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Introduction

Mental health is important and integrates a component of health. It includes an individual’s psychological,
emotional, and social well-being. Proper mental health results in proper mental functioning that results in being
productive in activities, having healthy and fulfilling relationships with other people in the society and the ability
to cope and adapt to adversity. Although mental health is a significant factor for a sound and productive life;
nevertheless, mental disorders do not often receive adequate attention and are not addressed as a serious public
health issue in countries such as Bangladesh. A lack of public mental health facilities, scarcity of skilled mental
health professionals, insufficient financial resource distribution, inadequately stewarded mental health policies,
and stigma contribute to making current mental health care significantly inadequate in Bangladesh.

The impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on the mental health of the general Bangladeshi population is substantial.
During the early stage of the pandemic, people had little knowledge about the virus, preventive measures, and
treatment procedures and so on. The little information and uncertainty about COVID-19 contributed to the higher
rate of mental health problems in Bangladesh. The COVID-19-led pandemic has had and continue to have a heavy
toll on the mental health of people with disabilities as well as persons with mental health needs across the world
including in Bangladesh. Although there are efforts to address the needs of persons with mental health needs yet
the actual scenario is very negligible. The impact is likely to be worse among persons with disabilities who are
already struggling with poverty.

Centre for Disability in Development (CDD) in conjunction with Organizations of Persons with Disabilities (OPDs)
implemented, Protecting and Empowering Persons with Disabilities in the Context of COVID-19 Pandemic
project that aimed to reduce mental health problems and increase the mental well-being of persons with
disabilities and at-risk groups in selected rural and urban areas in Bangladesh. The project is implemented with
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the support of UNESCAP and being implemented across Bangladesh in ten (10) catchment areas of seven (07)
districts; Dhaka, Gazipur, Narayanganj, Patuakhali, Chattogram, Cox’s Bazar, and Moulovibazar. This project is

laying interventions through six (06) Organization of Persons with Disabilities (OPD) and four (04) Disability Specific
Organizations (DSO).

Background and Objective of the Workshop

Under the Protecting and Empowering Persons with Disabilities in the Context of COVID-19 Pandemic project,
Centre for Disability in Development (CDD) organized a national level virtual workshop on the importance of
strengthening inclusive community-based mental health (I-CBMH) services on April 06, 2022. The workshop was
high-profile in nature and was attended by the senior-tier officials of the People’s Republic of Bangladesh
Government and representatives of different non-government organizations in Bangladesh.

The main objective of the workshop was to highlight the effectiveness inclusive community-based mental health
model and the learnings generated through the successful implementation of the Protecting and Empowering
Persons with Disabilities in the Context of COVID-19 Pandemic project. As well as, the workshop also aimed to
introduce the activities of the Peer-Responders (persons with disabilities) and the effectiveness of their roles in
addressing the needs of persons with mental health needs at the community level alongside presented the
arguments for ensuring inclusive community based mental health in the implementation plan of the National
Mental Health Strategy, Bangladesh. Another significant objective of the workshop was to disseminate final
training-module on Inclusive Community-Based Mental Health among the stakeholders in government bodies and
non-government entities e.g., national level NGOs, international NGOs, Organizations of Persons with Disabilities
(OPD), and Disability Specific Organization (DSO) working in Bangladesh.
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Workshop at a Glance

Title
National Level Virtual Workshop on Strengthening Inclusive Community-Based Mental Health (I-CBMH)
Chief Guest
Dr. Robed Amin, Line Director, Non-Communicable Disease Control (NCDC) Directorate General of Health
Services (DGHS), Dhaka
Welcome Speech
A.H.M. Noman Khan Executive Director at CDD
Keynote Presenter
Taslima Akter Keya, Coordinator at CDD
Moderator
Dr. Nafeesur Rahman, Disability & Development Consultant, Executive Committee Member, CDD
Date
April 6, 2022
Time
10.30 am —1.00 pm
Platform
Zoom
Total Participants
Eighty-one (81)
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Programme Narrative

