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Maria Walsh MEP  in t roduced the background to  the meet ing ,  which was organised as  a

fo l low up to  a MEP Al l iance for  Menta l  Heal th  meet ing he ld in  November .  Th is  event

brought  together  a  group of  menta l  heal th  s takeholders  to  exp lore to  idea and appet i te

for  an European Year  of  Menta l  Heal th .  On that  occas ion i t  was found that  support  for

a Year  was unanimous and i t  was decided to  move forward,  bu i ld ing a larger  coal i t ion

cons is t ing of  a  larger  group of  –  menta l  heal th  and non-menta l  heal th  –  s takeholders .   

Matt  Mui jen (Board member,  GAMIAN-Europe) ,  s tated that  the chal lenges and

pr ior i t ies  re lated to  menta l  heal th  are se l f-ev ident .  A  dedicated European Year  would

be a wonderfu l  opportun i ty  to  ra ise  awareness  of  a l l  of  these chal lenges and pr ior i t ies

and create a sense of  urgency to  address  these.  Matt  Mui jen under l ined the meet ing ’s

a im,  i .e .  to  s tar t  an coal i t ion  of  l i ke-minded stakeholders  to  support  the MEP Al l iance

for  Menta l  Heal th  in  the i r  ef for ts  to  push for  a  Year .  

Maria Walsh MEP  then gave the f loor  to  a number  of  her  MEP co l leagues who each in

turn  vo iced the i r  support  and p ledged the i r  commitment  to  campaign for  the Year .  A l l

MEPs a l l  refer red to  the s t rong menta l  heal th  impact  of  COVID-19 :  the s t ress  of

combin ing home and work  respons ib i l i t ies ,  job and income insecur i ty  and loss ,  soc ia l

i so lat ion ,  ‘ v i r tua l ’  meet ings  and encounters  and the s i tuat ion of  lockdown i t se l f  a l l

fac i l i tate the onset  of  anx iety ,  depress ion and other  menta l  i ssues .  In  addi t ion ,  a l l  MEPs

under l ined the potent ia l  benef i t s  of  a  Year  in  s t imulat ing the creat ion of  a  soc iety  that

cares  and leaves  nobody behind.  

Radka Maxova MEP  s tated that  for  increased awareness  of  the need to  address  menta l

heal th  across  the po l i t ica l  spect rum and informed part ic ipants  of  a  let ter  she has  sent

to  Commiss ioners  Dal l i  (Equal i ty )  and Kyr iak ides  (Heal th) ,  on behal f  of  the MEP Al l iance

for  Menta l  Heal th  to  push for  a  Year .  

Juozas Olekas MEP  under l ined the fact  that  COVID-19  has  la id  bare the weaknesses  in

Member  States ’  heal th  sys tems,  and has  demonst rated the need for  s t ructura l  changes

in  order  to  prov ide good systems and serv ices .  He s tated h is  a im to  work  towards

inc lud ing the topic  in  the Conference of  the future  of  Europe.  

Josiane Cutajar  MEP quoted some stat i s t ics ,  s tat ing that  the magni tude of  menta l  i l l

heal th  was a l ready huge before the pandemic ,  wi th  1 in  every  6  Europeans affected by

menta l  i l l  heal th ;  th i s  amounts  to  84 mi l l ion  people –  the s ize of  Germany.  She would

l i ke  to  work  towards  a soc iety  in  which menta l  i l l  heal th  can be v i s ib le ,  d iscussable  and

without  s t igma.  Apart  f rom economic ind icators  the EU shou ld a lso  put  in  p lace ‘wel l -

being ’  ind icators .

WELCOME AND OPENING
STATEMENTS  
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Alex Agius Sal iba MEP  under l ined that  1  in  4 people wi l l  have to  deal  wi th  a

menta l  heal th  i ssue dur ing l i fe  and that  the most  vu lnerable  people suffer  most  –

and suffer  in  s i lence.  The magni tude of  menta l  i l l  heal th  i s  ho ld ing back our

prosper i ty  and qual i ty  of  l i fe ;  and i t  shou ld not  be forgotten that  menta l  i l l  heal th

a lso impacts  on fami ly ,  f r iends  and caregivers .   He under l ined the need for  a  Year

as  a s teppingstone to  a comprehens ive EU menta l  heal th  s t rategy –  as  a l ready

cal led for  by  the October  2019  EPSCO Counci l .

