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Dear Colleague:  
 
In the last few months, thousands of people have come to New York City (NYC) almost 
immediately after crossing the U.S.-Mexico border. Many have come on buses from Texas with 
little to no support or coordination of services prior to their arrival in our city. I am writing to 
ask for your help in addressing their health needs.  
 
The majority of people are from Venezuela. There are also a substantial number of people from 
Haiti and Colombia. The vast majority speak Spanish as their primary language, with Haitian 
Creole being the second most common primary language. There are families with young 
children as well as adults without children. These new community members have endured long 
and potentially traumatic journeys and may have medical and mental health needs. The federal 
government conducts a cursory evaluation of people’s health statuses at the border. It is 
incumbent upon us as a welcoming city to comprehensively evaluate and meet the health and 
wellness needs of our newest community members.  
 
The following information can help you serve people recently arrived in NYC from the U.S.-
Mexico border:  
 
Health Insurance: In New York State, children younger than age 19 are eligible for Child Health 
Plus, a public health insurance program, regardless of immigration status. Since some adults 
recently arrived in NYC have been paroled into the country or are otherwise recognized by 
federal immigration authorities, they may also qualify for full public health insurance. Others 
will at minimum qualify for Emergency Medicaid, which pays medical costs in an emergency. 
More information on Emergency Medicaid is available here. All people should be offered a 
screening for health insurance eligibility if they have not previously received one.  

• Staff from the NYC Department of Health and Mental Hygiene (Health Department) can 
help assess eligibility and assist with enrollment — visit the NYC Health Department’s 
Health Insurance webpage for more information.  

• For answers to frequently asked questions about health care services for immigrant 
New Yorkers, see Everyone Can Get Health Care Services in NYC: FAQ for Immigrant 
New Yorkers.  

o To find this FAQ in 25 languages, visit nyc.gov/health/healthcoverage and look 
under the Additional Resources heading toward the end of the webpage.  

 
Immunizations: Vaccination rates for some diseases are low in the most common countries of 
origin. For example, polio vaccination rates are 50% in Venezuela and Haiti. Some people may 
have received initial COVID-19 vaccinations at the border but may not have received any 

https://www.health.ny.gov/health_care/medicaid/emergency_medical_condition_faq.htm
https://www1.nyc.gov/site/doh/health/health-topics/health-insurance.page
https://www1.nyc.gov/assets/doh/downloads/pdf/hca/immigrant-health-faq.pdf
https://www1.nyc.gov/assets/doh/downloads/pdf/hca/immigrant-health-faq.pdf
http://nyc.gov/health/healthcoverage


additional immunizations in the U.S. Please ask for immunization records but anticipate they 
may not be available. Children should be screened and supported with completing the 
recommended immunization schedule and any immunizations required for school enrollment. 
Further, both influenza and COVID-19 vaccination should be offered to everyone age 6 months 
and older. See these additional web resources: 

• The Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) Birth to Age 18 and Catch-Up 
Immunization Schedules 

• The CDC Adult Immunization Schedule 
 
Be prepared to recognize the great variety of signs and symptoms of trauma: Asylum seekers 
are likely to experience poor mental health and increased vulnerability to mental health 
problems linked to traumatic pre-migration experiences, post-migration conditions, and 
pre-existing social and mental health conditions. Recognizing that asylum seekers have an 
increased risk for post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) and other trauma-related stress that 
can impair their ability to cope, it is important to understand some of the signs and symptoms 
of trauma, which include: 

• Physical Reactions: Exhaustion, headaches, dizziness, chills and sweating, rapid heart 
rate, and gastrointestinal problems  

• Behavioral Reactions: Not working effectively, not acting “like yourself,” increased 
conflicts at home, emotional outbursts, problems with eating and having nightmares 

• Emotional Reactions: Fear, anxiety, agitation, irritability, anger, helplessness and 
emotional numbing 

• Cognitive Reactions: Confusion, forgetfulness, problems with making decisions and 
preoccupation with or reliving traumatic situations 

