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A brief report on the programme visit of
the representatives of WHO in the project-location

Date: April 7, 2022
Location: Alor Chaya Protibondhi Sangstha (OPD),
Section 13, Kafrul, Dhaka- 1206

Protecting and Empowering Persons with Disabilities

in the Context of COVID-19 Pandemic Project




Introduction

Mental health problem is one of pressing issues Bangladesh has been dealing with for quite a long time which
has been intensified with the sudden break out of the COVID-19 pandemic. Lack of awareness and shortage of
mental health professionals are to be found as the primary reasons for this decreasing situation. This is quite
perceivable that, the mental health condition of persons with disabilities, to be more specific, persons with
mental health needs is looked at with ignorance and they are kept isolated and are excluded from mainstream
development interventions.

Under such circumstance, Centre for Disability in Development (CDD) has been implementing a development
project with the title, Protecting and Empowering Persons with Disabilities in the Context of COVID-19
Pandemic with the support of United Nations Economic and Social Commission for Asia and the Pacific
(UNESCAP) to address the issues of persons with mental health needs in Bangladesh. The objective of the project
is to promote inclusive community-based mental health services for persons with disabilities in Bangladesh to
protect their mental well-being in the context of the COVID-19 pandemic. The project is being implemented
across Bangladesh in ten (10) catchment areas of seven (o7) districts; Dhaka, Gazipur, Narayanganj, Patuakhali,
Chattogram, Cox’s Bazar, and Moulovibazar. The project is being implemented through six (06) Organization of
Persons with Disabilities (OPD) and four (o4) Disability Specific Organizations (DSO).
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Background

On April 07, 2022 a programme-visit was made by the representatives of the World Health Organization (WHO),
Bangladesh to Alor Chaya Protibondhi Sangstha (OPD), Section-13, Kafrul, Dhaka - 1206 (one of the catchment
areas of the project). The representing-team includes Dr Sadhana Bhagwat, Team Lead, NCD and Mental
Health, WHO Bangladesh, Dr. Sudipto Chatterjee, Consultant, WHO HQ, Dr. Sajeeva Ranaweera, Consultant,
WHO SEARO, and Dr. Ishakul Kabir, National Consultant, Mental Health, WHO Bangladesh. During the visit,
Nazmul Bari, Director at CDD, Taslima Akter Keya, Coordinator at CDD, and Md. Aminul Islam, Project
Coordinator of the Protecting and Empowering Persons with Disabilities in the Context of COVID-19 Pandemic
project of CDD were also present.

Aside from the mentioned, the event was participated by the following individuals;

- Mr. Omar Farugq, (representative of the Counselor of Ward No. 4, Section-13, Kafrul),
- Akter Layek, President, Alor Chaya OPD,

- Nasrin Jahan, DCF (OPD),

- Merina (Peer-responders),

- Md. Rimon (Peer-responders),

- Shirin Akter (Peer-responders),

- Rubaiya Akter (Peer-responders),

- Fatema Akter (project-participants), and

- Fatema Sharin, MH Professional (CDD).

The programme was moderated by Md. Aminul Islam and continued from 10:00 am to o1:00 pm.
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Objectives of the Visit

The main objective of the programme-visit was to provide the WHO representatives an overview of the strategies
of implementation of the inclusive community-based mental health (I-CBMH) services of the project and how
this support helped change the lives of persons with mental health needs. The programme intended to explore
the experiences of the Peer-responders of the project that they gained from peer-responding to persons with
mental health needs. Another objective of the programme was to discuss the concurrent scenario of mental
health needs at the community level and to identify opportunities for spreading inclusive community-based
mental health services in Bangladesh.
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Taslima Akter Keya, Coordinator at CDD started
the meeting with a PowerPoint presentation on
the practices of inclusive community based
mental health of the project
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Key Discussants and Discussion of the Programme
Following is the summarized key discussed issues of the meeting:

Nazmul Bari (Director, CDD)

Implementing this project was very challenging for us since there is still high prevalence rate of
negativity towards the needs of mental health support for both persons with and without
disabilities, let alone persons with mental health needs, in our country. But, we took up this
challenge and started implementing this project in order to make a difference in the life of
persons with mental health needs. Through this project, we were able to generate a substantial
number best-practices and good-examples. One of the main objectives of this project is to take
mental health services to the doorsteps of persons with mental health needs which we have done
with much success. The project-interventions were also become able to developed skilled peer-
responders who could be considered as community-resource. CDD has been making advocacy
efforts with different bodies of the Government with the aim to adopt this model of mental
health support in Government’s existing support system. If this model is replicated by the
Government then mental health service would be scaled-up and would reach out to wider
population. And, for all these, we need support from the Government and other national and
international agencies who have been working for the same goal.

The credit for the achievements of this project would largely go to the peer-responders,
members of the OPD, mental health professional of the project, and the community-people. As
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a learning from this project, it became quite obvious that, community participation and
ownership are critical to the success of the inclusive community-based mental health support
initiatives. In the next five years, one of CDD's main priority-areas would be mental health in
order to contribute to the Sustainable Development Goals SDG.

