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Major Madness! Addressing the mental health crisis and stigma plaguing St. Vincent and the Grenadines. 
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
Mental health includes our emotional, psychological and social well-being. It affects our thoughts, feelings and actions. It also helps determine how we deal with stress, interact with others, and make decisions  (U.S. Department of Health & Human Services, 2022).The issue of Mental Health has always been present in St. Vincent but the stigma surrounding it has caused many to go undiagnosed. The Country has no Mental Health Policy with only an outdated Mental Health Act that was legislated in 1989 and amended in 1991. The main source of funding for mental health is tax-based. In 2007, only about 5% of national health spending went to a 160-bed Mental Health Centre (Morris Patterson and Saxena, 2009).
 This Policy Brief will present accurate statistics to show the lack of policy, and access to mental health services in SVG as well as the negative effects thereof. In keeping with Our focus will be on adolescents and young people, in accordance with the age terminology used by the World Health Organization (WHO). We aim to put an end to the silent epidemic that is mental illness in SVG, and we hope to do so by recommending different ways to raise awareness, provide accessibility of treatment to the ones in need and decrease the stigma surrounding mental illness on a national level. 

SCOPE OF THE ISSUE 

· In any given year, 20% of adolescents may struggle with mental health issues. (World Health Organization, 2003)
· 50% of mental health issues begin by age 14 and 75% by age 24, respectively. (Kessler et al., 2005)
· 70% of children and adolescents who encounter mental health difficulties have not received the proper interventions at a young enough age, (Green et al., 2005) despite the fact that 10% of children and young people (ages 5 to 16) have a clinically diagnosable mental condition. (De Braal, 2008)


A 2013 survey conducted in SVG found that a personal encounter with mental illness, such as knowing a family member or acquaintance with the condition, was reported by 30.2% of respondents.
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Description automatically generated]The findings also showed that the knowledge base of primary health care workers is currently insufficient for them to comfortably handle patients with mental illness given their limited and frequently distant training. (Winer, Morris-Patterson, Smart et al, 2013) 

In 2018, the Global Health survey found that: 
· 26.8% of Vincentian students between the ages of 13 and 17, had seriously considered attempting suicide during the 12 months before the survey.

· 18.5% had attempted suicide one or more times during the 12 months before the survey. 

· 10.3% did not have any close friends. 

(Global School-based Health Survey, 2018)











Source: Global School-based Health Survey, 2018	


The impact of the Covid-19 pandemic 
 

The impact of the covid- 19 pandemic on mental health provides yet another reason for the reform of mental health policy and strategies in St. Vincent and the Grenadines (SVG). In June 2020, a joint survey was conducted by The United Nations World Food Programme and Caribbean Community (CARICOM). Some key findings of the survey were as follows: 

· of the 411 respondents 17 were aged 25 and under.       
                                                                                 
One question on the survey required respondents to give insight on how they were coping and adapting to the Covid-19 disruptions. Of the 33% of the respondents who chose to  answer the question: 

· 42% expressed negative sentiments
· 39% expressed very negative sentiments, leaving the positive and very positive sentiments to the minority of the respondents.  (United Nations World Food Programme 2020). 
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The absence of a psychiatrist and its consequences.  
Dr. The Honourable Ralph E. Gonsalves, the Prime Minister of SVG himself stated that the absence of a psychiatrist is “creating problems” in response to an incident which shook the nation in late 2016. Jurani Baptiste, a 17-year-old boy, was arrested and charged for four killings. (Searchlight Newspaper, 2016) 
 Baptiste’s mother stated in an interview with Searchlight that the system failed her son as he was said to be suffering from mental illness and had not received the proper care that he needed. “I asked the court to get him help. He had two nervous breakdowns one in October, and June last year… I think when parents like me see their child need help and they go to the authorities, they should help and when we are facing problems, I think they should help us.” 
· Celia Baptiste 
         Mother of 17-year-old Jurani 
                Baptiste.



