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Background: European-specific policies for tuber-
culosis (TB) elimination require identification of key 
populations that benefit from TB screening. Aim: We 
aimed to identify groups of foreign-born individu-
als residing in European countries that benefit most 
from targeted TB prevention screening. Methods: The 
Tuberculosis Network European Trials group collected, 
by cross-sectional survey, numbers of foreign-born TB 
patients residing in European Union (EU) countries, 
Iceland, Norway, Switzerland and the United Kingdom 
(UK) in 2020 from the 10 highest ranked countries of 
origin in terms of TB cases in each country of resi-
dence. Tuberculosis incidence rates (IRs) in countries 
of residence were compared with countries of origin. 
Results: Data on 9,116 foreign-born TB patients in 
30 countries of residence were collected. Main coun-
tries of origin were Eritrea, India, Pakistan, Morocco, 
Romania and Somalia. Tuberculosis IRs were highest 
in patients of Eritrean and Somali origin in Greece 
and Malta (both > 1,000/100,000) and lowest among 
Ukrainian patients in Poland (3.6/100,000). They were 
mainly lower in countries of residence than countries 
of origin. However, IRs among Eritreans and Somalis 
in Greece and Malta were five times higher than in 
Eritrea and Somalia. Similarly, IRs among Eritreans 
in Germany, the Netherlands and the UK were four 
times higher than in Eritrea. Conclusions: Country of 
origin TB IR is an insufficient indicator when target-
ing foreign-born populations for active case finding or 
TB prevention policies in the countries covered here. 
Elimination strategies should be informed by regu-
larly collected country-specific data to address rapidly 
changing epidemiology and associated risks.

Introduction
In the year 1882, when Robert Koch identified a 
Mycobacterium as the causative agent of tuberculosis 
(TB), the disease was a common and a leading cause of 
death in Europe [1].

Migration to European countries, in particular the 
European Union and the European Economic Area 
(EU/EEA) accounts for nearly a third of global migra-
tion, with 87 million foreign-born individuals living in 
Europe in 2020 [2]. Foreign-born individuals residing 
in low TB incidence countries have a higher risk of TB 
than individuals born in these low incidence countries 
[3]. However, reasons for the increased risk of TB in 
this population are poorly understood and much is still 
unknown about the epidemiology in this heterogenous 
group with regard to the routes of migration, incomes, 
countries of origin, etc.

The incidence of TB in the EU/EEA has steadily declined 
in the last century [4]. Tuberculosis is now a rare dis-
ease and a very rare cause of death in most EU/EEA 
countries [4]. According to the European Centre for 
Disease Prevention and Control (ECDC) and the World 
Health Organization (WHO) Regional office for Europe, 
the estimated TB incidence rate (IR) in the EU/EEA in 
2020 was 9.5 per 100,000 population (95% confidence 

interval (CI): 9.1–10.0) [4], which was low compared 
with the global IR of 124 per 100,000 [5]. Projections 
regarding the declining incidence of TB in the EU/EEA 
suggest that elimination of TB appears to be possi-
ble before 2040 [4] as predicted by the WHO END-TB 
strategy [6]. Nevertheless, the decrease in notification 
rates in native residents is higher than in foreign-born 
individuals [7].

In 2020, approximately one third of TB cases 
(10,942/33,148) occurred in foreign-born individu-
als in the EU/EEA [4]. In some EU/EEA countries 
such as Denmark, Germany, Luxemburg, Norway, the 
Netherlands and Sweden, more than 60 percent of 
TB cases occur among foreign-born residents [4]. To 
achieve TB elimination in Europe, it is necessary to 
timely identify TB among foreign-born individuals [8].

One of the core activities to achieve elimination of TB 
in countries with low TB incidence is prevention [9], 
and this relies on active case finding and treatment, 
vaccination and preventive treatment [10,11]. Efforts 
aimed at eliminating TB should ensure that preven-
tive measures target key populations at risk of TB [8]. 
These measures mainly include active case finding 
strategies as well as providing TB preventive treatment 
to exposed individuals (i.e. TB contacts and individu-
als recently arrived from a high TB incidence country) 
according to national migrant screening programmes 
[10].

