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Abstract: (1) The Russian invasion of Ukraine forced many people to leave their country and seek
asylum in various European countries, with serious consequences from a health perspective. In
this context, we describe the health measures undertaken by AcToVax4NAM Consortium Countries
(Cyprus–Germany–Greece–Italy–Malta–Poland–Romania–Spain) to prevent Vaccine-Preventable
Disease (VPD) outbreaks in the context of mass movements of populations that resulted from the crisis
in Ukraine. (2) We collected information on the vaccinations offered to Ukrainians in the Consortium
Countries. (3) All these countries have provided Temporary Protection (TP) status to refugees from
Ukraine and have followed the recommendations of European and International Agencies to offer
them vaccinations according to the National Immunisation Programmes. The COVID-19 vaccination
is offered in all countries with regard to the general population. Most countries provide information
on TP and access to health/vaccination services in the Ukrainian language. (4) The information
collected shows a common effort to ensure the adequate planning of health and vaccination services
for refugees from Ukraine and, very often, to include them in the national vaccination offer. It
is important that this initial response towards people who have fled Ukraine will be continued
following the emergency but, more importantly, that it serves as a best practice towards all migrants
and refugees entering the EU.

Keywords: refugees from Ukraine; vaccine; immunisation; vaccination offer; temporary protection;
vaccine-preventable diseases; equity

1. Introduction

Following the Russian invasion of Ukraine, more than 6.4 million refugees were
recorded across the globe between 24 February 2022 and March 2024. Among these, about
6 million were recorded in Europe [1]. In March 2022, a European Council directive was
devised to provide guidance to Member States on managing a mass arrival of refugees into
the EU, and to give those fleeing war in Ukraine the right to Temporary Protection (TP) [2].

Refugees, regardless of place of origin, are exposed to overall increased health risks
due to the physical and psychological effects of fleeing their homes and the long, arduous
journeys they undertook [3]. Mass population movement, consisting of women, children,
and the elderly, increases the risk of outbreaks of Vaccine-Preventable Diseases (VPDs),
especially among children [4]. Specifically, the risk is further exacerbated by Ukrainian
vaccination rates, which are among the lowest in Europe, mainly due to a high level of
vaccination scepticism [5].
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In order to meet the vaccination needs of refugees from Ukraine, the European and
International Agencies provided guidelines and protocols to help host countries on how to
best offer vaccinations of VPDs [4,6,7]. These documents recommend that host countries
provide access to vaccinations for refugees from Ukraine, and the WHO, in particular,
highlights the need to intensify their efforts to close pre-existing immunisation gaps and
improve vaccination coverage also in the host country population. Furthermore, countries
need to ensure that they have effective disease surveillance and reporting systems [4].

The European recommendations suggest that the main priority should be to ensure
that refugees have received at least age-appropriate dose/s of vaccines against Poliomyelitis,
Measles, Rubella, and COVID-19 [4,6,7]. Taking into account any documentation proving
their vaccination status, the other vaccines should be administered if they are part of the
National Immunisation Programme (NIP) of the host countries, with a life course approach.
In the absence of official vaccination records, a person should be considered unvaccinated
and should undergo a series of age-appropriate vaccinations. Nevertheless, the WHO has
been working with the Ukrainian Ministry of Health to establish a procedure by which
a refugee may remotely obtain proof of vaccination status from primary care providers
in Ukraine [4,8]. The WHO also makes available information on the type of vaccination
documentation issued in Ukraine and the English unofficial translations of the Ukrainian
documents provided by the Ukrainian health authorities to facilitate the assessment of the
records by healthcare providers in host countries.

The WHO emphasises the need to ensure that refugees from Ukraine should be fully
included in any immunisation activities and be guaranteed equal access to immunisation
services. The host countries should ensure the adequate planning of services and resources
to provide vaccination services for Ukrainian refugees. To do that, host countries should
take into account the linguistic, cultural, and logistic barriers that refugees may face in
accessing vaccination services [4].

The ECDC guidelines detail that vaccination for COVID-19 should remain the most
essential intervention for the prevention and control of COVID-19 in Temporary Reception
Centres in the context of the large numbers of people fleeing Ukraine. In the absence of
documented evidence of prior vaccination, eligible children and adults should be offered
a primary vaccination course against COVID-19, as well as a booster dose. However,
the elderly, pregnant women, those who are immunocompromised, and individuals with
underlying conditions at a greater risk of severe disease, should be prioritised [9].

