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Refugee Health in Philadelphia

Marc Altshuler, MD

Professor, Department of Family and Community Medicine

Director, Jefferson’s Center for Refugee and Immigrant Health

Thomas Jefferson University



Objectives

•Define refugee resettlement and the creation of the 
U.S. Refugee Resettlement Program

• Learn about the history of refugee health in 
Philadelphia

•Discuss the creation of the Jefferson Center for 
Refugee Health and the Philadelphia Refugee 
Collaborative



United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR)
• Following World War II, the United 

Nations High Commissioner for 
Refugees (UNHCR) was formed in 
1950 to help the millions of 
Europeans who fled Europe and 
lost their homes.

• They were given 3 years to 
complete their work and then 
disband.

• 70+ years later, the UNHCR is still 
in existence.



UNHCR 2024

• Goal to safeguard the rights and well-being 
of individuals forced to flee

• Ensures that everyone can exercise the 
right to seek asylum and find safe refuge in 
another State

• Today, a staff of some 19,000 people in 
more than 137 countries continues

• UNHCR has helped over 50 million 
refugees successfully restart their lives, 
and supports 90 million displaced persons

• www.unhcr.org
4

http://www.unhcr.org/


Definition of Refugee:

• ‘Someone who, owing to a well-founded fear of 
being persecuted for reasons of race, religion, 
nationality, membership of a particular social 
group, or political opinion, is outside the country 
of his nationality, and is unable to or, owing to 
such fear, is unwilling to avail himself of the 
protection of that country.’

• They are defined and protected in 
international law and must not be expelled or 
returned to situations where their life and 
freedom are at risk.

Source:  UN  Convention Relating to 
the Status of Refugees, Article 1A 

(1951)



Other Terms:

Immigrant – a foreign-born 
resident who is not a US 
citizen, lawfully admitted for 
permanent residence

Asylee – an immigrant who 
has fled their country for 
reasons as a refugee and 
request sanctuary in another 
country

Internally Displaced Person 
(IDP) – unlike refugees, they 
are displaced within their own 
country—frequently for some 
of the same reasons as 
refugees.







Refugee Health in US - Refugee Act of 1980
• Officially, established a domestic 

refugee resettlement program

• Outlined the process for the annual 
admission of refugees

• Number of refugees admitted to US. is 
decided by the President, in 
consultation with Congress.  Projected 
admissions numbers are proposed on 
an annual basis.

• Since 1975, the United States has 
resettled over 3 million refugees.





Statistics Fiscal Year 2016-2023:

• FY 2016:  85,000

• FY 2017:  53,700

• FY 2018:  22,600

• FY 2019:  30,000

• FY 2020:  11,800

• FY 2021: 11,400

• FY 2022: 25,000

• FY2023:  125,000

Refugee admissions from Middle east and SE Asia 

decreased 92% from 2016-2019









Important Organizations
• UN High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR)

• Provides services in refugee camps, including protection, 
health care, referral for resettlement, etc.

• Intergovernmental Organization for Migration (IOM)
• Arranges refugee travel and travel loan

• US Citizenship and Immigration Service (USCIS)
• Formerly the Immigration and Naturalization Services (INS)
• Overseas federal immigration and naturalization laws

• Office of Refugee Resettlement (ORR)
• Plans, develops, and directs implementation of 

comprehensive program for domestic refugee resettlement

• Volunteer Resettlement Agency (Volag)
• National or local non-profits
• Initial refugee resettlement processing
• Assists with healthcare, employment, schooling, and housing



How do refugees come to the US?

• https://www.washingtonpost.com/video/politics/this-is-what-it-
takes-for-a-refugee-to-be-admitted-into-the-
us/2017/02/09/340c8922-ef0a-11e6-a100-
fdaaf400369a_video.html?utm_term=.9e5d07c8fcba

https://www.washingtonpost.com/video/politics/this-is-what-it-takes-for-a-refugee-to-be-admitted-into-the-us/2017/02/09/340c8922-ef0a-11e6-a100-fdaaf400369a_video.html?utm_term=.9e5d07c8fcba


Jefferson’s Center for Refugee Health
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Refugee Resettlement Agency Responsibilities:

Reception Services:
• Airport pickup
• Pocket money
• Housing
• Hot culturally appropriate meal
• Basic furnishings and household items
• Culturally appropriate food staples 

(until food stamp case is opened)

Core Services:
• Social security cards (w/in 10 days)     
• Welfare benefits (w/in 10 days)
• Medical screening (w/in 30 days)
• Enroll children in school (w/in 30 days)
• ESL referral (w/in 10 days)
• Employment referral (w/in 10 days)
• Home visits (24 hr, 30 and 90 days)

Cultural Orientation
• Role of agency

• Housing 

• Transportation

• Hygiene

• Budgeting and finances

• Public benefits

• Safety

• Travel Loan repayment

• Selective service registration

• Change of address



Jefferson Center for Refugee Health (CRH)
• July 2007:  Partnership established between NSC 

and Jefferson, first refugee medical home in 

Philadelphia.

• 2008-2011:  Awarded HRSA Residency Training 

Grant to care for vulnerable populations

• 2010:  Creation of the Philadelphia Refugee Health 

Collaborative 

• 2011-2016:  Awarded HRSA Training Grant to 

address new demographics in underserved 

populations

• 2016:  Designated by CDC as a Center for Excellence 

in Refugee Health

• 2021:  Opened the Wyss Wellness Center



Who are the refugees living in Philadelphia

• https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=DJh9IQTlvGI

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=DJh9IQTlvGI
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Suggested reading
Books:

•Fadiman, Anne
•The Spirit Catches You and You 
Fall Down.

•Housseini, Khaled
•A Thousand Splendid Suns.

•Beah, Ishmael
•A Long Way Gone.

•Eggers, Dave
•What is the What?

•Kidder, Tracy
•Mountains Beyond Mountains
•A Strength in What Remains



Resources:

• Websites
• CDC:  https://www.cdc.gov/immigrantrefugeehealth/index.htm

• CAREREF: https://careref.web.health.state.mn.us/

• ORR: https://www.acf.hhs.gov/orr

• UNHCR: https://www.unhcr.org/

• Society of Refugee Health Providers: https://refugeesociety.org/

Conferences:

• North American Refugee Health Conference:  https://refugeesociety.org/narhc-
conference/

https://www.cdc.gov/immigrantrefugeehealth/index.htm
https://careref.web.health.state.mn.us/
https://www.acf.hhs.gov/orr
https://www.unhcr.org/
https://refugeesociety.org/
https://refugeesociety.org/narhc-conference/
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