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African countries have been urged to 
‘increase expenditure on relevant 
services and mobilise resources 

from partners’ in order to advance conti-
nental efforts towards equitable access to 
mental, neurological and substance 
abuse care.

The call by World Health 
Organisation (WHO) re-
gional director for Africa, 
Dr Matshidiso Moeti was 
made ahead of the World 
Mental Day celebrations 
marked every October 10.          

The day provides an op-
portunity to draw attention 
to Africa’s large and growing 
burden of mental health conditions, 
with children and adolescents worst im-
pacted.

“Countries especially need to 
strengthen the mental health and psy-
chosocial response in humanitarian emer-
gencies, including Covid-19 and Ebola, 
which have a signifi cant negative impact 
on school-age children and our health 
care workers. Mental health and psycho-
social support are integral to any success-
ful response,” Dr Moeti said.

On World Mental Health Day, let us all 
commit to work together to deepen the 
value we afford to mental health, to re-
shape the environments that negatively 
impact mental health, and to strengthen 
the care systems to make mental health 
care accessible to all Africans.”

Themed, “Make Mental Health and 

Wellbeing for All a Global Priority”, the 
day serves as a reminder that, after nearly 
three years, the social isolation, fear of 
disease and death, and strained socio-
economic circumstances associated with 
the Covid-19 pandemic have contributed 
to an estimated 25 percent global rise in 
depression and anxiety, according to Dr 
Moeti.

In Africa, more than 116 million 
people are estimated to be living 

with mental health conditions 
pre-pandemic.
Uganda is ranked among the 
top six countries in Africa in 
rates of depressive disorders 
- about 4.6 percent; while 2.9 

percent live with anxiety disor-
ders, according to WHO.
About 5.1 percent of females and 

3.6 percent of males are affected.
Suicide rates remain particularly concern-
ing, as are the exponential rates of alco-
hol use and abuse among adolescents as 
young adults.

“Inadequate fi nancing for mental health 
continues to be the biggest limitation, 
negatively impacting efforts to expand 
Africa’s mental health workforce,” she 
said, adding,

“As things stand, there are fewer than 
two mental health workers for every 
100,000 people, the majority of whom 
are psychiatric nurses and mental health 
nursing aids. With these scarce resources 
concentrated at large psychiatric institu-
tions in urban areas, people at commu-
nity and primary care levels are left criti-
cally underserved.”

For example, while two-thirds of Mem-

ber States report having guidelines to in-
tegrate mental health into primary health 
care, fewer than 11 percent are providing 
pharmacological and/or psychological in-
terventions at this level.

Although African governments have 
made some progress on mental health 
spending, (about 46 US cents per person) 
that is still well below the recommended 
US$2 per person, with mental health not 
featuring in national health insurance 
schemes.

A 2017 report titled ‘Mental healthcare 
in Uganda: Desparate challenges but 
real opportunities’, found that Uganda 
spends 9.8 percent of its gross domestic 
product on healthcare, or US$246 annu-
ally per person, but just one percent of 
this goes into mental healthcare. 

The majority of national mental health 
funding goes to the national mental 
health referral hospital, Butabika Hospi-
tal.

To address the challenge, Dr Moeti 
says, the Regional Committee in August 
2022, when they endorsed the Framework 
to Implement the Comprehensive Global 
Action Plan 2013 to 2023 in the WHO Af-
rican Region.
This key document highlights the severe 
shortage of mental health services on the 
continent, and makes recommendations 
for key actions by Member States.

Among the developments of which 
Member States can be proud is the 
launch of Special Initiative for Mental 
Health frameworks by Ghana and Zim-
babwe. Supported by WHO training, the 
aim is to strengthen relevant services at 
lower levels of care.

Students and staff of the University of the Sacred 
Heart Gulu commemorating the 2019 World 
Mental Health day in Gulu. COURTESY PHOTO
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