Luisa Regimenti  MEP  s tated that  menta l  heal th  shou ld be one of  the number  one

pol icy  pr ior i t ies  for  the coming years .   Mrs  Regiment i  MEP informed the meet ing

that  she i s  in  the process  of  f ina l i s ing a book about  the impact  of  the COVID-19

pandemic which she wi l l  share wi th  co l leagues and part ic ipants  once publ i shed.

Ste l ios  Kympouropoulos  MEP focused on the importance of  address ing

discr iminat ion and s t igma that  s t i l l  su r rounds menta l  heal th .  He emphas ized that

the Year  shou ld not  on ly  be an EU- leve l  event ;  i t  shou ld be ce lebrated at  nat ional ,

reg ional  and local  leve l  as  wel l  so  that  the topic  can be put  h igher  on the po l i t ica l

agenda across  the board.   

Estrel la  Dura Ferrandis  MEP  under l ined that  common menta l  d isorders  were

al ready a problem before the pandemic.  A l l  the soc ia l  and economic factors  that

inf luence menta l  heal th ,  inc lud ing access  to  employment ,  safe work ing condi t ions ,

a  un iversa l  and s table  bas ic  income i s  s table  and support i ve  fami ly ,  soc ia l  and

communi ty  env i ronments  etc .  The Year  therefore shou ld above a l l  be an opportun i ty

to  improve soc ia l  po l ic ies  and publ ic  heal th  care serv ices  across  the EU.  

Tomas Zdechovsky MEP s tated that  the EU shou ld be the g lobal  leader  in  deal ing

with  menta l  heal th ,  both  in  re lat ion to  t radi t ional  approaches but  a lso  in  re lat ion

to modern innovat ive  menta l  heal th  so lut ions ,  such as  the progress ive  therapies  

 (e .g .  medical  cannabis )  that  can be seen in  the US.  
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Maria Walsh MEP  then presented a d iscuss ion paper  which was e laborated after  the

November  meet ing of  the MEP Al l iance for  Menta l  Heal th

She informed the meet ing that  European Years  are awareness  campaigns  to  educate

European c i t izens  and att ract  the at tent ion of  nat ional  governments  of  Member  States

to a part icu lar  i ssue ,  in  order  to  change att i tudes  and behav iors  at  both the nat ional

and European leve l .  

The case for  a   EU Year  for  Menta l  Heal th  i s  eas i l y  made,  when look ing at  the

prevalence,  cost ,  consequences and impact  of  menta l  heal th  on ind iv iduals  as  wel l  as

on soc iety  and the economy.  The mul t i faceted nature of  menta l  heal th  i s  a l so  cruc ia l ,

as  menta l  i l l  heal th  i s  of ten re lated to  low income or  s tandard of  l i v ing ,  poor  phys ica l

heal th ,  chal lenging l i fe  events ,  poor  qual i ty  of  l i fe ,  s t igma and taboo,  heal th  and

socia l  care ,  employment ,  educat ion and hous ing.

There i s  a  need for  better  and wider  understanding of  the importance and impact  of

menta l  heal th  as  wel l  as  for  ef fect ive  po l icy  and pract ice in  th i s  area,  bear ing in  mind

that  improv ing menta l  heal th  wi l l  improve people ’s  wel l -being whi le  u l t imate ly  sav ing

resources .  

The idea for  a  Year  was f i r s t  proposed in  a  meet ing of  the MEP Al l iance after  2019  EU

elect ions  and f i t s  very  wel l  wi th  the cur rent  A l l iance ’s  focus  on obta in ing an

overarch ing EU Menta l  Heal th  St rategy.   