Moreover, the WHO [4] suggests that vaccinated refugees from Ukraine should be
provided with a proof of vaccination (physical or digital) or an updated vaccination record.
This is particularly important for refugees who may be in transit either within a host
country, or to another country. The same recommendation to provide a proof of vaccination
with a physical or digital record is given by the ECDC [9] with a particular emphasis given
to COVID-19 vaccination.

Furthermore, the main international organisations collaborated in producing docu-
ments and guidelines for healthcare workers, such as the Information to Guide Individual
Health Assessment of Refugees fleeing the war in Ukraine published by the UNHCR,
ECDC, IOM, and WHO Europe, that provides information on the health assessment to be
carried out by frontline health providers also for the vaccination against COVID-19 and
other VPDs [10].

The present article originated within the Access to Vaccination for Newly Arrived
Migrants (AcToVax4NAM) project (co-funded by the European Union’s Health program—
2014–2020) that intends to improve vaccination access for Newly Arrived Migrants (NAMs),
making access conditions more equitable and guaranteed. The project targets VPDs, which
are part of the NIP, and adopts a life-course approach, also including COVID-19 vaccination.
The article aims to describe the health measures undertaken by eight AcToVax4NAM
Consortium Countries (Cyprus, Germany, Greece, Italy, Malta, Poland, Romania, and
Spain) during the first year from the start of the conflict to prevent VPD outbreaks in the
context of mass population movement resulting from the crisis in Ukraine.
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2. Materials and Methods

The idea of this manuscript was established after the first AcToVax4NAM project
meeting held in Rome in May 2022, where each of the Consortium Countries reported its
experience in addressing health and vaccination needs of refugees from Ukraine.

The authors decided to improve the reported experiences, searching between June
2022 and March 2023 on the Countries’ institutional and ONG websites, as well as European
and International Agencies website, with information on the vaccination offer for Ukrainian
refugees in the Consortium Countries during the first year after the start of the conflict.

Evidence was looked up on topics such as the entitlement of TP status for refugees
from Ukraine; the accessibility to health and immunisation services for refugees from
Ukraine; the availability of specific guidelines or recommendations to assist refugees
from Ukraine at Country level; and the availability of information materials translated in
Ukrainian language. In particular, the focus on producing and disseminating vaccination
information materials and supporting access for immunisation stems from the importance
of this dimension within the perspective of Organisational Vaccine Literacy (OVL), defined
as the effort to build an environment that supports individuals to navigate, understand,
and use vaccine information and services to form judgements and make decisions for
themselves, the members of their family, and their community [11,12].

3. Results

At the end of March 2023, the number of beneficiaries of TP recorded in the countries
of the AcToVax4NAM Consortium was more than 2.5 million [13]. The situation in each
Country is shown in Figure 1.
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We found that all Consortium Countries undertook health measures to respond to the
health and immunisation needs of refugees from Ukraine, with some differences especially
with regard to the availability of information materials translated in the Ukrainian language.
The details are reported below, examining country by country, and in Table 1.
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Table 1. Main information collected in the AcToVax4NAM Consortium Countries.

TP Status

Vaccination
Offered

According to
NIP

Other Vaccination
Offered

COVID-19
Vaccination

Offered

Vaccination
Information

Materials
Available in

the Ukrainian
Language

Other
Information

Materials
Available in

the Ukrainian
Language

Cyprus Yes

Any vaccine
deemed necessary
for public health

purposes

Yes Yes

Germany Yes Children and
adults Yes Yes Yes

Greece Yes

Vaccination offered
to children

according to
standardised

medical protocols

Yes Yes

Italy Yes Children and
adults Yes Yes

Malta Yes Children

Some vaccines
(polio, rubella, TB,
diphtheria, tetanus,

etc.)

Yes Yes

Poland Yes Young under 19
years of age Yes Yes Yes

Romania Yes Children Yes Yes

Spain Yes Children and
adults Yes

3.1. Cyprus

Persons displaced from Ukraine in Cyprus are entitled to TP status [14], which guar-
antees free access to healthcare assistance and to any vaccine deemed necessary for public
health purposes, including COVID-19 vaccination. Certificates of vaccination or recovery
from COVID-19 are issued to persons who have been vaccinated or have had the disease in
Ukraine, regardless of whether an equivalent Ukrainian certificate has been issued [14].

Information in the Ukrainian language on TP rights, including health services, is
available on the website of the Cyprus Ministry of Interior [15].

