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Abstract : Background: Malta is known for being a key player as a frontline country with regard to irregular immigration from
Africa to Europe.  Every year the island experiences an influx of  migrants as boat movement across the Mediterranean
continues to be a humanitarian challenge. Irregular immigration and applying for asylum is both a lengthy and mentally
demanding process. Those doing so are often faced with multiple challenges, which can adversely affect their mental health.
Between January and August 2020, Malta disembarked 2 162 people rescued at sea, 463 of them between July & August. Given
the small size of the Maltese islands, this regulation places a disproportionately large burden on the country, creating a
backlog in the processing of asylum applications resulting in increased time periods of detention. These delays reverberate
throughout multiple management pathways resulting in prolonged periods of detention and challenging access to health
services.  Objectives:  To better  understand the spatial  dimensions of  this  humanitarian crisis,  this  study aims to  assess
disparities in the acute medical management of migrants presenting to the emergency department (ED) with acute mental
health  presentations  as  compared  to  that  of  local  and  non-local  residents.  Method:  In  this  retrospective  study,  17795
consecutive ED attendances were reviewed to look for acute mental health presentations. These were further evaluated to
assess discrepancies in transportation routes to hospital, nature of presenting complaint, effects of language barriers, use of
CT brain, treatment given at ED, availability of psychiatric reviews, and final admission/discharge plans. Results: Of the ED
attendances, 92.3% were local residents, and 7.7% were non-locals. Of the non-locals, 13.8% were migrants, and 86.2% were
other-non-locals. Acute mental health presentations were seen in 1% of local residents; this increased to 20.6% in migrants.
56.4% of  migrants  attended with  deliberate  self-harm;  this  was lower in  local  residents,  28.9%.  Contrastingly,  in  local
residents, the most common presenting complaint was suicidal thought/ low mood 37.3%, the incidence was similar in migrants
at 33.3%. The main differences included 12.8% of migrants presenting with refused oral intake while only 0.6% of local
residents presented with the same complaints. 7.7% of migrants presented with a reduced level of consciousness, no local
residents presented with this same issue. Physicians documented a language barrier in 74.4% of migrants. 25.6% were noted
to be completely uncommunicative. Further investigations included the use of a CT scan in 12% of local residents and in 35.9%
of migrants. The most common treatment administered to migrants was supportive fluids 15.4%, the most common in local
residents was benzodiazepines 15.1%. Voluntary psychiatric admissions were seen in 33.3% of migrants and 24.7% of locals.
Involuntary admissions were seen in 23% of migrants and 13.3% of locals. Conclusion: Results showed multiple disparities in
health management. A meeting was held between entities responsible for migrant health in Malta, including the emergency
department, primary health care, migrant detention services, and Malta Red Cross. Currently, national quality-improvement
initiatives are underway to form new pathways to improve patient-centered care. These include an interpreter unit, centralized
handover sheets, and a dedicated migrant health service.
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