A programmatic management guideline for latent infec-
tion with  Mycobacterium tuberculosis  (LTBI) by ECDC 
suggests that people coming from high TB incidence 
countries should be considered for LTBI screening [12]. 
Interventions should be based on the epidemiological 
situation of TB in the country of arrival, TB incidence 
in the country of origin as well as on the travel route, 
reason for migration and time since leaving the coun-
try of origin. However, so far, the relationship between 
the incidence of TB in the country of origin and the risk 
of TB in foreign-born individuals in low TB incidence 
countries in Europe is ill-defined. Further, limited evi-
dence prevents consensus regarding risk assessment 
and preventive management of TB in foreign-born 
individuals.

To provide an evidence base for TB detection and 
prevention policies, we analysed the incidence of TB 
among foreign-born individuals in EU countries and 
Iceland, Norway, Switzerland and the UK. We hypoth-
esise that TB incidence rates among foreign-born resi-
dents in the EU and Iceland, Norway, Switzerland and 
the UK reflect TB incidence rates in their countries of 
origin.

Methods
We conducted a multinational cross-sectional sur-
vey among the members of the Tuberculosis Network 
European Trials group (TBnet) to gather information on 
foreign-born individuals with TB (some countries, e.g. 
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Germany, provide data on nationality only), indirectly 
indicating the flow of migrants to the European region. 
Country representatives from all 27 countries of the 
European Union as well as Iceland, Norway, Switzerland 
and the UK were contacted by the study coordinators 
between May and September 2022 and asked to pro-
vide data via a standardised questionnaire. We defined 
the country of origin as the country where an individual 
was born and migrated from. We defined the country 
of residence as the country in which individuals with 
TB were notified, i.e. the countries participating in our 
survey. Every country of residence contributed data on 
(i) the 10 highest ranked countries of origin in terms 
of number of notified TB cases among foreign-born 
individuals in the year 2020; (ii) the number of foreign-
born individuals with TB from these countries of origin; 
(iii) the total number of individuals born in these coun-
tries of origin and living in the country of residence at 
the end of the year 2020.

The incidence rate (IR) of TB in foreign-born individuals 
in the country of residence was calculated by dividing 
the number of new TB cases notified in the country of 
residence in 2020 by the number of individuals regis-
tered as not born in that country but living there at the 
end of 2020 (as per 100,000 population).

We considered all foreign-born individuals stemming 
from one country of origin and living in one country of 
residence as one population. Foreign-born populations 
were excluded from the analysis of IR and incidence 
rate ratio (IRR, see below) if there were fewer than 20 
TB cases per country of origin or fewer than 100 for-
eign-born individuals per country of origin in the data-
set. Countries with an IR of less than 100 per 100,000 
population were considered countries of low TB burden. 

Tuberculosis IRs in the country of residence were com-
pared with WHO-estimated TB IRs and IRs based on 
notifications in the country of origin as reported by 
the WHO [5]. The incidence rate ratio (IRR) of foreign-
born populations was calculated by dividing the IR in 
the country of residence by the WHO-estimated TB IRs 
and IRs based on notifications in the country of origin 
in 2020.

Since in EU countries, as well as Iceland, Norway, 
Switzerland and the UK, patients with TB are likely 
being detected, the gap between the number of noti-
fied cases and the true number of cases is small and 
will be substantially smaller than the gap between the 
number of notified and true incident cases in most 
countries of origin.

We used a Poisson random effects model to estimate 
the relative risk (RR) of TB by country of residence and 
country of origin. We performed spatial analysis using 
Bayesian inference with integrated Laplace approxima-
tion to calculate the mean and standard deviation of 
the posterior densities per country of residence and 
country of origin. The 95% credibility interval (CrI) was 
calculated using the highest posterior densities.

Figures were created using GraphPad Prism version 
9.4.1 (GraphPad Software, San Diego, United States), 
DataWrapper [13] and SankeyMATIC [14]. Data analy-
sis was done using R version 4.3.1 (R Foundation for 
Statistical Computing, Vienna, Austria).

The study protocol was reviewed by independ-
ent reviewers and endorsed by the TBnet steering 
committee.

What did you want to address in this study?
One of three patients with tuberculosis (TB) in the European Union/European Economic Area (EU/EEA) 
is foreign-born. However, there is limited evidence regarding risk assessment, curative and preventive 
management of TB in foreign-born individuals. We wanted to provide an evidence base for improved TB 
detection and prevention policies among foreign-born individuals in the EU/EEA.