• Spiritual Reactions: Questioning basic beliefs 
 
When signs of trauma are present, it is important that support and treatment be provided as 
early as possible to improve long-term mental health outcomes. Respond to people in distress 
in a humane and supportive way to help alleviate their stress and improve coping. Psychological 
first aid (PFA) is a set of simple, evidence-based techniques that can be used by anyone 
(nonprofessionals and professionals) to respond to people in distress and who have recently 
experienced trauma. The goal of providing PFA is to reduce acute stress caused by exposure to 
recent traumatic events and mitigate the stress’s negative effects on health and functioning. 
PFA incorporates promoting safety, connections to help and resources, reuniting them with 
family and friends, and offering hope to have a better ability to cope long-term.  
 
People with signs of serious trauma-related stress should be referred for appropriate mental 
health support. For referrals to mental health support, you may refer people to NYC Well. NYC 
Well is a free, confidential helpline staffed by trained counselors who can provide brief 
counseling and referrals to care in over 200 languages, including mental health and substance 
use support services. Speaking with a licensed counselor may help the person find needed 
support and cope more effectively.  

• For more information, call 888-NYC-WELL (888-692-9355), text “WELL” to 65173, or chat 
online at nyc.gov/nycwell. Text and chat services are available in English, Spanish and 
Traditional Chinese. 

https://www.cdc.gov/vaccines/schedules/hcp/imz/catchup.html
https://www.cdc.gov/vaccines/schedules/hcp/imz/catchup.html
https://www.cdc.gov/vaccines/schedules/hcp/imz/adult.html
https://nycwell.cityofnewyork.us/en/


 
If someone’s symptoms become so severe that they need help immediately, or talk about 
harming themselves or someone else, instruct them to call 911 or do so yourself. 
 
Tuberculosis (TB) Screening: Because most people have arrived from countries with higher 
rates of TB than the U.S., the NYC Health Department recommends that all symptomatic people 
who have not been screened since arriving in New York be screened for active TB using these 
questions:  

1) Have you had a cough for more than two weeks? If yes, have you noticed any blood 
when coughing?  

2) Have you had fever or night sweats?  
3) Have you had weight loss?   

 
People with symptoms of active TB should be promptly evaluated by a health care provider.  
Health care providers should assess for latent TB infection with the NYC Health Department’s 
TB screening questions. 

• For more information on the diagnosis and management of latent TB infection, see the 
City Health Information report on testing for and treating latent TB infection.  

• Visit the NYC Health Department’s Tuberculosis Control webpage for more information.  
 
COVID-19: Transmission of COVID-19 in NYC remains high. Recommend testing for COVID-19 
for anyone with symptoms or recent exposure to someone with COVID-19. There are many 
sites offering free testing regardless of immigration status. Treatment for COVID-19 is available 
for people age 12 and older who test positive for COVID-19.  

• To learn more about COVID-19 testing, visit the NYC Health Department’s COVID-19: 
Testing webpage. 

• To learn more about what to do when sick with COVID-19, visit the NYC Health 
Department’s COVID-19: When You Are Sick webpage. 

 
Sexual and Reproductive Health: Health care providers should evaluate the sexual and 
reproductive health of people recently arrived from the U.S.-Mexico border and provide or 
refer them to the services and programming they need.  
 
If evaluating the person directly, health care providers should take a comprehensive sexual 
history. The GOALS Framework for Sexual History Taking in Primary Care Settings is designed to 
streamline sexual history conversations and elicit information most useful for identifying an 
appropriate clinical course of action. The NYC Health Department offers the following 
webpages with information and resources for health care providers on HIV testing: HIV Testing 
Provider Tool Kit; HIV PrEP (pre-exposure prophylaxis) and Emergency PEP (post-exposure 
prophylaxis); HIV Undetectable = Untransmittable; Sexually Transmitted Infection (STIs), 
including testing and treatment; Sexual and Reproductive Health, including contraception and 
pregnancy; and Abortion.  
 