The chief-guest of the workshop was, Dr. Robed Amin, Line-Director, Non-Communicable Disease Control (NCDC)
Directorate General of Health Services (DGHS), Dhaka and was inaugurated by A.H.M. Noman Khan, Executive
Director at CDD. Taslima Akter Keya, Coordinator at CDD presented the Key-Note paper on the theme of the
webinar, Strengthening Inclusive Community-based Mental Health in Bangladesh where the workshop was
moderator by Dr. Nafeesur Rahman, Disability & Development Consultant, and Executive Committee (EC) Member
at CDD. Representatives from different government and non-government organizations spoke in the event.

Engagement of
community people is
key for ensuring
effective inclusive
community-based
mental health services
for persons with
mental health needs.

- A.H.M. Noman Khan,
Executive Director. CDD
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Welcome Speech
A.H.M. Noman Khan (Executive Director at CDD)

Mr. Noman Khan welcomed the participants of the workshop. In his speech he pointed out that,
the absence of assessment of the mental health needs of persons with disabilities is one of the
most significant reasons of the service gap of persons with mental health needs in Bangladesh.
He emphasized on bring persons with disabilities and persons with mental health needs under
assessment to ensure their access to services provided by the government. At the same time he
also put importance on making the mental health services a common knowledge for the mass
people in Bangladesh. He discussed why mental health is less addressed and most ignored issue
in Bangladesh and why it became a severe case for persons with mental health needs as well as
persons with disabilities. In his speech Mr. Noman Khan also said, it is about time, initiative should
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be taken to address the mental health needs of the care-givers of persons with mental health
needs as well as persons with disabilities. Finally, Mr. Noman Khan, suggested to develop a holistic

plan considering the COVID-19 pandemic that would address the mental health needs of persons
with disabilities.

Key-Note Paper Presentation
Taslima Akter Keya (Coordinator at CDD)

Taslima Akter Keya presented the key-note of the webinar titled, Strengthening Inclusive Community-based
Mental Health. In her presentation, Mrs. Keya spoke about the overall scenario of mental health in Bangladesh
perspective and CDD’s initiatives to address the mental health issue of persons with mental health needs as well
as persons with disabilities. Through the presentation, she also highlighted the achievements CDD has made in its
mental health focused interventions and the challenges and barriers it faced. The key-note paper also focused on
the learnings gained from the implementation of the Protecting and Empowering Persons with Disabilities in the
Context of COVID-19 Pandemic project. Finally, Taslima Akter Keya, put forward a set of suggestions for
implementing inclusive community-based mental health services.

After the key-note paper presentation, the moderator of the webinar requested the participants to provide
their valuable inputs about the mental health, inclusive community-based mental health, and the roles of
government and non-government actors to ensure the mental well-being of persons with disabilities.
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Shirin Akter, Peer Responder

I am a person with disability and has been working as a Peer-responders in this project. Because
of my disability, | was mentally stressed almost all my life and hardly had any value both in my
family as well as in the community | reside in. | was considered a burden for my family up until |
secured a job as a Peer-responders under this project. Being part of this project | had the chance

‘ ‘ to participate in a number of training programmes that helped me developed my confidence and
equipped me with all the skills required for successfully perform the responsibilities of a Peer-
responder. Having received a set of skills, | started (with others) working as a Peer-responders in
the project catchment areas. | made door-to-door visits of the project-participants and ran
awareness campaign in the community. | also had consultation with the representatives of the
Local Government for the rights of persons with mental health needs. | must claim that, the
experience of Peer-responding changed my life.

Fatema Akter, Project-Participant

I hardly have any idea about mental well-being. And throughout my life | suffered severely in terms
of mental health. | was totally ignorant about managing my daily life stress. My mental health
issues mostly caused because of my unhealthy marriage life. And this problem forced me to take
the decision to commit suicide at one point of my life. But, at that time, a person (Peer-responder)
came to visit my home. She talked to me about mental well-being of a person. Suddenly | felt very
relieved by her words. The Peer-responder referred me to a psychologist. | attended a few sessions
from the psychologist. Then slowly my mental health condition started to improve. Now | am much
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capable of managing my mental stress and | am very conscious about my mental well-being as
well.