What have we learnt from this study?
The burden of TB among foreign-born individuals is highly diverse and heterogeneously distributed across 
Europe. It often reflects historical links. A high TB incidence rate in a person’s country of origin is often not 
aligned with the risk of TB in their country of residence. Thus this should not be the only indicator used to 
inform guidelines for active case finding and TB prevention in EU/EEA countries.

What are the implications of your findings for public health?
The TB incidence rate in the country of origin is an insufficient indicator when targeting foreign-born 
populations for active case finding or TB prevention policies in Europe. Tuberculosis elimination strategies 
should be informed by regularly collected country-specific data to ensure that rapidly changing epidemiology 
and associated risks are addressed.

KEY PUBLIC HEALTH MESSAGE
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Reporting followed the STROBE guidelines [15].

Results
Questionnaires were returned by the end of September 
2022 for 30 of 31 countries. Data on foreign-born indi-
viduals who developed TB in 2020 in Latvia were not 
available as they were not recorded. Data on the num-
ber of foreign-born individuals living in Belgium, Malta 
and Romania were only partially available, and as data 
from 2020 were not available in France, we used the 
latest available data on the number of foreign-born 
individuals living in France in 2018. Malta and Greece 
reported low confidence in their total number of for-
eign-born individuals from Eritrea and Somalia. The 
complete dataset is shown in Supplementary Table S1. 

For Cyprus, Ireland and Romania there was no clear 
ranking for the 10th country due to an equivalent num-
ber of TB cases. Therefore, more than 10 countries were 
included in the analysis (Supplementary Table S2).

Country-specific sources of data on the num-
ber of foreign-born patients with TB are displayed 
in Supplementary Table S3.

Data describing 9,116 foreign-born TB cases were gath-
ered via this survey (Table). These cases stemmed from 
75 countries of origin and were recorded in 30 coun-
tries of residence, accounting for a total of 267 popula-
tions of foreign-born individuals.

Table
Number of tuberculosis cases among foreign-born residents and total number of foreign-born residents from the 10 highest 
ranked countries of origin in terms of the highest tuberculosis burden, European Union countries and Iceland, Norway, 
Switzerland and the United Kingdom, 2020

Country TB cases among foreign-
born residentsa

Total number of foreign-born 
residentsa

TB IR in foreign-born 
residentsa

TB IR as reported to the 
WHO in 2020b [5]

United Kingdom 1,997 2,579,000 77.4 6.9
Germany 1,543 4,452,141 34.7 5.5
France 1,439 3,146,068 45.7 8.2
Italy 884 2,328,403 38.0 6.6
Spain 819 2,673,525 30.6 7.3
Belgium 361 NA NA 7.7
Netherlands 299 630,455 47.4 4.1
Portugal 267 428,734 62.3 16.0
Greece 191 732,968 26.1 4.5
Austria 169 589,765 28.7 4.9
Sweden 165 580,798 28.4 3.6
Switzerland 160 498,680 32.1 4.7
Malta 116 NA NA 36.0
Denmark 114 143,226 79.6 4.9
Czechia 104 430,437 24.2 3.9
Ireland 96 165,080 58.2 5.3
Norway 95 165,727 57.3 3.1
Poland 81 1,564,051 5.2 9.6
Estonia 36 153,947 23.4 10.0
Romania 31 NA NA 64.0
Finland 30 193,967 15.5 3.6
Slovenia 30 155,458 19.3 4.1
Cyprus 26 75,594 34.4 5.7
Luxembourg 25 109,809 22.8 5.9
Lithuania 13 115,503 11.3 29.0
Iceland 9 27,593 32.6 2.8
Slovakia 8 55,306 14.5 3.2
Hungary 5 72,133 6.9 4.6
Bulgaria 2 4,192 47.7 19.0
Croatia 1 9,438 10.6 6.6

Total 9,116  

IR: incidence rate; NA: not available; TB: tuberculosis; WHO: World Health Organization.
a From the 10 highest ranked countries of origin in terms of number of notified TB cases among foreign-born individuals in the year 2020.
b Incidence rate is reported per 100,000 population in the year 2020.
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Migration between the country of origin and country of 
residence is shown in Figure 1. Eight countries of origin 
accounted for two thirds (64.4%) of the 9,116 TB cases 
in our sample: India (14.7%), Pakistan (9.7%), Romania 
(9.3%), Morocco (8.9%), Somalia (7.2%), Eritrea (6.3%), 
Afghanistan (4.5%) and Senegal (3.7%). All other coun-
tries accounted for less than 5% of all foreign-born TB 
cases and less than 500 cases each. In some countries 
of residence, we highlight specific migratory patterns 
within their top 10 countries of origin: foreign-born TB 

cases in the UK were often from Bangladesh, India or 
Pakistan. Similarly, the main migration pattern of TB 
cases from Bolivia, Colombia, Ecuador and Venezuela 
was towards Spain, and TB cases from Angola, Cabo 
Verde and Mozambique were mostly identified in 
Portugal. 

