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Iraqi Refugees at High Risk of Brain and Nervous
System Disorders
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In-depth Report: IRAQ REPORT

HONOLULU –  New research suggests  that  a  high number of  Iraqi  refugees are affected by
brain and nervous system disorders, including those who are victims of torture and the
disabled. The late-breaking research will be presented at the 63rd Annual Meeting of the
American Academy of Neurology, April 9 – 16, 2011, in Honolulu.

The United Nations estimates that there are several thousand Iraqi refugees living in the
United States and the number is rising yearly.

“There are an estimated 40 million displaced refugees worldwide and the number of Iraqi
refugees  continues  to  grow  due  to  conflicts  in  the  Middle  East,”  said  Farrah  Mateen,  MD,
with the Departments of Neurology and International Health at Johns Hopkins University in
Baltimore and a member of the American Academy of Neurology. “Our study presents the
first  results  of  a  large  national  pilot  project  by  the  United  Nations  to  monitor  neurological
disease in displaced people.”

In Jordan in 2010, the United Nations (UN) reported that there were 36,953 registered Iraqi
refugees and asylum seekers with 7,621 of those receiving health assistance.

For the study, researchers used a UN database in Jordan. A total of 1,295 refugees were
reported to have a brain or nervous system disorder, or four percent of all registered Iraqi
refugees. Of those, 10 percent were disabled.

The  study  found  that  five  percent  of  refugees  with  brain  or  nervous  system  disorders
reported a history of torture compared to 3.1 percent of those without a diagnosed brain or
nervous system disorder. The most common diagnoses were epilepsy (30 percent), back
pain (27 percent) and headache (nearly 12 percent).

Neurologists were involved in 14 percent, or 179, of these cases and health education was
available to about 11 percent of refugees with brain disorders.

“Our study highlights the great need for neurological  health services,  health education
regarding neurological disorders and long-term disease management for refugees from war-
torn countries,” said Mateen.

The study was supported by the 2010 American Academy of Neurology Foundation Practice
Research Training Fellowship grant.
The American Academy of Neurology, an association of more than 22,500 neurologists and
neuroscience professionals, is dedicated to promoting the highest quality patient-centered
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neurologic care. A neurologist is a doctor with specialized training in diagnosing, treating
and managing disorders of the brain and nervous system such as Alzheimer’s disease,
stroke, migraine, multiple sclerosis, brain injury, epilepsy and Parkinson’s disease. For more
information about the American Academy of Neurology and its upcoming Annual Meeting,
visit http://www.aan.com.
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