Akter Layek (President at Alor Chaya Protibondhi Sangstha OPD)

Being engaged in this project, we have learned a lot about mental health needs of persons with
disabilities. Beforehand, we could not realize the importance of mental health of persons with
disabilities let alone persons with mental health needs. Through the interventions of this project,
we were able to reach a substantial number of persons who have been dealing with mental health
needs for quite a long time. With the proactive work of the Peer-responders of the project, the
project made a difference in the life of persons with disabilities in the project catchment areas. We
extend our heartiest gratitude to CDD and all those who are involved in the Protecting and
Empowering Persons with Disabilities in the Context of COVID-19 Pandemic project.

Kamrun Nahar Koli (Public Health Researcher at icddr’b)

I really appreciate the initiatives of CDD to address the mental health issues of persons with
disabilities. Although this initiative should have begun long before in Bangladesh since in many
under-developed countries in the world, both the government and the non-government authorities
have been emphasizing the importance of mental well-being of persons with disabilities. This is
also true that, the government of Bangladesh has taken different initiatives to address this issue
alongside many non-government organizations. In this connection, we must keep one thing in our
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mind and that is the sustainability of the achievements of the mental health interventions. If we
fail to retain the achievements we might not be able to gain-ground in future.

Nabila Tarannum Khan (Advisor on MHPSS at GIZ)

Mental Health is a broad term and there are still stigma wrapped around it in today’s modern
society. Yet, there are good initiatives which are in place to mitigate the problem. A multi-
disciplinary approach could be followed to address this issue more effectively. Age specific
treatment programme as well as mental well-being programme for the care-givers of persons with
disabilities is also needed. And, we must focus on documenting the good practices on mental
health interventions.

Zakia Rahman (Programme Officer at CBM Global)

From the experience of implementing different development projects, we found the proof of the
effectiveness of Peer-responders and we believe this concept should be integrated in disability-
focused development interventions. Initiatives should be taken to retain the motivation of the
Peer-responders. And, advanced training could be designed to provide them with required skill-set
so they could be confident and access to employment opportunities. Another important success of
this project is the development of Inclusive Community-Based Mental Health (I-CBMH) training
module. This is an asset and it could play a vital role in advancing the development of persons with
mental health needs through different project.
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Dr. Maruf Ahmed Khan (Deputy Programme Manager at NCDC, DGHS, Dhaka)

Mental health issue should not be treated as luxury anymore. It is one of the pressing issues of
nowadays. We must know that, it is possible to ensure mental health support for a larger portion

éé

of the population since majority of the cases of mental health do not require medication let alone
expensive medicine. Therefore, providing quality counselling service can address most of the

mental health cases. Different finding showed that, only 1-2% people need psychiatric medicine
for their conditions. The I-CBMH concept of CDD seems very effective and it could serve as an
effective tool for address mental health issues of persons with disabilities at the community level.

The government should take
initiatives to identify the fake
mental health practitioners
mushrooming in knock and corners in
Bangladesh. Since, this could pose a
major barrier to provide quality
mental health services at the
community level.

- Ruma Khondokar
(Representative from Save the
Children, Bangladesh)

Community-based mental health
interventions should be carried out
for a longer period of time to
ensure the sustainability of the
success of this model. | think the
main success of this project is the
integration of mental health with
primary health care at the local
level.

- Arifur Rahman
(programme Manager at JSUS)

The time has changed that
previously, there was only the
celebration of Mental Health Day
but not different government and
non-government actors are working
on this issue. A lot of resources
have already been developed and
now it is about time to ensure its
maximum utilization.

