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WELCOME AND OPENING
STATEMENTS

Maria Walsh MEP introduced the background to the meeting, which was organised as a
follow up to a MEP Alliance for Mental Health meeting held in November. This event
brought together a group of mental health stakeholders to explore to idea and appetite
for an European Year of Mental Health. On that occasion it was found that support for
a Year was unanimous and it was decided to move forward, building a larger coalition
consisting of a larger group of - mental health and non-mental health - stakeholders.

Matt Muijen (Board member, GAMIAN-Europe), stated that the challenges and
priorities related to mental health are self-evident. A dedicated European Year would
be a wonderful opportunity to raise awareness of all of these challenges and priorities
and create a sense of urgency to address these. Matt Muijen underlined the meeting’s
aim, i.e. to start an coalition of like-minded stakeholders to support the MEP Alliance
for Mental Health in their efforts to push for a Year.

Maria Walsh MEP then gave the floor to a number of her MEP colleagues who each in
turn voiced their support and pledged their commitment to campaign for the Year. All
MEPs all referred to the strong mental health impact of COVID-19: the stress of
combining home and work responsibilities, job and income insecurity and loss, social
isolation, ‘virtual’ meetings and encounters and the situation of lockdown itself all
facilitate the onset of anxiety, depression and other mental issues. In addition, all MEPs
underlined the potential benefits of a Year in stimulating the creation of a society that
cares and leaves nobody behind.

Radka Maxova MEP stated that for increased awareness of the need to address mental
health across the political spectrum and informed participants of a letter she has sent
to Commissioners Dalli (Equality) and Kyriakides (Health), on behalf of the MEP Alliance
for Mental Health to push for a Year.

Juozas Olekas MEP underlined the fact that COVID-19 has laid bare the weaknesses in
Member States’ health systems, and has demonstrated the need for structural changes
in order to provide good systems and services. He stated his aim to work towards
including the topic in the Conference of the future of Europe.

Josiane Cutajar MEP quoted some statistics, stating that the magnitude of mental ill
health was already huge before the pandemic, with lin every é§ Europeans affected by
mental ill health; this amounts to 84 million people - the size of Germany. She would
like to work towards a society in which mental ill health can be visible, discussable and
without stigma. Apart from economic indicators the EU should also put in place ‘well-
being’ indicators.




Alex Agius Saliba MEP underlined that 1 in 4 people will have to deal with a
mental health issue during life and that the most vulnerable people suffer most -
and suffer in silence. The magnitude of mental ill health is holding back our
prosperity and quality of life; and it should not be forgotten that mental ill health
also impacts on family, friends and caregivers. He underlined the need for a Year

as a steppingstone to a comprehensive EU mental health strategy - as already
called for by the October 2019 EPSCO Council.

Luisa Regimenti MEP stated that mental health should be one of the number one
policy priorities for the coming years. Mrs Regimenti MEP informed the meeting
that she is in the process of finalising a book about the impact of the COVID-19
pandemic which she will share with colleagues and participants once published.
Stelios Kympouropoulos MEP focused on the importance of addressing
discrimination and stigma that still surrounds mental health. He emphasized that
the Year should not only be an EU-level event; it should be celebrated at national,
regional and local level as well so that the topic can be put higher on the political
agenda across the board.

Estrella Dura Ferrandis MEP underlined that common mental disorders were
already a problem before the pandemic. All the social and economic factors that
influence mental health, including access to employment, safe working conditions,
a universal and stable basic income is stable and supportive family, social and
community environments etc. The Year therefore should above all be an opportunity
to improve social policies and public health care services across the EU.

Tomas Zdechovsky MEP stated that the EU should be the global leader in dealing
with mental health, both in relation to traditional approaches but also in relation
to modern innovative mental health solutions, such as the progressive therapies
(e.g. medical cannabis) that can be seen in the US.




EUROPEAN YEAR FOR
MENTAL HEALTH:
RATIONALE AND

POTENTIAL CONTENT

Maria Walsh MEP then presented a discussion paper which was elaborated after the
November meeting of the MEP Alliance for Mental Health

She informed the meeting that European Years are awareness campaigns to educate
European citizens and attract the attention of national governments of Member States
to a particular issue, in order to change attitudes and behaviors at both the national
and European level.

The case for a EU Year for Mental Health is easily made, when looking at the
prevalence, cost, consequences and impact of mental health on individuals as well as
on society and the economy. The multifaceted nature of mental health is also crucial,
as mental ill health is often related to low income or standard of living, poor physical
health, challenging life events, poor quality of life, stigma and taboo, health and
social care, employment, education and housing.