The TB IR calculation included 85 out of 267 popula-
tions of foreign-born individuals (Figure 2) accounting 
for 8,078 of 9,116 patients (88.2%) from 38 countries 
of origin. A total of 38 of 85 (44.0%) populations had 
a TB IR of more than 100 per 100,000, 20 (23.5%) had 
an IR of more than 200 per 100,000 and seven (8.2%) 
of more than 500 per 100,000. Individuals of Eritrean 
origin living in Malta and those of Somali origin liv-
ing in Malta and Greece had the highest TB IR with 
more than 1,000 per 100,000 population. The lowest 
IR (3.6/100,000) was found among Ukrainians living in 
Poland. Among the countries of origin of low TB burden 
according to WHO estimates (with a WHO-estimated TB 
IR of less than 100/100,000), there were four countries 
where foreign-born populations exceeded the TB IR of 
100 per 100,000 in their country of residence: (i) peo-
ple of Moroccan origin living in Belgium (89/80,579) 
(observed IR: 110.5/100,000, WHO estimated IR: 
98.0/100,000); (ii) people of Malian origin living in 
France (166/90,537) (observed IR: 183.4/100,000, 
WHO estimated IR: 52.0/100,000); (iii) people from 
Cabo Verde living in Portugal (41/36,609) (observed 
IR: 112/100,000, WHO estimated IR: 39.0/100,000). 
Tuberculosis IR in individuals of Eritrean origin (WHO 
estimated IR: 81/100,000) was higher than 100 per 
100,000 population in all countries of residence except 
for Norway and Sweden (see below).

Importantly, there were also nine countries of origin 
of high TB incidence (WHO-estimated IR of more than 
100/100,000) where migrant populations had a notably 
lower TB IR of less than 100 per 100,000 in the country 
of residence (alphabetical order): Bangladesh, Bolivia, 
Cameroon, Côte d’Ivoire, Indonesia, Madagascar, 
Nigeria, Philippines and Vietnam. A comparison of TB 
IR in foreign-born populations and TB notification rate 
instead of estimated TB IR is shown in Supplementary 
Figure S1.

Figure 3 shows the TB IRR, i.e. the TB IR in the country 
of residence divided by the WHO estimated TB IR in 
the country of origin. Of the 85 included foreign-born 
populations from 38 countries of origin, 19 (22.4%) 
from 10 countries had higher TB IRs than in the country 
of origin according to the WHO [5]. Eighteen popula-
tions (21.1%) from 11 countries of origin were within 
the WHO-estimated IR and its interval of uncertainty. 
For 48 populations (56.5%) from 25 countries of ori-
gin, TB IR in the country of residence was below the 
WHO estimate. The TB IR was below the WHO estimates 
for all observed populations for 23 of 37 countries of 
origin. IRR was highest in populations of Eritrean and 
Somali origin in Malta and of Somali origin in Greece 
(IRR > 5), followed by people of Eritrean origin in the 

Figure 1
Countries of origin of foreign-born tuberculosis cases 
residing in European Union countries and Iceland, 
Norway, Switzerland and the United Kingdom, 2020
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United Kingdom*: 3

