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Migrants in Germany still encounter many obstacles in their access to (public) health services.

These obstacles could be

· factual and legal barriers

· services do not sufficiently take migrants` needs and wishes into account

· difficult or nonexistent communication (including nonverbal communication) between medical personnel and migrants

· differing concepts of health, sickness and remedies.

The greatest obstacle however is the fact that there is generally not enough knowledge about the strong relations between social and economic situation, education and health (not only of migrants), let alone solutions for the ensuing problems.

Though the World Health Organisations` definition of health takes the just mentioned relations into account research and policies are far behind in finding solutions for the problems. This does not only apply to Germany but to other European countries as well. Concepts of working with diversity factors –including migrant background- might improve the situation and promote participation of migrants in different fields of society. Moreover regarding diversity as an asset and not an emcumbrance for a country might lead to new forms of living together from which all inhabitants can profit.

The German public health system with its administration and services has, by its very nature, opportunities and a special obligation to support the migrant population. The public health sector will and must increasingly guarantee equal health opportunities in times of cumulative migration and social inequalities.

The federal working group on migration and public health

Since 1994 the German Federal Commissioner for Migration, Refugees and Integration coordinates the federal working group on migration and public health as a facilitator of and advocate for the health of migrants.

A very close cooperation with the regional and communal public health services and an interdisciplinary, diversity oriented, client supporting and health- promoting approach are core- elements of this working group which is lobbying the health of the multinational population living in Germany.

At the moment about 14 million people with a migration background are living in Germany who come from different nations and have different legal status. The majority of them has the same rights of access to medical care as the indigenous population in general, but subgroups like asylum seekers and clandestine migrants (sans papiers) can only use emergency care (with few exceptions).

The federal working group tries to use a general diversity based approach that takes all aspects of diversity into account which may be related to health and health care issues.

Objectives of the federal working group are

· supporting health promotion by better information about health- relevant services and supplies

· diminishing communicative and legal barriers for the use of health services-especially needed in the fields of prevention and therapy

· enhancing the sensitivity of medical personnel for migration related aspects of health

· fighting against racism and discrimination of migrants in health care

· improving migration-specific health research and -reports

· improving migration related knowledge in all fields of professional health education

· working on a model concept of diversity-based work for the public health sector that should become obligatory for all its organisations

· discussing differing conceptions on health, disease and care with migrants so that all can learn and profit from each other

· promoting participation of migrants and their organisations in planning and building processes aiming at the opening of the institutions for all prospective and actual clients and

· improving participation of diverse migrants` groups by increasing their numbers in education and on the labour market on all levels of the public health- system.

The federal working group uses a number of methods to reach its aims such as the development and publication of discussion papers, preparation and realisation of hearings and conferences, giving advice to politicians, organisations and also individual migrants seeking information. The latest effort is the editing of a handbook with a collection of models of good practice concerning health and integration. It will be published this December.

One third of the currently 42 members of the group have a migrant background themselves. The members are leaders and employees of communal and regional public health offices and academies, practicing medical doctors and other health experts from universities, hospitals and research institutes, ethnomedical institutions, officials from the federal ministry of health, ministries of the `Länder` and health insurance companies. All work is done on a voluntary and honorary basis. 

Current fields of work

Following our recently published position paper on migrants` health we are currently working on the following issues:

· Gender and age

· Health promotion and disease prevention

· Non-somatic diseases

· Conditions of institutions and social space

· Qualifications and further education

· Communication and participation

· Legal status and Questions of residence

· Research and migrant-sensitive health reports

· Information, education and advice.

Final Remarks

The most important aim for diversity oriented health care is the migration-sensitive opening of the health services. On all levels of research, planning and practical realisation living conditions, demands and heterogeneity of people with migrant backgrounds must be taken into account. This can only be successful when education and consciousness raising of medical personnel on the one hand and support and employment of migrants on the other hand are continually increasing. Medical personnel in teams working together should mirror the heterogeneity of the population. People with different migration backgrounds should be encouraged and supported to take up studies and vocational training in the field of health. With the implementation of these activities some important steps are taken on the way towards good diversity management in the public health sector.