There is a need for better and wider understanding of the importance and impact of
mental health as well as for effective policy and practice in this area, bearing in mind
that improving mental health will improve people’s well-being while ultimately saving
resources.

The idea for a Year was first proposed in a meeting of the MEP Alliance after 2019 EU
elections and fits very well with the current Alliance's focus on obtaining an
overarching EU Mental Health Strategy.

A Year will provide a useful opportunity to raise awareness, create political impact
and strengthen stakeholder links. The time is right: the COVID-19 pandemic has put the
spotlight on mental health like never before and this opportunity needs to be
capitalised on.

The overall objective of the Year could be ‘to ‘Make Mental Health Everybody’s
Business’, focusing on general, population mental health as well as on more specific
patient-related issues, including groups at risk.

The Year could address societal issues, services, treatment and care, mental health
staff, employment and schools. There could be information/(social) media campaigns,
events, competitions, good practice collection/sharing and last but not least, political
initiatives, in order to make sure that there is a lasting impact. Last but not least, the
Year should involve stakeholders from the mental health area (patients, health
professionals, service providers, carers..) as well as those with a different remit
(youth, older people, families, women, employers/employees, vulnerable groups...)

‘



AUDIENCE DISCUSSION

Introducing the discussion, Matt Muijen underlined that this meeting should be regarde
as a starting point for a campaign advocating the designation of one of the coming
years as the European Year for Mental Health. The important consideration is that the
Year could connect two strategic perspectives, i.e. general mental health as well as the
special mental health needs of vulnerable groups.

The discussion addressed the following questions (shared with participants beforehand):
. What do you think the aims of a European Year for Mental Health should be?

. What should the main themes of the Year be?

. What type of activities should be part of the Year?

. How would your organisation like to be involved?

The following views, ideas, discussion points and suggestions were put forward:

Aims:

e A European Year for Mental Health should ensure that mental health remains high
on the EU and national policy agendas. There is a political momentum for action in
this field now, which can be harnessed; a Year could function as a steppingstone to a
comprehensive EU Mental Health Strategy.

e The initiative is highly timely as the current pandemic is having an impact on mental
health across the world. While all efforts and initiatives to raise awareness and to
disseminate information are extremely important, more concrete actions are needed
too, for instance in relation to the EU’s Debt Recovery Fund and the Resource &
Resilience Facility; part of these funds should be earmarked for mental health.
Moreover, the Year needs to reflect the mounting evidence of the complexity of
factors affecting mental health (e.g. social and environmental determinants), as well
as the need to invest in new and innovative ways of addressing mental health,
starting with prevention. In this context, questions were also raised as to whether it
would be a strategic advantage to link the campaign advocating for a Year to the
Covid-19 pandemic, and make that the main focus of the Year.

e The case for a European Year, as set out in the discussion paper, is easily made; the
fact that there is a mortality gaps between those that are living with mental ill health
- due to lifestyle, to social factors, to lack of access to preventive and curative
healthcare services - and those that are not can be added to the paper, as yet

another reason to pay more attention to mental health. |



e Questions were raised about the time frame: there is World Mental Health Day,
European Public Health Week, there is a Decade of Ageing; in terms of impact and
media attention, how does a year as a period of time compare to shorter or longer
periods of campaigning? A year provides more time for sustained action; t would be
good to look into previous thematic years and learn more about their successes as
well as about how they have complemented other activities with a shorter timeframe.

e A clear understanding of what is meant when we talk about mental health is
important. ‘Mental health’ has different meanings for different individuals. A Year
could help raise the awareness and stimulate discussion and conversations across all
of Europe, involving the whole population. It should be around all aspects of mental
health, from mental health and social well-being to more specific conditions and
their required services and policies.

Themes:

e The importance of community care: the community - both the local as well as the
global - has a responsibility of caring for each other. That is what needs to be
facilitated and nurtured. This has to be built up from the grass roots, because at the
end of the day, the community is there even when the services are not. Collective
support is vital as vulnerable groups would not feel so vulnerable if they felt
included.

e The importance of language: the language used in trying to raise awareness of
mental health and discuss mental health issues is a determining factor. An example
was given of a Youth Festival, where young people could sign up via their schools..
People want less jargon and more honest conversation.

e Vulnerable populations:
Health care workers are currently being exposed to a multitude of stressful and
traumatising situations and studies show that many experience anxiety, depression,
stress, and many other negative feelings.
Health care workers need more support, as they are vital for every country - and
they are vulnerable. Current mental health systems cannot cope or respond to this
important and increasing need across the board; and even when the pandemic will be

over the mental health impact will not - traumas will linger.
Patients: the Year will also need to explicitly address the situation of those already
living with a mental illness, and invelve them as experts by experience in the

planning, roll-out and implementation.
Travellers are a forgotten group, meriting special attention. Suicide rates among
travellers are soaring: traveller men die seven times more often than non-traveller
men; in women, this is five times higher. Making mental health services accessible for
travellers is crucial.