A  Year  wi l l  p rov ide a usefu l  opportun i ty  to  ra ise  awareness ,  c reate pol i t ica l  impact

and st rengthen s takeholder  l inks .  The t ime i s  r ight :  the COVID-19  pandemic has  put  the

spot l ight  on menta l  heal th  l i ke  never  before and th is  opportun i ty  needs to  be

capi ta l i sed on.  

The overa l l  ob ject ive  of  the Year  cou ld be ‘ to  ‘Make Menta l  Heal th  Everybody ’s

Bus iness ’ ,  focus ing on genera l ,  populat ion menta l  heal th  as  wel l  as  on more speci f ic

pat ient- re lated i ssues ,  inc lud ing groups at  r i sk .  

The Year  cou ld address  soc ieta l  i ssues ,  serv ices ,  t reatment  and care ,  menta l  heal th

staff ,  employment  and schools .  There cou ld be informat ion/(soc ia l )  media campaigns ,

events ,  compet i t ions ,  good pract ice co l lect ion/shar ing and last  but  not  least ,  po l i t ica l

in i t iat i ves ,  in  order  to  make sure that  there i s  a  last ing impact .  Last  but  not  least ,  the

Year  shou ld invo lve s takeholders  f rom the menta l  heal th  area (pat ients ,  heal th

profess ionals ,  serv ice prov iders ,  carers…)  as  wel l  as  those wi th  a d i f ferent  remit

(youth ,  o lder  people ,  fami l ies ,  women,  employers/employees ,  vu lnerable  groups…)
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A European Year  for  Menta l  Heal th  shou ld ensure that  mental  health  remains high

on the EU and nat ional  pol icy  agendas .  There i s  a  po l i t ica l  momentum for  act ion in

th is  f ie ld  now,  which can be harnessed;  a  Year  cou ld funct ion as  a s teppingstone to  a  

comprehens ive EU Menta l  Heal th  St rategy.

The in i t iat i ve  i s  highly  t imely  as the cur rent  pandemic i s  hav ing an impact  on menta l

heal th  across  the wor ld .  Whi le  a l l  ef for ts  and in i t iat i ves  to  ra ise  awareness  and to

disseminate informat ion are ext remely  important ,  more concrete act ions  are needed

too,  for  ins tance in  re lat ion to  the EU’s  Debt  Recovery  Fund and the Resource &

Res i l ience Faci l i t y ;  part  of  these funds shou ld be earmarked for  menta l  heal th .

Moreover ,  the Year  needs to  ref lect  the mount ing ev idence of  the complex i ty  of

factors  affect ing menta l  heal th  (e .g.  soc ia l  and env i ronmenta l  determinants ) ,  as  wel l

as  the need to  invest  in  new and innovat ive ways  of  address ing menta l  heal th ,

s tar t ing wi th  prevent ion.  In  th i s  context ,  quest ions  were a lso ra ised as  to  whether  i t

would be a s t rategic  advantage to  l ink  the campaign advocat ing for  a  Year  to  the

Cov id- 19  pandemic ,  and make that  the main  focus  of  the Year .    

The case for  a  European Year ,  as  set  out  in  the d iscuss ion paper ,  i s  eas i l y  made;  the

fact  that  there i s  a  morta l i ty  gaps between those that  are l i v ing wi th  menta l  i l l  heal th

-  due to  l i festy le ,  to  soc ia l  factors ,  to  lack  of  access  to  prevent ive  and curat ive

heal thcare serv ices  -  and those that  are not  can be added to the paper ,  as  yet

another  reason to  pay more at tent ion to  menta l  heal th .  

In t roducing the d iscuss ion ,  Matt  Mui jen under l ined that  th i s  meet ing shou ld be regarded

as a s tar t ing point  for  a  campaign advocat ing the des ignat ion of  one of  the coming

years  as  the European Year  for  Menta l  Heal th .  The important  cons iderat ion i s  that  the

Year  cou ld connect  two st rategic  perspect ives ,  i .e .  genera l  menta l  heal th  as  wel l  as  the

specia l  menta l  heal th  needs of  vu lnerable  groups.  

The d iscuss ion addressed the fo l lowing quest ions  (shared wi th  part ic ipants  beforehand) :

•      What  do you th ink  the a ims of  a  European Year  for  Menta l  Heal th  shou ld be?