- Sazzad Hossain
(Executive Director at DDRC)
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Dr. Helal Uddin Ahmed (Child and Family Psychiatry, National Institute of Mental Health and
Hospital, NIMH)

I had the opportunity to make field-visit to one of the catchment areas of the Protecting and
Empowering Persons with Disabilities in the Context of COVID-19 Pandemic project. This is truly
a very innovative project that has the potential to narrow down the ever increasing mental health
needs of persons with disabilities at the community level. The concept of Peer-responder of this
project proved much effective since, persons with mental health needs could easily relate to them
and can open up about their longings. There is a huge possibility for CDD to disseminate the
concept of inclusive community-based mental health services across Bangladesh if they could
properly make advocacy with the Government. And, it would be a great achievement for everyone
working for the mental health of persons with disabilities if the I-CBMH concept is incorporated in
the National Mental Health strategic plan.

Dr. Robed Amin (Line Director, Non-Communicable Disease Control (NCDC) Directorate General
of Health Service, DGHS, Dhaka)

I must appreciate the theme of this workshop that addresses the long-standing needs of mental
health issues of persons with disabilities at the community level. We should not forget the well-
being of one of the most marginalized community in the world namely, persons with disabilities.
Mental health is related to our everyday life and the sudden break out of the COVID-19 pandemic
showed us the pressing needs of mental health services for both persons with and without
disabilities in the rural and urban life. CDD has done tremendous work by reaching a substantial
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number of persons with mental health needs through its different development project, to be more
specific, Protecting and Empowering Persons with Disabilities in the Context of COVID-19
Pandemic project. And the interventions of this project proved that, it is possible to take the mental
health services at the door-steps of marginalized people in our society. In order to the continuation
of this success, we believe that, multi-sectoral approach is a must for ensuring long-term wellness
of persons with disabilities as well as persons with mental health needs. The inclusive community-
based mental health (I-CBMH) is a replicable model and the Government of Bangladesh would
replicate this model across the country to address the mental health needs of persons with and
without disabilities.

Nazmul Bari (Director at CDD)

On behalf of CDD, | would like to extend my gratitude to everyone for providing their invaluable
suggestions and recommendations for making the model Inclusive Community-Based Mental
Health (I-CBMH) a success. CDD firmly believes, there is still ample room for development to make
this model more effective. CDD is committed to carry forward the good learnings and the best
practices of this project Protecting and Empowering Persons with Disabilities in the Context of
COVID-19 Pandemic project and would work further to retain its achievements. We take the
privilege to thank all our valuable donors for cooperating so far to take mental health intervention
to another level. In this respect, we would like to thank the Government of Bangladesh for taking
innovative measures to address the unmet needs of persons with disabilities, to be more specific,
persons with mental health needs. We believe, if scaled-up and replicated in a wider level of the I-
CBMH model by the government, it could revolutionize the mental health scenario in Bangladesh.
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Moderator

We need to work on accessibility which is not just in terms of infrastructure, but in communication
and accessing to other services. Government and non-government services should be accessible
so persons with mental health needs could access and seek their required services. Alongside this,
our prime consideration should be finding out available resources and how these resources could
be utilized for maximum outcome. We must ensure that, the Mental Health professional and the
Peer-responders work together which would bring maximum success in providing mental health
services delivery at the community level. A bridge should be built between mental health
professionals and the Peer-responders. It is expected that the government would take initiatives
to provide required training and skill-set for the development of Peer-responders and the OPDs
working in Bangladesh. If the government patronizes them, their recognition would be ensured
and they would be considered esteem in their community. This workshop helped us immensely to
spot our gaps and we hope the provided recommendations would help the policy makers take
informed decision to incorporate inclusive community-based mental health services in the national
level health services. Before | finish, | would like to thank, Dr. Robed Amin (Line Director, Non-
Communicable Disease Control (NCDC) Directorate General of Health Service, DGHS, Dhaka), the
chief guest of this event for taking time to attend this workshop and enriching us with knowledge
and information. And, of course, | would like to thank all other participants of this workshop for
their active presence.

Dr. Nafeesur Rahman, Disability & Development Consultant, Executive Committee Member, CDD

The moderator thanked all the attendees for their participation and concluded the workshop.
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