assis-
tive products must be a key consideration of the early
and ongoing health response in Ukraine.

The vital role of rehabilitation is well supported in
global emergency guidelines,2,3 and emergency medi-
cal teams (EMT's) with surgical capacity are required
to include rehabilitation professionals. However,
rehabilitation is rarely prioritised in the early stage
of conflict responses, with devastating consequences
for those in need of rehabilitation services. In many
countries, rehabilitation and assistive technology pro-
vision within the national health system is out of
focus and under resourced. When rehabilitation
needs surge, such as in conflict, systems are quickly
overwhelmed.

Not only does conflict cause direct physical harm
necessitating immediate health care, conflict also
impacts health systems with damage or disruption to
infrastructure, workforce and health facilities, affecting
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the provision of, and access to, health services, includ-
ing rehabilitation. In conflict, the need for rehabilitation
and assistive products multiplies. Those with pre-exist-
ing functioning impairments that require long term
rehabilitation interventions may be unable to access
essential health services. Traumatic injury resulting
from the conflict can cause devastating and long-lasting
physical and psychological impairment, requiring early
and specialised rehabilitation interventions from a mul-
tidisciplinary team and long-term follow-up to reduce
complications and optimise functioning and quality of
life.4 Consequently, conflict increases both the demand
for rehabilitation and difficulties in accessing services,
exacerbating the already existing unmet rehabilitation
need. The consequences of not receiving early rehabili-
tation for injuries such as fractures, amputations, spinal
cord and traumatic brain injuries has been documented
in previous conflicts, whereby over half of individuals
with conflict related trauma injuries in the first three
weeks of the conflict experienced complications and
long-term disability resulting from the lack of early
rehabilitation.5

In August 2020, the WHO Situation of Rehabilita-
tion in the Ukrainian health system assessment was
conducted and in 2021 the ‘STARS’ report was pub-
lished6 in a collaboration between the Ukrainian Minis-
try of Health, WHO country office and WHO Regional
Office for Europe. The foundational report outlines key
achievements, needs and opportunities for rehabilita-
tion in Ukraine, with the Ministry of Health recognising
rehabilitation as a key component of universal health
coverage. This commitment was exemplified with the
adoption of the new landmark law "On rehabilitation in
health care”7 which was signed by President Volodymyr
Zelenskyy in December 2020, and subsequent by-law8

imbedding multidisciplinary rehabilitation into the
Ukrainian health system at all levels.

However, the Ukrainian STARS report found no
national strategy on rehabilitation and described frag-
mented and severely understaffed services. No informa-
tion was available on planning or consideration for
rehabilitation in emergency situations. The greatest
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impediment to upscaling rehabilitation capacity in
Ukraine was found to be that rehabilitation, and its ben-
efits, were poorly understood.6 In a recent national anal-
ysis of assistive technologies, products were found to be
of low quality, with incomplete service provision and
restricted to only those with a registered disability.9

These findings are common in countries where health
service development is restricted by significant financial
constraints.

To minimise disability and to optimise functioning
and health, the following immediate actions are needed:

� Ukraine’s rehabilitation professionals are key to pro-
viding early rehabilitation and need immediate recog-
nition, support, and training to provide safe and
effective rehabilitation for complex multi trauma
cases.

� International donors and responding international
organisations should prioritise building sustainable
and quality rehabilitation capacity within the health
system.

� Assistive product donations must meet interna-
tional standards10 and be supported with training
for prescription, fitting and follow up.

� The response strategy should be based on accurate
information such as injury prevalence and type, and
rehabilitation need and availability, to later evaluate
the response and inform long term service planning.

The conflict will create a huge rehabilitation surge,
that will be complex, extensive and long lasting. We
must ensure that rehabilitation is included in the
response. If we fail, the consequences of the conflict
will be greater felt, and longer lasting at the individual
and societal level.
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