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Ladies and Gentlemen, Dear Colleagues, 

 

World Mental Health Day has been observed on October 10 every year since 1992. 

The theme for this year is emotional and behavioural disorders of children and adolescents, a 

continuation of the theme of last year, which focused on the effects of trauma and violence on 

the mental and emotional well-being of young people. 

 

 The proportion of the population aged below 15 years is more than a third of the 

population of the Region. Longitudinal studies carried out in countries of the Region, for 

example Sudan, show that the prevalence of mental health problems has increased 

significantly even though standards of living and the physical health of the children have 

improved. However, children’s mental health remains a neglected area of mental health 

services. There are very few, if any, specialist child mental health personnel or services even 

in those countries with well developed mental health services. 
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There are four aspects to mental health of children. 

 

First, there is growing evidence to show that positive early childhood experiences are 

integral to the total development of individuals and their functioning throughout life. Good 

behavioural patterns developed in childhood and adolescence are more likely to be pursued 

into adulthood, laying the foundation for an active and healthier life. This fact alone calls for 

all possible efforts to be made to ensure that conditions for the development of children are 

optimal, at the level of the family, the local community and society at large. 

 

Second, there is growing evidence of the lifelong impact of the adverse experiences of 

children. Ill-treatment in children is associated with disorganized, insecure attachment in 

infancy, lower popularity among their peers, increased interpersonal conflict, poor 

educational achievement, deficit in interpersonal skills and poor relationships and friendships. 

Child abuse increases the risk of conduct disorder and depression throughout life. For 

example, in a recent longitudinal study of over 700 children followed through to young 

adulthood, those who experienced ill-treatment as children were three to four times more 

likely to become depressed or suicidal in adolescence or adulthood.  

 

It is in this context that the health of children in Palestine becomes a matter of grave 

concern. Two studies in 2001 found that children of 9–18 years, on average, had experienced 

four traumatic events and one-third reported significant post-traumatic stress reactions. There 

was a high prevalence, about 50%, of children in Gaza reporting behavioural and emotional 

problems.  

 

A recent community survey conducted in the United Arab Emirates showed a 22.2% 

overall morbidity due to emotional and behavioural disorders. Of the different categories of 

mental disorders, 14.3% had significant disfunction (depression being the most common 

diagnosis). What is most worrying is that none of the sick children had received any 

professional help. 

 

Third, on the positive side, in the countries of the Region, a number of new initiatives 

have been taken to address the needs of children. The most impressive programmes in the 

Region are the school level mental health programmes. Egypt, Islamic Republic of Iran and 

Pakistan have provided initial models of intervention, and now it has become part of the 
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mental health programme in a number of countries. WHO has developed a wide range of 

educational materials on school mental health, life skills education in schools and the 

improvement of the psychosocial development of children. In addition to mental health 

initiatives, the programme on Integrated Management of Child Health (ICMI) is a major step 

forward. There is nevertheless a need to enhance the scope, coverage and evaluation of work 

so far undertaken in the area of child mental health.  

 

The study in the United Arab Emirates and a national survey of adolescents in schools 

for prevalence of depression that is planned in Oman will provide important new information 

about the needs of this group in the Region. 

 

Fourth, the attention dedicated to children and adolescents historically has not been 

commensurate with that dedicated to adults and the elderly. In this respect I am pleased to 

note that a comprehensive document titled Caring for children and adolescents with mental 

disorders: setting WHO directions was published by WHO earlier this year. The document 

provides information about the burden of disease of childhood disorders, modern 

understanding of child and adolescent disorders, barriers to care, interventions to reduce the 

barriers to care, service organization and policy, current trends in caring for children and 

adolescents and a comprehensive set of recommendations. 

 

The important message from this document is that interventions are needed in the key 

areas of improving family communication, increasing awareness of psychosocial 

development, educating religious leaders in an effort to establish a treatment alliance, 

integrating child mental health with primary health care and school programmes and the 

member countries developing national child and adolescent mental health policies. The 

development and implementation of interventions in these areas will require urgent attention 

from one and all. 

 

I am also pleased to inform you that the World Psychiatric Association, under the 

leadership of Dr Ahmad Okasha, has launched a Global Programme on Child Mental Health. 

This campaign will focus on awareness, prevention and service development. 

 

 

Ladies and Gentlemen, 
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In conclusion, I would like to extend my best wishes for the success of World Mental 

Health Day and to call upon on all people⎯the general public, professionals, the media and 

politicians⎯to create the optimal conditions for the development of children and adolescents.  

  

 

 


