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Germany’s healthcare system needs urgent realignment to improve medical care for refugees, say a growing number of politicians, healthcare experts, and medical groups.
A key element of the “realignment,” the term used in a recent report on healthcare for refugees issued by the Berlin based Robert Bosch Foundation,1 would be placing all refugees under the umbrella of Germany’s massive public health insurance system, which now covers more than 90% of the population. Germany accepted 1.1 million refugees in 2015, and the flow is expected to remain strong in 2016.
Frank Ulrich Montgomery, president of the German Medical Association, said in a recent video message to association members that one of several major challenges facing doctors in Germany in 2016 will be “securing” medical care for refugees.2
“German doctors with great empathy have succeeded in doing this in recent weeks and months,” Montgomery said. “The medical care of refugees—measured by the challenge—has functioned.”
But it was now time, Montgomery said, to replace voluntary non-salaried engagement by doctors with proper structures regulating the care of refugees. Therefore, the German medical profession was asking for every refugee in Germany to be issued with an electronic health card, he said. The e-health card would entitle the refugee to medical care paid for by public health insurance.
Currently, refugees in most of Germany’s 16 states must get approval from local health or social service officials before visiting a doctor. The refugee e-health card would enable refugees to visit doctors of their choice without first gaining local social service approval. At the moment only four states—North Rhine-Westphalia, Bremen, Hamburg, and Schleswig-Holstein—issue e-health cards to refugees.
The Bosch Foundation’s report supported providing e-health cards to refugees, saying that it would be the “first important step” towards improving medical care for refugees, reducing bureaucracy, and cutting the overall costs of medical care for refugees.
The Bosch report made 10 recommendations for improving medical care for refugees, including recruiting retired doctors and nurses, using doctors and other medical personnel from among refugees, improving vaccination for refugees, and creating an expert committee to advise the government on medical care for refugees.3
The Bosch report and Montgomery’s statement came just days after Chancellor Angela Merkel’s federal cabinet approved the so called Asylum Pact Two,4 designed to help the government more effectively deal with what in Germany is widely called the “refugee crisis.” The pact, designed to try to slow the flow of refugees into Germany while accelerating the registration process, has several provisions on medical care, some of which have triggered negative reactions from medical groups.
One provision calls for the initial registration process—which includes physical examinations by doctors—to be streamlined so that it can be completed within a week of the refugee’s arrival in Germany. Another stipulates that unsuccessful asylum seekers will be deported “even if the medical care in the country of destination is not equivalent to that in Germany.” It adds, “Only life threatening or serious illnesses which would be significantly worsened as a result of deportation will be considered valid reasons in future. A suitably qualified medical practitioner will in future have to issue a certificate laying out credible medical grounds that preclude deportation.”
Germany’s Psychotherapy Association issued a statement sharply criticising the new deportation regulations for not classifying depression and post-traumatic stress disorder as life threatening or serious illnesses.5 The association’s president, Dietrich Munz, said, “We demand that severe or life threatening mental illnesses be classified as illnesses that make deportation impossible.”
The German Medical Association also opposes deporting refugees with mental illnesses.
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