3.2. Germany

All citizens who were residing in Ukraine before 24 February 2022 are entitled to TP in
Germany and receive both medical and non-medical assistance if they have a residence
permit in Germany or if they are registered [16].

Ukrainian refugees, as with any other refugee, are entitled to receive all vaccinations
listed in the Standing Committee on Vaccination (STIKO) which are recommended for
the population living in Germany as soon as possible [17]. According to the Coronavirus
Vaccination Ordinance, refugees are also entitled to vaccinations against the SARS-CoV-2
infection [18].

To inform about vaccinations, the Robert Koch Institut (RKI) provides the following
information translated also into Ukrainian: vaccine information leaflets on COVID-19,
MMR, Tetanus, Diphtheria, Pertussis, Polio, Haemophilus influenzae type B, Hepatitis B,
and Varicella, as well as the full vaccination calendar [19]. The RKI has prepared guidance
on vaccinating refugees that is aimed at supporting public health services and institutions
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that work with refugees [19,20]. In addition, the Federal Centre for Health Education
has translated additional information material into Ukrainian, such as the guidelines on
Coronavirus Vaccination for children and adolescents [21].

3.3. Greece

All citizens residing in Ukraine before 24 February 2022 can apply for TP in Greece [22].
According to the UNHCR site (which also features a Ukrainian translation), Ukrainian

refugees in Greece are entitled to free access to the services of public hospitals and medical
centres with a temporary social security number (AMKA), their passport, or a document
issued by the police. As beneficiaries of a temporary AMKA, Ukrainian refugees are entitled
to receive COVID-19 vaccinations free of charge [23]. The European Union Agency for
Asylum (EUAA) states that vaccinations for children according to standardised medical
protocols are free of charge for asylum seekers, and accessible through their temporary
AMKA [22].

The Greek Ministry of Migration and Asylum provides a dedicated webpage with
practical instructions on how to access Greek rights and services in the Ukrainian lan-
guage [24].

3.4. Italy

In a very timely manner, on 6 March 2022, the Italian Civil Protection gave instructions
to the Local Health Authorities to provide citizens from Ukraine residing in Ukraine before
the 24 February 2022, who received their TP status, with a Temporary Present Foreigner
(STP) health code, a code that allows access to health services, including vaccinations [25,26].
Following this, the Italian Ministry of Health released a document that focused on measures
for the prevention and control of infectious diseases in the context of the Ukrainian crisis
that underlines the importance of guaranteeing the continuity of routine vaccinations [27].

Italy offers free COVID-19 vaccination that can be requested at the nearest local health
authority for all people aged five years and older [28]. For all vaccinations, the Ministry
of Health follows Italian guidelines [27], recommending vaccinations to refugee children
and adults with insufficient documentation or an uncertain vaccination status, according to
the NIP and in relation to their age. Considering the low vaccination coverage in Ukraine,
priority must be given to vaccines against COVID-19, Diphtheria, Tetanus, Pertussis, and
Poliomyelitis, guaranteed at the point of entry or in any case within five days of entry, and
MMR at least after 14 days after COVID-19 vaccination [26,27].

On the Italian Ministry of Health website, information on accessing health services is
provided in Ukrainian, as well as in English and Russian, which is a novelty for the Italian
Ministry of Health [28].

3.5. Malta

From 8 March 2022, Malta has activated a TP for displaced people who resided in
Ukraine before 24 February 2022. As beneficiaries of TP, refugees from Ukraine are entitled
to health and immunisation services [29].

Upon arrival, Ukrainian refugees are screened for COVID-19 and other diseases. Dur-
ing a period of quarantine for COVID-19 (7 days if vaccinated or 14 days if not vaccinated),
people are offered any vaccines that are needed (Polio, Rubella, TB, Diphtheria, Tetanus,
etc.) [30]. COVID-19 vaccination is offered free of charge and is administered without
an appointment. Scheduled childhood immunisations, recommended by the National
Immunisation Service department, are given free of charge [29].