The Prime Minister explained that they are during coming to an agreement with a retired psychiatrist from another nation who could at least come in on a scheduled basis, intermittently. According to Gonsalves, some people who appear before the court require evaluation by a psychiatrist rather than a psychologist or counsellor, but this requirement isn't always met. He noted that the absence is critical to the judicial system of the nation. (Searchlight Newspaper, 2016)
Source: Searchlight Newspaper, 2016

Acknowledging the Stigma

While proper assessment and diagnosis for mentally ill persons are important, it is also critical that policies be implemented which are geared towards decreasing the stigma surrounding it. In SVG, mental illness is seen as a disgraceful thing and persons with mental illnesses are often scorned, shamed and ostracised from society because of their condition. In a 2013 survey 40% of 52 Vincentian respondents said that persons with mental illnesses do not live in caring communities.  (Winer, Morris-Patterson, Smart et al, 2013) (see appendix 1)
“Stigma and discrimination prevent individuals and their families from seeking help. It is certainly true that people with mental illnesses are taught to feel flawed; it is perpetuated through the use of language, “crazy” etc., telling persons that what is happening to their brain is “a family curse or that they are playing tricks”. Crucial in this discussion is the role of the family in recovery and rehabilitation of someone living with a mental illness, but often this relationship is soured due to the individual’s history of psychological distress and the burden that is maybe left on family members. The uncertainty of not knowing when a loved one will get ill and also caring for them can be frustrating and scary.”

· Ms. Roselle Solomon 
                                                                 Social Worker at Mental Health Rehabilitation Centre










Source: Searchlight Newspaper, 2018

                      

Policy Alternatives
The Government of St. Vincent and the Grenadines have made several attempts at legislation to create a system that provides service for the citizens of the country to aid fro9m and informative discussions that would shed light on Mental Health issues that the citizens - whether young or old- are being faced with.

· There are citizens of SVG diagnosed with schizophrenia, mental retardation, or substance abuse and both (Morris Patterson and Saxena, 2009). The few members of the Mental Health do home visits to these patients. There are little to no day-to-day programs and appropriate day to day activities to simulate their minds. 

· There are no school programs whether at the Primary, Secondary or tertiary level even though there is a study showing that Adolescence and young people are more prone to mental illnesses (Mental Health Foundation, 2015).

· The Government of St. Vincent has tried to budget for the development of different training programs and buildings that cater to the uprising of Mental Health Issues in St. Vincent. However, after the renovation of the Mental Health Clinic, the development of the Mental Health protocols fell through the cracks. (Searchlight Newspaper, 2016) .

· The Minister of Health has touched the issues of Mental Health and aimed to correct the Stigma around the illnesses. There are small events held and radio talks but they fail to reach the demographic and are being taken lightly by those who listen.  

· The lack of infrastructure or trained professionals in the country is little to none and the Ministry of Health is being stretched and unable to cover the scope of the rise of Mental illness. There are no psychiatrists within the country or a team of trained professionals and there are not any facilities from which such a team can operate. (Searchlight Newspaper, 2016a) .



A Call to ACTion!

The A.C.T Initiative calls on policymakers to take the necessary actions to: 

 
1. Instate a National mental health authority in the person of a Chief Psychiatric Officer and create a position and a department for Mental health itself with the main purposes of:

· Overseeing the planning and execution of events geared towards raising awareness about mental health and decreasing the stigma surrounding it. (e.g., Weekly mental health clinics islandwide.)
· Raising funds for mental health activities. 
· Creating a mental health syllabus for teaching in primary and secondary schools. 
· Building more infrastructure like clinics to be used as sites where testing can be done annually to stabilise the rising level of mental issues and to keep a census of the illnesses present. 



2. Make Mental health a compulsory course in all primary and secondary schools.

· By teaching children about the importance of mental health and mental illness at an early age, it will not only help to eradicate the issue of stigma but also significantly reduce cases of mental illness for future generations.

· This will provide the foundation for a safe, inclusive society to be developed. 

3. Provide fully funded scholarships in the field of psychiatry for students to study abroad. 

· The government would not have to outsource to conduct psychiatric assessments. 
· This will provide the nation’s youth (some of which could not afford it otherwise) with an opportunity to pursue higher education. 
· This would directly address the issue of lack of psychiatrists in the nation and provide the manpower and brain power needed to improve the current mental health situation.  


4. Execute government funded training programs in the mental health field open to all.

· These programs will cater to the individuals who are specially interested in making an impact in the country in mental health. 
· It will equip persons with the necessary skills and knowledge to deal with mentally ill persons who they may encounter. 
· Persons who have family members with mental illnesses will be able to better understand them, relate to them and interact with them. 
· Persons will be more aware of the signs and symptoms of mental illness and the necessary steps to take to help prevent crisis. 
· The stigma which plagues the nation will be significantly reduced and persons suffering from mental illness will feel safer and led more comfortable, normal lives. 


