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Migration and health are closely related issues that must be understood and addressed comprehensively by States at a national and subnational level and also require bilateral and multilateral responses. The Pan American Health Organization (PAHO) and the World Health Organization (WHO) have argued that human migration presents one of the greatest challenges to public health throughout the world. The significance that the link between the issues of public health and migration warrants gave rise to a specific PAHO resolution in 2016 entitled Health of Migrants (CD55.R13), which focused on the Americas.

This resolution, which builds on prior resolutions from the same organization that already referred to international migration (CD50.R12, CD50.R17, CD53.R9, and CD53.R14), urges member states to establish health policies and programs that address the health inequities affecting migrants by developing interventions that reduce their health risks. The resolution also instructs member states to modify or improve their regulatory and legal frameworks in order to address the specific health needs of migrant individuals, families, and groups; and to advance towards providing migrants with access to the same level of financial protection (avoiding direct payment and exposure to catastrophic expenditures) and to comprehensive, quality health services that other people living in the same territory enjoy. Finally, the resolution refers to the need to promote actions at all levels of government and on a bilateral and regional scale to coordinate and articulate programs and policies on health issues considered to be of common interest in the border areas involved. 

Migrants represent a public health challenge because when they migrate—either across international borders or within a State—they face countless situations that increase their levels of vulnerability, which may have significant impacts on their physical and emotional health, as well as on any family members who they left behind in their countries of origin.

These health effects can be seen in all facets of the migratory process, from the time when individuals emigrate, during their transit to the country or place of destination; while they remain at this destination; and, in cases in which they decide to return or are forced to return to their country of origin. Although all migrants face additional health risks, these are especially high for those individuals who emigrate and reside in irregular conditions in their host communities inasmuch as this increases their levels of vulnerability, which, at the same time, increases public health challenges for States. 
Migrations are often prompted by, and in turn can lead to, different situations of insecurity. Economic hardships, outbreaks of disease, food insecurity, environmental risks, political and religious persecution, family separation, and ethnic- and gender-based discrimination are some of the factors that can give rise to massive migration flows and also affect the health of migrants during their migration path.
/

The foregoing particularly affects irregular migrants given that many times they travel under precarious conditions and they are exposed to different risks en route to their place of destination, which increases their level of vulnerability. 

Once they reach their country of destination, migrants are at greater risk of suffering occupational hazards, as well as other situations that involve violence, including sexual violence, and may face circumstances that make them more vulnerable to drug and alcohol abuse, emotional disorders, and exposure to infectious diseases such as tuberculosis or HIV/AIDS. Family separation, especially among irregular migrants, may lead to additional adverse effects on their health and emotional well-being, due to psychological traumas, hardships, instability in their place of residence, and at times, family breakups caused by distance. The repatriation process can also entail additional health effects, especially if individuals are forced to go back and thus saw their migratory cycle broken before finalizing it, which can impact physical and mental health by causing depression, and even possibly suicidal ideation.

On top of these factors that are intrinsically related to the migratory process, is the fact that migrants, and in particular irregular migrants, have limited access to health services in their host country. This situation can be due to legal restrictions on access, as well as financial obstacles.
/ Socio-cultural factors, inappropriate beliefs, language differences, and discrimination and stigma on the part of the host community may be other factors that limit migrants from accessing appropriate health services.

All these situations create significant challenges for States in the region that need to incorporate in a cross-cutting manner the link between health and migration issues into their different public policies. At a national level there are large differences in policies adopted by the States in the region—from States that have provided migrant populations free access to public health systems, regardless of their immigration status, to States that restrict access to these services solely to those whose immigration status is regularized. At the same time, as PAHO stipulates, States should go beyond facilitating and improving migrant populations’ access to health services and encompass actions addressing the social exclusion of migrants and their employment, education, and housing conditions. Additionally, states should take as a basis the impacts on migrants’ health produced by changes in their diet due to settling in a different place and on their mental health due to adapting to a new environment. Consideration should also be given to how to bring migrants’ health conditions up to par with those of the host community through vaccination campaigns, access to prevention services, as well as services that treat chronic illnesses, among others.  

It is also important to consider the challenges and costs that substandard care of migrants’ health needs represent for the States in the region, especially of irregular migrants. This includes the spread of epidemics that had already been controlled, duplication of investments in treatment if migrants receive a treatment or protocol in a first country of transit or destination and then receive another when they migrate to a third destination. There are also the costs for different health systems due to the fact that migrant populations moving from one place to another with difficulties in accessing health services cannot have their chronic illnesses addressed systematically, which ends up requiring high-cost medical interventions given that these illnesses have not been appropriately cared for.

These factors suggest in this sense the need not only to integrate the link between health and migration in a crosscutting manner in States’ public policy processes, but also in regional agreements that are established with regard to caring for migrant populations, providing for frameworks for collaboration and common protocols with regard to health.

To address these issues, at this session Dr. Sylvain Aldighieri of PAHO and Kirsty Macdonald of the International Committee of the Red Cross will provide an overview on the ways in which migratory processes impact the health of migrants and their families, and the myriad challenges that States face to effectively address the public health challenges that international migration presents. 
In order to foster debate, this thematic session proposes the following questions:
· What are the health challenges that migrants face during the different facets of the migratory process, including leaving their country of origin or residence, countries of transit, countries of destination, and the process of returning to their country of origin or of last residence? 

· What measures are States in the region furthering or developing to address the public health risks that migrations cause?
· How can the link between migration and health be included in a cross-cutting manner in the different public policies that States in the Hemisphere implement at a subregional, regional, and multilateral level? 
· What are the lessons learned from different countries in the region and in other contexts outside the region about how to address public health challenges that migration brings to States? 

Member states will have an opportunity to make interventions. States are invited to share their experiences and programs they have put into practice to address public health challenges stemming from migratory phenomena they face on their territory.
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