In order to help Ukrainian refugees entering the country and to guide them, the
Government of Malta has provided information leaflets, in English, Russian, and Ukrainian,
with all of the information needed in order to ask for TP from the International Protection
Agency (IPA) [31].
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3.6. Polonia

Citizens residing in Ukraine before 24 February 2022 are entitled to TP in Poland [32].
After the Ukrainian Emergency, new guidelines were introduced [33,34] for children

and young people under the age of 19 who arrived in Poland stating that they have access
to health services and vaccinations included in the NIP on an equal footing with Polish
citizens. In addition, any persons residing in the country for more than three months
should undergo mandatory vaccinations included in the NIP [34]. The law provides access
to the health system including vaccinations, while it prioritises vaccinations against MMR,
Diphtheria, Polio, Hepatitis B, and COVID-19 [33]. Vaccinations included in the NIP are
offered to children from Ukraine free of charge [32,35]. COVID-19 vaccinations are also
offered free of charge to refugees from Ukraine and are administered to people from 5 years
of age [32].

Vaccination policies, as well as health information, are available in Ukrainian in the
dedicated section of the Polish Government website [35]. All information regarding the
new vaccine regulation is reported on the Polish Ministry of Health website also in the
Ukrainian [33,34].

3.7. Romania

Displaced people who resided in Ukraine before 24 February 2022 are entitled to TP in
Romania, with simplified administrative procedures and immediate access to humanitarian
assistance [36].

In general, all migrants applying for Asylum Status have the right to be included in
the National Health Programs, in particular, those that aim to prevent, monitor, and control
transmittable diseases, in epidemiological risky situations [37].

All the vaccinations included in the NIP are offered to Ukrainian children and the
information is available in the Ukrainian language [38]. Voluntary vaccination against
COVID-19 is also available free of charge [36].

3.8. Spain

All citizens residing in Ukraine before 24 February 2022 and their family members
arriving in Spain are entitled to TP, which includes health assistance. If beneficiaries do not
have sufficient resources, they may benefit from social and health services [39].

Both children and adults coming from Ukraine undergo an individualised assessment
of their vaccination status and are offered the recommended vaccinations by age and
risk condition, in accordance with the recommendations approved by the Inter-territorial
Council of the National Health System (CISNS). In childhood and adolescence, vacci-
nation according to the Spanish schedule (against Diphtheria, Tetanus, Polio, Pertussis,
Haemophilus influenzae type B, Pneumococcal disease, Meningococcal disease, Chicken-
pox, and HPV) is offered. For pregnant women, vaccination against Diphtheria, Tetanus,
Pertussis, Hepatitis B, COVID-19, and Influenza during the vaccination campaign are
recommended. Regarding the COVID-19 vaccine, the same strategy used for the Spanish
population is recommended for Ukrainians, and it has to be prioritised, as well as vacci-
nations against Measles and Poliomyelitis, in relation to the low vaccination coverage in
Ukraine [40].

The Ukrainian National Vaccination Calendar was provided by Spanish authorities to
help health professionals in defining an adequate path for the completion of the vaccination
course for those migrants who can provide appropriate documentation. In fact, the Ministry
underlined the obligation for Ukrainian people to document previous vaccinations. If this is
not possible, they should be considered unvaccinated, and it is recommended to vaccinate
them according to the Spanish Vaccination Calendar [40].

4. Discussion

Vaccination coverage in Ukraine [41] is among the lowest in Europe, even before the
start of the conflict. In detail, in 2021, it was under the recommended levels with regard to
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Poliomyelitis (84% first dose, 78% third dose), Measles (88% first dose, 86% second dose),
Rubella (88% first dose), Diphtheria–Tetanus–Pertussis (91% first dose, 78% third dose),
and Hepatitis B (56% birth dose, 77% third dose) [42]. Regarding COVID-19, Ukraine had
the seventh lowest rate of vaccination uptake in Europe (36% uptake of at least one dose,
34% uptake of a complete vaccine series—data on 27 February 2022) [5].

The low vaccination coverage could be associated with multiple factors, including
widespread vaccine misinformation and hesitancy [43].

As reported in the literature, this could represent an epidemiologic risk for the trans-
mission of VPDs, and various authors underline the urgent need to improve access to
vaccination services for increasing vaccination coverage [43–46].

The information obtained from the ActoVax4NAM Consortium Countries reveals
some differences in the vaccination offer systems between Countries.

Overall, vaccinations included in the NIPs are offered to children and adult Ukrainians
refugees in Germany, Italy, and Spain; and only to children, as indicated in the NIPs, in
Malta, Romania, and Poland (under the age of 19). In Greece, vaccinations for children are
offered according to standardised medical protocols, while, in Cyprus, any vaccine deemed
necessary for public health purposes is guaranteed. Moreover, COVID-19 vaccination is
offered in every country as for the general population.