https://www1.nyc.gov/assets/doh/downloads/pdf/tb/tuberculosis-screening.pdf
https://www1.nyc.gov/assets/doh/downloads/pdf/chi/chi-40-1.pdf
https://www1.nyc.gov/site/doh/health/health-topics/tuberculosis.page
https://www1.nyc.gov/site/doh/covid/covid-19-testing.page
https://www1.nyc.gov/site/doh/covid/covid-19-testing.page
https://www1.nyc.gov/site/doh/covid/covid-19-whensick.page
https://cdn.hivguidelines.org/wp-content/uploads/20190822093153/NYSDOH-AI-GOALS-Framework-for-Sexual-History-Taking-in-Primary-Care_8-22-2019.pdf
https://www1.nyc.gov/site/doh/health/health-topics/hiv-be-hiv-sure.page
https://www1.nyc.gov/site/doh/providers/resources/public-health-action-kits-hiv-testing.page
https://www1.nyc.gov/site/doh/providers/resources/public-health-action-kits-hiv-testing.page
https://www1.nyc.gov/site/doh/providers/health-topics/prep-pep-information-for-medical-providers.page
https://www1.nyc.gov/site/doh/providers/health-topics/prep-pep-information-for-medical-providers.page
https://www1.nyc.gov/site/doh/providers/health-topics/hiv-u-u.page
https://www1.nyc.gov/site/doh/providers/health-topics/stds.page
https://www1.nyc.gov/site/doh/providers/health-topics/sexual-and-reproductive-health.page
https://www1.nyc.gov/site/doh/health/health-topics/abortion.page


The NYC Health Department’s Sexual Health Clinics and telemedicine hotline offer low- to no-
cost services for STIs, including HIV, and contraception services for anyone ages 12 and older, 
regardless of immigration status. Parental or guardian consent is not required.  

• The Sexual Health Clinic hotline is available at 347-396-7959, Monday to Friday, 9 a.m. 
to 3:30 p.m.  

• For more information on the Sexual Health Clinics and hotline, including services, 
locations and hours of operation, visit the NYC Health Clinics webpage.  

• To locate a sexual health service provider in New York City, visit the NYC Health Map. 
 
Human Trafficking: Human trafficking is the use of power and control to force, defraud, or 
coerce someone into engaging in or providing labor or services, including commercial sex. 
Traffickers exploit social and economic inequity for their own benefit, using tactics like violence, 
emotional manipulation and psychological threats. Migrant individuals and families may be 
especially vulnerable to this type of exploitation.  

• Learn more about how to identify human trafficking here.  

• If you believe someone you are working with might have been trafficked, call the City’s 
24-hour Crime Victims Hotline at 866-689-HELP (866-689-4357) for free, confidential 
services and support. 

 
Maternal and Infant Health: Pregnant and birthing people who are seeking asylum and refugee 
status face barriers to needed prenatal care and postpartum support. Late entry or lack of 
prenatal care places pregnant and birthing people at risk for maternal mortality and 
complications at birth. In addition, pregnant and birthing people, people who are lactating, 
infants and young children have specific needs that must be considered in preparation for and 
providing support during and after an emergency. These include access to tangible resources 
like diapers, breastfeeding support and assistance navigating the health care system for 
children.  

• All pregnant people should be connected to Prenatal Care, regardless of gestational age. 

• First-time pregnant people in their first and second trimesters can be referred to NYC’s 
Nurse-Family Partnership programs for support from a personal nurse throughout 
pregnancy until their child’s second birthday. 

• All recently arrived families with newborns should be referred to the New Family Home 
Visits program. Through this program, a trained health worker — such as a nurse, doula 
or community health worker — makes in-person or virtual visits to the home of a parent 
who has an infant born within the past three months. Home visitors offer access to 
tangible resources, including cribs and diapers, for infants and families. 

• The Citywide Doula Initiative provides professional, no-cost doula services to residents 
of neighborhoods that have been especially affected by COVID-19. Any pregnant or 
birthing person can be referred to the program. 