Informal carers provide 80% of all long term care across the EU - awareness of this
huge contribution and the impact on carers - both on their physical as well as their
mental health - is low.

Students are also at an increased risk of (severe) depression, as a result of the
lockdown and isolation, with online contact often being the only possibility to have a
social life.

Transgender Community: this is a marginalised community, experiencing excessive
rates of mental illness at times. Waiting lists to access specific health services are
long; understanding is low.




The need for a ‘social determinants’ approach: If racism and other forms
of discrimination, unemployment, low education etc are not addressed,
mental ill health will remain, even with the best services and systems in
place. Without tackling the social determinants of mental health there will
be no improvement.

Promoting a human rights perspective: the Year should help to underline
that mental health in all this forms is essentially a human right and work to
promote that notion among the EU population.

Digital mental health services: there should be attention for digital
mental health services and how they can increase accessibility as well as
flexibility and personalisation of care. Possibilities for blended of hybrid
care should be further explored to determine how we can benefit from both
formats.

Attention for the prevention of mental ill health: the Year should have a
strong focus on prevention and on mental well-being,not only mental ill-
health. There are useful examples, such as Finland, where mental health
literacy - e.g. being able to discuss mental health issues with another
person - is already part of the primary school curriculum. Workplaces should
help maintain mental health. Ensuring a mental health impact assessment
into all societal decision-making would also be helpful. Mental Health First
Aid courses are another good example of ‘normalising’ the conversation
about mental health; they equip a person with the skills to identify
somebody that may be struggling mentally, or be suicidal, and how to have
a conversation with that person. The Year could promote such courses.

Training and education of health care professionals: there is a need to
develop curricula for every medical specialty in Europe (not only mental
health care professionals), which also focus on mental illness and mental
health. This will help recognition of people at risk of mental ill health. In
addition, health care professionals should be equipped to look at and after
their own mental health as well as the mental health of their colleagues.




Activities:

Best practice collection, Youth and Diversity Festivals (to promote
understanding of other communities and groups) and ensuring policy action (to
ensure a lasting impact of the Year) were mentioned. All participants expressed
their willingness to share their current activities to enable the required
exchanges and cooperation to make the Year a success and move the attention
for mental health to another level.

What can organisations do?

All speakers expressed their support for the Year and their willingness fto
cooperate; first, to make the Year happen; and second, during the Year, to
share initiatives, ideas, and activities to make it a success.

Connecting coalitions and initiatives: there are various existing coalitions,
such as the WHO's flagship Mental Health Coalition. There will be a new kind of
mental health strategy for the WHO regional office in mental health, which will
be trying to operationalize the global mental health action plan that already
exists. Many of the themes discussed today - stigma, discrimination, mental
health awareness and literacy, leadership and mental health, service
reorganization, innovation - will be covered here as well.

The European Forum for Primary Care's working group on mental health has
recently issued a position statement on mental health, presenting the issues that
need addressing and potential solutions. Other organisations referred to
statements and projects which could be useful for campaigning for a Year and
its implementation. These and other initiatives and groups should be aligned to
ensure that messaging is consistent and strong.




CONCLUSIONS

Maria Walsh MEP concluded by saying that she herself and her colleagues across
the MEP Alliance are truly pushing for the Year; the political nuances have been put
aside as MEPs are working together to drive home the message.

She stated that the meeting had been successful in collecting views; now is the
time ‘to put our shoulder to the wheel’ and to continue to put pressure on the
Commission and Council, also to explore if EU funding for a Year would be
possible.

Christine Marking welcomed the spirit and content of the meeting; the idea to
have a European Year is clearly ‘alive’ and if this meeting provided just a flavour of
stakeholders working together, then the Year is likely to become a reality. A report
of this meeting will be prepared in the short term.

The letters, sent by the MEP Alliance’s co-chairs still await an answer; If this is
positive, plans for the content and implementation can be made. If not, then a
advocacy campaign will be launched; a campaign plan will be drafted and shared
with participants.

Matt Muijen concluded by underlining the feeling of consensus and cooperation in
the room. That is crucial - as cooperation will provide the critical mass required to
make an impact. The report and upcoming campaign documents will try to do
justice to all contributions made; participants were invited to contact the organisers
with further comments and suggestions.
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