It is important to administer these vaccinations as soon as possible to bridge the gaps.
Based on this, Italy [27] and Spain [40] prioritise a number of vaccinations that are offered
free of charge to refugees from Ukraine who arrive in these countries.

Countries, as a whole, have followed the guidelines of European and International
Agencies, but offer vaccinations according to their NIPs. Therefore, if the NIPs do not
include adults in the immunisation offer, they only consider children, whereas, based on
the low vaccination coverage rates in Ukraine [5,41,42], it would be useful to include adults
in the vaccination offer.

Moreover, the TP promptly stated in the EU Council Decision [2] has ensured a rapid
access to health services in EU countries, including vaccination services, while other asylum
seekers must wait more time to attain refugee status and the consequent benefits, and there
is not the same co-ordination between European countries in the asylum policies [47].

Finally, the large flow of refugees from Ukraine has prompted host countries to im-
prove the provision of information in the Ukrainian language to facilitate those arriving to
host countries. Indeed, as discussed, some have provided translations into three languages:
Ukrainian, English, and Russian.

Nevertheless, some differences between countries were observed, as not all of the
information concerning vaccinations and access to these services from official websites
or official documents was available to the public. This created an inhomogeneity among
countries. In four countries (CY, ES, IT, and MT), for example, information about vaccination
was not available in languages that could be read by Ukrainians. On the other hand, actively
addressing language barriers and supporting the improved access to accurate and reliable
information help to improve overall levels of OVL [11,12]. When considering OVL, the
focus on providing vaccine information in an accessible manner (e.g., language) for a
particular target population group means adopting one of the strategies that can promote
equitable access and engagement [11,12].

5. Conclusions

The present review on the health measures undertaken by eight AcToVax4NAM
Consortium Countries to address the vaccination needs of Ukrainian refugees shows a
common effort between countries to swiftly overcome common barriers that generally
NAMs have to face in accessing vaccinations [48].

The information collected as part of the project and presented here has shown that
all countries have taken timely action to ensure that refugees from Ukraine have access to
health services and, especially, to vaccinations.
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The issue of language barriers in navigating, understanding, and using vaccine services
is certainly crucial, and, in this dimension, too, the countries’ response to the flow of
refugees from Ukraine may be a lesson to be learned [48,49]. Information reported in this
article on the access to vaccination shows that the scale of support for refugees from Ukraine
is unprecedented. Nevertheless, the preferential rights which have been granted compared
to refugees from other countries, who must undergo established asylum procedures, have
already sparked criticism, but also solicitations. The extent and promptness adopted by
countries in taking concrete actions to provide immediate access to health services and
to simplify the administrative procedure for vaccinations has made it clear that some
measures needed to ensure equity in healthcare are difficult, but not impossible.

All the lessons are clear. The political will demonstrated toward refugees from Ukraine
highlights the possibility and importance of reshaping and refocusing efforts toward greater
health protection for people on the move, regardless of their country of origin and their
legal status. The ActoVax4NAM Consortium Countries have provided evidence that there
are strategies that can better support access to vaccinations for migrants and refugees.
Now, it is the time to apply these strategies indiscriminately to all people on the move,
so that all the migrants and refugees can access health and vaccination services (not just
COVID-19 vaccination) freely and effectively, considering vaccination as a health equity
intervention [50].

The present paper has limitations: first, unfortunately, not all of the information was
available on the Countries’ institutional and ONG websites, as well as the European and
International Agencies websites, creating an inhomogeneity in the countries’ results. For
example, it was not possible in some countries to find detailed information on aspects of
interest such as ages, vaccines, specific indications dedicated for Ukrainian refugees, the
presence of indications translated into Ukrainian, etc.

Moreover, the work is limited to providing a description of the measures taken to
facilitate the vaccination of Ukrainian refugees, which represents a starting point. Indeed,
further studies are necessary to allow for a direct comparison between the vaccination
policies implemented on this occasion and those applied after other events that have
led to significant migratory flows. Further assessments will be needed to evaluate the
effectiveness of the policies implemented after the outbreak of the conflict in Ukraine,
and to highlight dimensions of inequality between Ukrainian refugees and those of other
nationalities, so that lessons can be learned from this event.

Nevertheless, this manuscript highlights the effort put in place from the different
Countries and supports the conclusion that, from a public health perspective, the same
effort could and should be undertaken for all the migrants, regardless of their country of
origin and their legal status.
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