Greece: 191

Albania: 8

Georgia: 16

Bulgaria*: 8

Austria: 169

Bosnia and Herzegovina: 37

Serbia: 20

Sweden: 165

Thailand: 37

Libya: 13

Vietnam: 51

Iran: 8
Switzerland: 160

Portugal*: 26

Kosovo: 14

Malta: 116

Sudan: 25

Greenland: 42

Denmark: 114

Czechia: 104

Slovakia*: 10
Mongolia: 8

Ireland: 96

Lithuania*: 6

South Africa: 3

Republic of Moldova: 12

Norway: 95

Poland: 81

Belarus: 6

Estonia: 36

Turkmenistan: 1
Armenia: 1

Romania: 31

Italy*: 4
North Korea: 1

Benin: 1
Finland*: 1

Israel: 1
Spain*: 1

Sri Lanka: 1

Sweden*: 2

Finland: 30

Estonia*: 3
Iraq: 3

Slovenia: 30

Croatia*: 2
Lebanon: 1

Cyprus: 26

Sierra Leone: 2
Egypt: 1

Luxembourg: 25

Lithuania: 13

Latvia: 1

Iceland: 9

Slovakia: 8

Hungary: 5

Bulgaria: 2

Croatia: 1

Country of residenceCountry of origin

Countries that appear among the countries of origin and the 
countries of residence are marked with an asterisk.
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UK (IRR=3.9), Germany (IRR=3.7) and the Netherlands 
(IRR=3.7), people of Malian origin in France (IRR=3.5) 
and from Cabo Verde in Portugal (IRR=2.9). When the 
TB IRR was calculated based on notified cases, 46 pop-
ulations (54.1%) were above and 39 (45.9%) below the 
IR in the country of origin (Supplementary Figure S2).

The distribution of TB IRs and IRRs in foreign-born 
populations among countries of residence is shown 
in Figure 4 for the most common countries of origin of TB 
cases (alphabetical order): Afghanistan, Eritrea, India, 
Morocco, Pakistan, Romania, Senegal and Somalia. 
High tuberculosis IRs (Figure 4A) were observed among 
populations of Afghani, Eritrean and Somali origin. The 
population of Afghani origin had a high IR of 337.5 
per 100,000 in France, 254.0 per 100,000 in Belgium 
and 224.8 per 100,000 in Greece, while there was a 
notably lower IR in the UK (119.1/100,000), Germany 

(50.0/100,000) and Austria (47.7/100,000) compared 
with an IR of 193 per 100,000 in Afghanistan. Incidence 
rates among people of Eritrean origin were highest 
in Malta (> 1,000/100,000), the UK (313.3/100,000), 
Germany (302.4/100,000) and the Netherlands 
(299.4/100,000) compared with 81 per 100,000 in 
Eritrea. In contrast, TB IRs were below 100/100,000 in 
Sweden for populations of both Somali and Eritrean 
origin. People of Somali origin exhibited very high TB 
IRs in Greece and Malta (more than 1,000/100,000), 
Italy (655.4/100,000), Belgium (587.8/100,000), 
Germany (503.2/100,000), Austria (417.7/100,000) and 
Switzerland (374.4/100,000), while the IR in Somalia 
was 259 per 100,000 population. Incidence rates in 
populations from India, Morocco, Pakistan, Romania 
and Senegal did not surpass 200 per 100,000 in any 
population or country of residence.

Figure 2
Observed incidence rate of tuberculosis per 100,000 foreign-born individuals per country of residence vs incidence in 
their country of origin as reported by the WHO based on estimated data, European Union countries and Iceland, Norway, 
Switzerland and the United Kingdom, 2020
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The TB IRR of people originating from Afghanistan 
in France was 1.7, i.e. the IR was 1.7-fold higher than 
in Afghanistan (Figure 4B). People of Eritrean ori-
gin showed the highest IRRs in Germany, Malta, the 
Netherlands and the UK (see above) and an IRR of 1.4 
in Switzerland. People from Somalia had IRRs of > 5, 2.5, 
2.3, 1.9, 1.8 and 1.4 in Greece, Malta, Italy, Belgium, 
Germany, Austria and Switzerland, respectively. 
Notably, the IR among people of Somali origin in the 
UK and both of Eritrean and Somali origin in Sweden 
was below the WHO-estimated IR range (0.6, 0.7 and 
0.2-fold, respectively).

The Bayesian analysis has shown that mean RR of 
TB in countries of residence varied between 0.34 for 
Sweden (95% CrI: 0.23–0.46) and 21.0 for Malta (13.2–
29.5). The mean RR of TB in countries of origin varied 
between 0.11 for Albania (0.05–0.17) and 20.5 for Libya 
(8.79–34.1) (see  Supplementary Tables S4 and S5  for 
details).

Discussion
In this survey we evaluated TB IRs in foreign-born indi-
viduals and compared the relative risk of TB in their 
country of residence with their country of origin. We 
identified populations of foreign-born individuals with 
a high risk of TB, higher than the WHO-estimated risk 
in their country of origin. To achieve TB elimination in 
Europe, we conclude that preventative TB strategies 
must address TB IRs in foreign-born individuals in 
their country of residence instead of relying on WHO-
reported TB IRs in their country of origin only.