 
Developmental Screening: Adverse childhood experiences impact early childhood health and 
development. Young children of immigrant families should be screened for possible 
developmental or behavioral issues as recommended by the American Academy of Pediatrics. 
Even with families where English is not the primary language, age-appropriate developmental 
and behavioral screening can be completed with the use of validated multilingual screening 

https://www1.nyc.gov/site/doh/services/sexual-health-clinics.page
https://www1.nyc.gov/site/doh/services/allclinics.page
https://a816-healthpsi.nyc.gov/NYCHealthMap/
https://www1.nyc.gov/assets/ocdv/downloads/pdf/understanding-human-trafficking-brochure.pdf
https://www1.nyc.gov/site/doh/health/health-topics/pregnancy-during-prenatal.page
https://www1.nyc.gov/site/doh/health/health-topics/nurse-family-partnership.page
https://www1.nyc.gov/site/doh/health/health-topics/new-family-home-visits.page
https://www1.nyc.gov/site/doh/health/health-topics/new-family-home-visits.page
https://www1.nyc.gov/site/doh/health/health-topics/doula-care.page#cdi
https://doi.org/10.1542/peds.2019-2077


tools such as the Ages and Stages Questionnaire (ASQ) or the Survey of Well-Being of Young 
Children (SWYC), and with historical assessment of milestones, such as with the CDC’s 
Developmental Milestones tracker. While there may be cultural differences in parenting and 
disparities in reading or sharing books with children, referral to the NYC Health Department’s 
Early Intervention (EI) program for children from birth through age 2 or to the NYC Department 
of Education’s Committee on Preschool Special Education (CPSE) program for children ages 3 to 
5 should occur promptly if screening results are concerning. 

• To make a referral to the Early Intervention program, call 311. 

• To learn more about the Early Intervention program or to access parent brochures 
about the program, including in additional languages such as Spanish and Haitian Creole, 
visit the NYC Health Department’s Early Intervention Action Kit webpage. 

• To learn more about the Committee on Preschool Special Education, call 646-389-7171. 
 
Lead Screening: Test children for lead poisoning and ask the risk assessment questions from the 
NYC Health Department’s Lead Exposure in Children guidance annually. If the sponsor or 
caregiver answers “yes” to any of the questions, the child should be tested. 

• For complete guidelines, visit the NYC Health Department’s Lead Poisoning webpage.  
 
Additional Screening: People with symptoms of infection or children with failure to thrive may 
need to be screened for parasitic infection based on their country of origin. Consider screening 
for other infectious diseases based on the person’s history or symptoms.  
 
Food Assistance: If you are working with people who need food, you can direct them to one of 
NYC’s food pantries, which provide groceries to cook at home or access to community kitchens 
that provide hot meals. Active food pantries can be found using this interactive Food Assistance 
Map. You can also download a list of NYC Food Pantries and Community Kitchens, or call 311 to 
find the nearest locations. 
 
Thank you for your help in addressing the health needs of the most recently arrived New 
Yorkers, and for your support in making New York’s health care system more welcoming to all 
of our city’s residents, regardless of insurance or immigration status. 
 
Sincerely, 
 

 
 
Ashwin Vasan, MD, PhD  
Commissioner  
New York City Department of Health and Mental Hygiene  

https://www.cdc.gov/ncbddd/actearly/milestones/index.html
https://www.cdc.gov/ncbddd/actearly/milestones/index.html
https://www1.nyc.gov/site/doh/health/health-topics/early-intervention.page
https://www.schools.nyc.gov/learning/special-education/help/committees-on-special-education
https://www1.nyc.gov/site/doh/providers/resources/public-health-action-kits-early-intervention.page
https://www1.nyc.gov/assets/doh/downloads/pdf/lead/lead-guidelines-children.pdf
https://www1.nyc.gov/site/doh/health/health-topics/lead-poisoning-for-healthcare-providers.page
https://foodhelp.nyc.gov/
https://foodhelp.nyc.gov/
https://www1.nyc.gov/assets/hra/downloads/pdf/services/efap/CFC_ACTIVE.pdf

