Caring for the Health of Refugees and Immigrants with Disabilities
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Afghanistan is a mountainous, landlocked country bordering Iran, Pakistan, China, Tajikistan, Uzbekistan, and Turkmenistan that
has suffered from political instability and military conflict for several decades. After constant political upheaval and invasion from
outside forces, the Taliban came to power in 1994. The United States invaded Afghanistan after the September 11 attacks in an
attempt to overthrow al-Qaeda. This war is largely the cause of the current refugee crisis. Constant conflict and political upheaval
have left the economy and infrastructurein ruins. Earthquakes, droughts, and other natural disasters frequently
exacerbate the existent vulnerabilities faced by communities. Additionally, violence against aid agencies has caused suspension of
programs, contributing to lack of care.

Afghanistan is one of the world’s poorest countries, and endemic poverty is common. Afghanistan has been in a state of conflict
since the 1970’s, causing many to face housing and food insecurity, as well as barriers to accessing clean drinking water, medical
care, electricity, and employment. The country’s health status is one of the worst in the world, with higher maternal,
infant, and under-five mortality rates than neighboring countries. Among those individuals who face adverse health conditions,
those with disabilities are among the most vulnerable.

The Afghan government does not provide reliable data on the true number of individuals with a disability. According to USAID,
Afghanistan has one of the highest populations of persons with disabilities. International organizations have estimated that 4% of
the country’s population has a disability and USAID has estimated that one in five Afghan households hasa person with a
disability. The majority of those with disabilities have been injured in the last three decades. Three quarters of persons with
disabilities live in rural and impoverished semi-urban areas. Approximately half of Afghanistan's population with
disabilities have a sensory-related disability, such as blindness, deafness, and multiple sensory impairment. Many of
these disabilities are preventable, such as hearing loss resulting from treatable health issues like middle ear infections.




Notes for Providers when Working with
Refugees and Immigrants with Disabilities

The United Nations states, “a disability is a condition or
function judged to be significantly impaired relative to the
usual standard of an individual of their group. The term is often
used to refer to individual functioning, including physical,
sensory, cognitive, and intellectual impairments, mental illness,
and various types of chronic disease.”

People with disabilities are more likely to experience poorer
health, fewer economic opportunities, and higher poverty
compared to people without disabilities. Many individuals with
disabilities lack equal access to healthcare, education, and
necessary disability-related services. These factors are primarily
due to lack of resources including services, transportation,
information, and technology. Persons with disabilities face
barriers in the forms of the physical environment, legislation
and policy, societal attitudes, and discrimination. Evidence has
shown when those barriers are lifted, individuals are more
empowered to participate in their society, which thereby
benefits the entire community. Fifteen percent of the world’s
population has some form of a disability, with eighty percent of
persons with a disability living in developing countries (UN).
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According to the Women’s Refugee Commission, of the 68.5
million people displaced worldwide, there are 13 million
displaced persons with disabilities. Refugees are one of the
most vulnerable and isolated groups of all displaced persons.
Because of physical and social barriers, stigma, and attitudes,
many individuals with disabilities are often excluded from
mainstream  assistance programs. During displacement,
refugees with disabilities experience more isolation than when
they were in their home communities.

Refugees and immigrants with disabilities are entering the
United States with many unmet disability-related needs. There
exists much disconnect between refugees and immigrants and
disability service systems. These barriers are present because of
mistrust between the different service entities and lack of
cross-cultural nuance among disability service organizations.
These findings contribute important insights to the literature
on disability disparities.

The U.S. healthcare system is complex and can be difficult to
understand and navigate, especially for a refugee or immigrant
coming from a country with limited healthcare services.
Because resettlement services are time limited, it is important
for care providers to work with other professionals to
coordinate care for persons with disabilities. To best serve
refugees with disabilities, providers need to consider the
client’s history, life and experience in the country of origin or
host country, and cultural perceptions of disability.
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