5. Build and establish Leisure Centres in each community

· Leisure centers will be a place where youth and young adults can engage in activities to simulate their minds with something other than academia and increase their creativity. 
· This will help to socialize children ages (7-12), youth, and young adults by giving them the opportunity to meet people and make friends. 
· It will foster development in various areas (e.g., art, performing arts, fine arts, music, sports etc.) 
· It will help the economy by providing employment for aspiring creatives.
· It will boost the creative arts industry in SVG and contribute to a vibrant tourism industry. 






APPENDICES 


1. 
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Source: Winer, R.A. et al., 2013
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How people are coping and adapting

The survey gave respondents space to provide fuller and more nuanced
insights on how they are coping and adapting to the disruptions caused by
COVID-19.In June, 33% of the 114 respondents from Saint Vincent and
the Grenadines answered the open-ended question. Text analysis was
used to categorize and interpret the degree of positive and negative
emotions within the responses using machine learning.

At the regional level, sentiments seem to have significantly deteriorated
compared to April with the share of very negative comments increasing
significantly from 3% to 35%. Trends in Saint Vincent and the Grenadines are
similarly ~pessimistic when compared to the region. Eighty-one
percent of respondents expressed overall negative sentiment while
39% expressed "very negative" sentiment.

Saint Vincent and the Grenadines, June 2020

WVerynegative MNegative © Neutral = Positive M Very Positive

Concerns regarding employment and growing
financial strain on households have likely
driven negative sentiments

Region, June 2020
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“Schools close, my children’s father isn't getting work like before, bills climb-
ing, not enough money for food and healthcare...| am a single mother with 5
children and 2 grandchildren. The most thing that | do is give thanks to King
Selassie I and the Ancient of Ancients to see us through!” - Female, Age 42

“I think am more anxious about the slow down of the economy as my partner
is an entrepreneur and livelihood depends on other people buying”- Female,

Age 40

“The future for our lil Island is very worrying and concerning, as our main
source of income is tourism based. And the likelihood of there being any kind
upcoming season is very scary. We are afraid of what people might resort to
to be able to provide.” - Female, Age 36

“I did a course and was supposed to go on attachment to start a job and was
not able to do so due to the outbreak of Covid-19.”- Female, Age 40




image5.png
Table § Attitudes toward persons with mental ilness
among primary care providers in Saint Vincent and
the Grenadines based on survey questionnaire

From: Knowledge of and Attitudes Toward Mental liness Among Primary Care Providers
in Saint Vincent and the Grenadines

Question N Yes No Don't
know

no(%) n (%) n (%)

They canfive in community 5252 (100) 0 (0) 0 (0)
Araidif they live next door 5 6 (18) 40 (784) 5 (99)
Disturbed to work with them 55 (98 43 (843) 3 (59)
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They can work regular jobs 53 49 (925) 0 (0) 4 (75
They can be successful at work 53 51 (96.2) 0 (0) 2 (38)
Afraid to converse with them 53 1 (19) 52 (981) 0 (0)

Willing to maintain friendship w/them 53 43 (811) 8 (151) 2 (3.8)
Willing to share room w/them 53 23 (43.4) 14 (26.4) 16 (30.2)
They are dangerous 44 18 (409) 21 (477) 5 (M.4)
They are unpredictable 52 47 (904) 2 (38) 3 (5.8)
Hard to talk with them 49 8 (163) 40 (816) 1 (20)
They have self to blame 52 0 (0) 52 (100) 0 (0)

They could pull self together 50 28 (56.0) 14 (28.0) 8 (16.0)
They are mentally retarded 51 1 (20) 48 (941) 2 (3.9)
They have lower 1Q 51 1 (20) 45 (882) 5 (9.8)
They are shameful 50 1 (2.0) 44 (88.0) 5 (10.0)
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would be ashamed to say relative hasmental 52 2 (38) 50 (96.2) 0 (0)
ilness

They feel fike we alldo at times 5148 (940) 2 (39) 1 (20)
They improve with treatment 52 52 (1000 0 (0) 0 (0)
They live normal lives wftreatment 53 53 (1000 0 (0) 0 (0)
They can eventually recover 53 39 (736) 6 (13) 8 (15])
They live in caring community 528 (154) 40 (169) 4 (77)
They deserve as much attention as people with 53 53 (100) 0 (0) 0 (0)
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