Taslima Akter Keya (Coordinator, CDD)

CDD has been working for the development of persons with disabilities for a long time.
Throughout this long journey, CDD faced different challenges. This project was not an exception.
Due to different barriers, it was challenging for the project to carry out its activities. This project
has helped us learned one important thing which is, the pressing needs of mental health support
for both persons with and without disabilities irrespective of their gender identity and economic
condition. The challenges of this project also helped us look deeper into the mental health needs
of persons with mental health needs in Bangladesh. We strongly believe, this project is just a
beginning. CDD is planning to accelerate and spread mental health support nationwide. This
project worked as an introduction to CDD's I-CBMH support to ensure mental health for all.
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In order to bring
mental health
support to the

doorsteps of
persons with
mental health
needs,
government and
non-government
bodies must

work together.
- Dr Sadhana Bhagwat,
(Team Lead, NCD and
Mental Health, WHO
Bangladesh)

Programme Visit of
World Health Organization (WHO) Representatives

Dr Sadhana Bhagwat (Team Lead, NCD and Mental Health, WHO Bangladesh)

There are few examples of community-based mental health approaches in practice when it
comes to providing mental health services. Working in Bangladesh gave me the experience that,
political and governmental commitment are central to strengthen such programmes. Though
the National Institute of Mental Health (NIMH) is an effective and authoritative institute to
provide mental health support yet cooperation and proactive initiatives from the government’s
end is also required to replicate and expand the I-CBMH service model. Our observation is,
mental health should be included in primary health care services. We hope, this model of mental
health support could be replicated by WHO.

Dr. Sudipto Chatterjee (Consultant, WHO)

We really appreciate the I-CBMH strategy considering the scarcity of resources in the existing
social setting. Alongside the support of NIMH, other government and non-government
initiatives are also required to scale-up this model (I-CBMH) of mental health support. One more
thing could be keep into consideration, which is the geographical location of Bangladesh. This
service should be taken to resource-poor and hard-to-reach areas to include other vulnerable
communities along with persons with disabilities and person with mental health needs. Advocacy
efforts should also be in practice so the Government takes necessary steps to replicate I-CBMH
services model effectively.
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The concept of
inclusive
community-
based mental
health services
could be an
effective strategy
to take mental
health services
at the

community level.

- Dr Sudipto Chatterjee,
Consultant, WHO
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Besides that, there could be the commencement of organizing outreach programmes to support
and address the critical mental health cases. WHO would be very glad to work alongside CDD
regarding the advancement of this mental health service model. WHO representatives carry out
other programme visits to observe the efficacy of this service model. WHO may take initiatives
to introduce this service model in different low to middle income countries in the world. We may
hold meeting with the NIMH and the concerned Government bodies about how to replicate the
services in Government led mental health services.

Dr. Sajeeva Ranaweera (Consultant, WHO SEARO)

The mental health interventions of CDD very effective and this should be replicated by the
concerned authorities. The recent pandemic showed the world the pressing needs of mental
health care. And, this model of mental health services could be an appropriate pathway
considering the overall mental health situation.

Dr Ishakul Kabir (National Consultant, Mental Health, WHO Bangladesh)

It is a great pleasure to have the opportunity to experience the mental health interventions of
CDD. The concept of peer-responders and peer-responding is very effective. This programme
visit could play a vital role to for WHO and CDD to work together in future.
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“Interventions of this project,
project proved that, persons
with mental health needs have
strength to overcome all sorts of
obstacles that the society
imposed upon them.”

- Akter Layek,
President, Alor Chaya OPD




Mr. Omar Faruq (Representative of the Ward Counsellor, Ward No. 4)

The office of the Ward Counsellor is very cooperative to the needs of persons with disabilities. The Government
of Bangladesh is also giving many opportunities so persons with disabilities can succeed in life. With the support
of the Government, initiatives have been taken to maximize the access to government opportunities by persons
with disabilities. Mental health is a very critical issue and a holistic support is required to bring success in this. The
activities of the peers-responders such as, making door-to-door visits, running awareness programmes at the
community level, as well as providing referral and follow-up services are really important for the overall
development of persons with mental health needs.

Fatema Shahrin (Mental Health Professional, CDD)

The success of modern day mental health support lies at the center of community-based approach. Community
level mental health issues hardly seek treatment due to the knowledge gap and negative attitude of the family
members of the persons with mental health needs as well as the community people. The intervention of this
project proved that inclusive community-based mental health support is an effective and sustainable approach.

Nasrin Jahan (OPD representatives, DCF)

Itis about time, the issue of mental health should be given preference more than anything else. There is no doubt
that, I-CBMH is an effective mental health service approach and in order to strengthen it, a holistic action plan
needs to be developed. Aside from that, advocacy initiatives should go on to help make the initiatives
sustainable. Along with the well-being of the persons with mental health needs, interventions should be in place
for the well-being of their care-givers.
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One of the project-participants is expressing
how her life has been changed after coming into
the interventions of the project
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Shirin Akter (Peer Responders)

There still exists negative outlook towards persons with disabilities and the situation of persons with mental
health needs is easily assumable. There is a common misconception that, persons with disabilities are worthless
and they are not capable of making contribution to the society. But, persons with disabilities being involved as a
peer-responder under this project, helped break this notion in the community. Peer-responders are considered
now as community-resource and people seek their advice when in crisis. The peer-responders have been trained
under this project and they are self-sufficient now.

"My life has significantly been changed once | came under the purview of the
interventions of this project. | can still remember the toughest time of my life | was
going through. | must extend my gratitude to all the peer-responders who made the
effort to come to my life and help change it positively. There is still numbers of
challenges | face in life on a daily basis yet, | also learned to tackle the challenges,
control the stress, and find positive energy in everything in my life.

- Fatema (Project Participant)



Thank you for sharing your inspiring
and effective work to help people in
need, who, if not for you will have little
hope.

Dr. Sajeeva Ranaweera (Consultant,
WHO SEARO)

Thanks to CDD, OPD, and the
representatives of the Local
Government for organizing such an
effective programme. | hope that, CDD’s
would continue its interventions on
mental health.

Dr Ishakul Kabir (National Consultant,
Mental Health, WHO Bangladesh)

Comments of the
WHO Representatives on the

Visitors’ Book
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