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Introduction

Mental disorders, including substance use disorders
(3.1% of YLDs) and neurological conditions (6.4%), are the
leading causes of years lived with disability (YLDs); they
account for 1 in every 6 (15.6%) YLDs globally (1). In the
WHO Eastern Mediterranean Region (EMR), 13.53 million
disability-adjusted life years (DALYs) were lost due to
mental disorders in 2019 alone, a 26.4% increase from the
2015 estimates (2). This accounted for 5.49% of all DALYs in
a region where depressive disorders are the ninth leading
cause of disease burden. The wars and conflicts in the
region contribute to the relatively high rates of mental
disorders, and the COVID-19 pandemic presented new
mental health challenges as well as new opportunities for
tackling mental health issues in the region (3,4,5).

In 2013, the 66th World Health Assembly adopted the
Comprehensive Mental Health Action Plan 2013-2020,
which was extended to 2030 by the 72nd World Health
Assembly in 2019 (6). To implement the action plan in
the region, the WHO Regional Committee for the Eastern
Mediterranean endorsed a framework of action in 2015
(7), which presents the recommendations of the action
plan as practical and strategic interventions tailored to
the needs and priorities in the region. This framework
continues to guide WHO’s work in the EMR.

In November 2023, the WHO Regional Office for the
Eastern Mediterranean (WHO/EMRO) convened a meeting
of mental health stakeholders in the EMR to identify key
challenges and learnings from country experiences in
implementing the regional framework and to review and
finalize the new regional action plan for mental health and
psychosocial support during emergencies (8).

Summary of discussions

Member States highlighted challenges in implementing
the regional framework. The most frequently mentioned
challenge was the persistent stigma and discrimination
against mental health patients even among healthcare
workers. The perception of suicide as a taboo in the region
presents a barrier to support. Several EMR countries are
facing protracted emergencies, conflict, wars, political
instability,and economic turmoil, and yet mental health is
notseenasa priority healthissueby Member States. There

is limited or no budget for mental health interventions in
the countries. With no mental health plan or legislation
at country level, health authorities lack clarity on how to
handle mental health issues in their countries. Human
resource for mental health is low compared to the need,
while substance abuse and domestic violence continue to
increase. These challenges present a serious dilemma to
mental health professional in the region.

Lessons from Member States that have implemented
the regional framework highlight the need to start
advocacy and community awareness early to mobilise
support for mental health interventions. This should include
engagement with parliamentarians, other international
and national initiatives, people with experience in
service governance and quality improvement, and
grassroots non- expert community actors. Collaborative
partnerships with multisectoral stakeholders, including
those in other ministries, local authorities, education
and child protection sectors, the workplace, and religious
groups is essential as well as integration with the
national primary health care strategy. Efforts should
be made to address stigma by rebranding the mental
health narrative beyond the biomedical model, including
supporting health journalism relating to mental health
and co-creating a mental health-friendly culture at the
community level.

Recommendations for Member States
and WHO

Participants in the meeting recommended the following
actions for Member States and WHO:

For Member States

1. Finalize and secure approval for country level mental
health profiles and plans.

For WHO

1. Support implementation of the regional framework
to scale-up action on mental health.

2. Finalizeand submittheregional action planfor mental
health and psychosocial support in emergencies
2024-2030 for endorsement at the 71st Session
of the WHO Regional Committee for the Eastern
Mediterranean in 2024.

* Summary report on the intercountry meeting to scale up action on mental health in the Eastern Mediterranean Region. https://

applications.emrowho.int/docs/WHOEMMNH238E-eng.pdf?ua=1
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