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Global Refugee and Migrant Crisis: The Unmet Need of Safe and Essential Surgery 

Summary 

The number of refugees and internally displaced people has reached 

the highest level ever recorded.
1 
Access to medical care is extremely 

limited for this most vulnerable population. Moreover, at least 2.78 

million surgeries are needed annually for all the refugees worldwide.
2

Many of these refugees are among the 5 billion people worldwide who 

lack access to safe surgical care. Therefore, the G4 Alliance calls 

upon global stakeholders and the UNGA to include access the 

essential and safe surgery in the discussion regarding large 

movements of refugees and migrants. Surgical care for this 

vulnerable population cannot, and must not be neglected. 

Background 

According to a report published by the UN High Commission for  Refugees  and  UN  Department  of  Economic 

and Social Affairs on international migration, the number of refugees and internally displaced people has reached 

244 million, the highest level ever recorded.
1, 3 

At the end of 2015, a total of 65.3 million people were displaced 

from their homes. This increase represents the biggest leap ever seen in a single year, and the situation is likely 

to worsen still further.
1, 4

For the first time in history, the UN General Assembly (UNGA) will host an extraordinary high-level meeting on 

September 19, 2016 regarding large movements of refugees and migrants, aiming to bring the world together 

behind a more humane and coordinated approach. The UNGA is expected to adopt an agreement of globally 

resolving issues on refugees and migrants. The draft of the political declaration, “Comprehensive Refugee 

Response Framework” (CRRF) proposes a comprehensive refugee response framework as well as a global 

compact for safe, orderly and regular migration, including access to healthcare.
5-7

Health Care and the Role of Essential Surgery 

Access to healthcare includes access to safe and essential surgery. Each 

year, an estimated 16.9 million people die as a result of surgically treatable 

conditions; millions more suffer from preventable disabilities.
8

Approximately 5 billion people do not have access to safe, affordable 

surgical and anesthesia care, with only 6% of all surgical procedures 

benefiting the world’s poorest third.
9 

For migrant populations, barriers to 

accessing safe surgical care are exponentially greater. At least 2.78 million 

surgeries are needed annually for all the refugees worldwide.
2

However, few governments and humanitarian aid organizations plan for basic surgical needs when preparing for 

a large influx of displaced people. While surgery is a critical component of health care, it is often neglected during 

public health assessments and interventions due to misperceived high costs and limited benefits for 

Every minute of each day, 24 people are  

displaced  from  their homes. 

Globally, one in every 122 humans is now 

either a refugee, internally displaced, or 

seeking asylum. 

Refugees are protected under international 

law and have the right to seek asylum and 

health care. 

2.78 million surgeries needed for refugees  

worldwide  each year. 
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population health.
2, 9 

Surgical care is as cost effective as other public health initiatives ($82 per DALY for 

general surgery vs $52 per DALY for BCG vaccine and $454 for antiretroviral drugs).
2, 10 

Without access to 

timely and safe surgery, preventable morbidity and mortality will result. 

 Call to Action

We call upon the international community and UN to recognize the essential role of safe surgery as

part of the discussion regarding refugees and migrants. Given the growing number of displaced

people around the world, surgical care for this vulnerable population as a fundamental healthcare need

cannot, and must not be neglected.
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