Overall, most foreign-born TB patients in Europe 
originated from (in descending order of burden) 
India, Romania, Morocco, Pakistan, Somalia, Eritrea, 
Afghanistan, and Senegal. Reasons for the strong rep-
resentation of these countries of origin among foreign-
born individuals with TB are multifactorial but include 
historical ties, language, pre-existing communities, 
demand for workers in certain sectors, international 
trade and/or migration policies [16], but also migration 

Figure 3
Incidence rate ratio of tuberculosis in country of residence and incidence rate in country of origin as reported by the WHO 
based on estimated data, European Union countries and Iceland, Norway, Switzerland and the United Kingdom, 2020
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Figure 4
Tuberculosis incidence, European Union, Iceland, Norway, Switzerland and United Kingdom, 2020
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due to socioeconomic situation, civil unrest/war, cli-
mate change and natural disasters. These patterns 
become evident and are highlighted by migrant flows 
between countries of origin and countries of residence.

There was substantial heterogeneity in TB IRs among 
foreign-born individuals throughout the surveyed 
countries. In many European countries of residence 
we observed high TB IRs in people from Afghanistan, 
Eritrea and Somalia, areas with war or conflict situa-
tions that facilitate the spread and hamper the pre-
vention and control of TB. However, we also observed 
high IRs in specific populations such as people from 
Mozambique residing in Portugal. Previous research 
has shown that migration from outside the EU/EEA 
contributes markedly to the TB burden in the EU/EEA 
[17].

For almost 80% of the populations included in this 
dataset, the TB IR in the country of residence was not 
aligned with the WHO-estimated IR in the country of 
origin. In fact, 60% of populations had an IR below the 
WHO-estimated IR in the country of origin and 20% had 
a higher IR than estimated by the WHO for their country 
of origin.

Possible explanations for lower TB IRs in countries of 
residence could be lower risk of TB transmission in the 
country of residence, higher socioeconomic status of 
the migrants, long time passed since migration [18,19] 
and a long time since exposure to TB [20]. Effective 
past screening policies, for example systematic X-ray 
screening, might also contribute to decreased inci-
dence today. Low TB IRs in Somalian populations in 
Sweden illustrate this phenomenon. It results from a 
combination of factors, including longer residency in 
Sweden for the majority of Somalian individuals and 
the implementation of effective policies. These policies 
encompass free TB and latent TB testing for all asylum 
seekers arriving from Somalia, as well as the adminis-
tration of BCG vaccinations to children in families with 
ties to Somalia. These measures have been in place 
since 2008, with minor modifications in various years 
and provinces, as stipulated by the Swedish law (SFS 
nr: 2008:344) [21].

Possible explanations for higher TB IRs in countries 
of residence are routes of migration that are associ-
ated with a higher risk of transmission (e.g. residing 
in overcrowded refugee camps or travelling in crowded 
vehicles) as well as post-migration transmission (e.g. 
residing in refugee centres), short time since exposure 
or arrival, effective TB screening policies, lower socio-
economic status in their country of origin and a popula-
tion structure that mostly consist of young men. High 
IRs in, Afghani, Eritrean and Somalian populations in 
Malta and/or Greece may be examples of these factors.

People of Eritrean and Somalian origin accounted for 
more than half of the populations with higher TB IRs 
in the country of residence than the country of origin. 

Additionally, for Eritrea in particular, the WHO esti-
mates of 81 cases per 100,000 population are likely 
underestimated.

The RR of being notified with TB in a country of resi-
dence was highest in Malta. This could relate to a high 
number of migrants arriving in this country, sometimes 
temporarily. Malta often represents the first contact of 
non-European populations with the European health 
system. Generally, there is an increased risk of TB 
exposure or disease activation during migration, in 
addition to the risk of abuse, human rights violations 
[22,23]. Moreover, foreign-born individuals often seek 
care only at an advanced stage of TB disease [3] and 
there can be considerable delay in accessing diagnos-
tic services [24].

Our results suggest that the TB IR in the country of 
origin should not be the only indicator when deciding 
on active case finding or TB prevention policies for 
foreign-born populations [25]. Introducing a universal 
screening threshold for foreign-born individuals based 
on the TB IR in the country of origin, e.g. at an esti-
mated incidence rate of 100 per 100,000 population in 
the country of origin, may not be an effective screening 
method for all European countries. A study conducted 
in Germany found that the difference in observed yield 
of TB screening among asylum seekers from different 
countries of origin decreased gradually when higher 
cut-offs of WHO-estimated TB IRs were used [26]. In 
contrast with screening depending on a specific TB 
incidence in the country of origin, future strategies 
for TB prevention and early case finding on the path 
towards TB elimination should be guided by regularly 
collected country-specific data on populations at risk 
of developing TB.

Our study has several limitations. Given that individual 
patient data including age and year of arrival were not 
available in our data sources, it was not possible to 
investigate links with population characteristics. Data 
on age and sex would have been available through 
the ECDC European Surveillance System (TESSy) data-
base. However, data on the time of incident TB after 
arrival to the respective country in the EU/EEA are not. 
Future prospective studies would benefit from includ-
ing individual patient data to inform screening policies. 
We only considered notified foreign-born TB patients 
and only the total number of documented foreign-born 
individuals in a country of residence. Some TB patients 
included in our data could be among undocumented 
foreign-born individuals. Moreover, TB patients may 
remain undetected and 5–30% of foreign-born migrants 
may not be documented in their country of residence 
[27]. It is suggested that the burden of tuberculosis 
may be 10% higher in undocumented migrants [22,27], 
while others may have moved and may have been noti-
fied in two or more countries in 2020. There was also 
substantial variation in the country of origin TB IRs 
based on estimated numbers or notified numbers of 
cases, reflecting variations in the TB detection gap. 



10 www.eurosurveillance.org

Factors that partly drive TB IRs, i.e. risk of transmission 
during and post migration, time since exposure and/or 
arrival, tuberculosis-screening policies in the country 
of residence, socioeconomic status in the country of 
origin and the reason for migration as well as demo-
graphic factors such as age and sex were not available 
for most surveyed countries. Tuberculosis reactivation 
rates post-migration are likely dependent on both time 
from exposure/migration and age [18,20]. Moreover, 
different European countries’ screening policies cer-
tainly impact TB detection and prevention. During 
the period 2011–2022, the annual average decline in 
TB IRs in the EU/EAA was 5.2%, with 6.2% achieved 
between 2019 and 2020 [4]. While it can be assumed 
that the observed decrease in TB incidence between 
2019 and 2020 was partly affected by a decrease in 
migration to the EU/EEA and decreased TB notifica-
tions due to COVID-19 restrictions in 2020 [5], our data 
are highly relevant to inform TB control strategies for 
the next decade. We only considered data from the 10 
countries of origin with the highest number of foreign-
born TB cases in each country of residence to find a 
balance between a broad representation of all coun-
tries in the region and the aim to capture foreign-born 
individuals at highest risk for TB in European countries 
of residence. This approach may have led to under-
representation of foreign-born individuals from coun-
tries with a lower number of TB cases in the included 
countries. Finally, we primarily based our analysis on 
estimated IRs in countries of origin as reported to the 
WHO because these data are predominantly available 
to policymakers. It is possible that for some countries, 
e.g. Eritrea, where the incidence estimates are low for 
the region while incidence is high in Eritrean migrants, 
WHO estimates of TB IRs are inaccurate, leading to 
incorrect guidance for TB screening.

Despite these limitations, our research using compre-
hensive latest available data from countries in the 
European Union and Iceland, Norway, Switzerland and 
the UK supports national solutions based on recent risk 
analyses to target TB prevention and case finding strat-
egies among foreign-born individuals. Social determi-
nants of health are known to be strong risk factors for 
progression towards active TB. Interventions aimed at 
improving socioeconomic conditions in foreign-born 
populations could prevent new TB cases.

Conclusion
The burden of TB among foreign-born individuals is 
highly diverse and heterogeneously distributed across 
Europe. A high TB IR in the country of origin is often 
not aligned with the risk of TB in foreign-born popula-
tions living in Europe. Therefore, this should not be the 
only indicator used to inform guidelines for active case 
finding and TB prevention in EU countries and Iceland, 
Norway, Switzerland and the UK. Curative and preven-
tative TB control and elimination strategies should be 
informed by regularly collected country-specific data 
to ensure that changing epidemiology and associated 
risks are addressed.
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