•      What  shou ld the main  themes of  the Year  be?

•      What  type of  act iv i t ies  shou ld be part  of  the Year?

•      How would your  organisat ion l i ke  to  be invo lved?

The fo l lowing v iews ,  ideas ,  d iscuss ion points  and suggest ions  were put  forward:

 

Aims:
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Quest ions  were ra ised about  the t ime frame :  there i s   Wor ld  Menta l  Heal th  Day ,

European Publ ic  Heal th  Week ,  there i s  a  Decade of  Ageing;  in  terms of  impact  and

media at tent ion ,  how does a year  as  a  per iod of  t ime compare to  shorter  or  longer

per iods  of  campaign ing? A year  prov ides  more t ime  for  susta ined act ion;  t  would be

good to look  into  prev ious  themat ic  years  and learn  more about  the i r  successes  as

wel l  as  about  how they  have complemented other  act iv i t ies  wi th  a shorter  t imeframe.

A c lear  understanding of  what is  meant  when we talk  about  mental  health  is

important .  ‘Menta l  heal th ’  has  d i f ferent  meanings  for  d i f ferent  ind iv iduals .  A  Year

could he lp ra ise  the awareness  and s t imulate d iscuss ion and conversat ions  across  a l l

of  Europe,  invo lv ing the whole populat ion.  I t  shou ld be around a l l  aspects  of  menta l

heal th ,  f rom menta l  heal th  and soc ia l  wel l -being to  more speci f ic  condi t ions  and

thei r  requi red serv ices  and pol ic ies .

The importance of  community  care:  the communi ty  –  both the local  as  wel l  as  the

global  -  has  a respons ib i l i t y  of  car ing for  each other .  That  i s  what  needs to  be

faci l i tated and nur tured.  Th is  has  to  be bu i l t  up f rom the grass  roots ,  because at  the

end of  the day ,  the communi ty  i s  there even when the serv ices  are not .  Col lect ive

support  i s  v i ta l  as  vu lnerable  groups would not  fee l  so  vu lnerable  i f  they  fe l t

inc luded.

The importance of  language:  the language used in  t ry ing to  ra ise  awareness  of

menta l  heal th  and d iscuss  menta l  heal th  i ssues  i s  a  determin ing factor .  An example

was g iven of  a  Youth Fest iva l ,  where young people cou ld s ign up v ia  the i r  schools . .

People want  less  jargon and more honest  conversat ion.  

Vulnerable populat ions:  

Themes :

Health  care workers  are  cur rent ly  be ing exposed to  a mul t i tude of  s t ressfu l  and

traumat is ing s i tuat ions  and s tudies  show that  many exper ience anx iety ,  depress ion ,

s t ress ,  and many other  negat ive fee l ings .      

Health  care workers need more support ,  as  they  are v i ta l  for  every  count ry  –  and

they are vu lnerable .  Cur rent  menta l  heal th  sys tems cannot  cope or  respond to  th i s

important  and increas ing need across  the board;  and even when the pandemic wi l l  be

over  the menta l  heal th  impact  wi l l  not  –  t raumas wi l l  l inger .   

Patients:  the Year  wi l l  a l so  need to  expl ic i t l y  address  the s i tuat ion of  those a l ready

l i v ing wi th  a menta l  i l lness ,  and invo lve them as  experts  by  exper ience in  the

plann ing,  ro l l -out  and implementat ion.   

Travel lers  are  a forgotten group,  mer i t ing specia l  at tent ion.  Su ic ide rates  among

trave l le rs  are soar ing:  t rave l le r  men d ie  seven t imes more often than non-t rave l le r

men;  in  women,  th i s  i s  f i ve  t imes h igher .  Mak ing menta l  heal th  serv ices  access ib le  for

t rave l le rs  i s  c ruc ia l .

Informal  carers  prov ide 80% of  a l l  long term care across  the EU –  awareness  of  th i s

huge cont r ibut ion and the impact  on carers  –  both on the i r  phys ica l  as  wel l  as  the i r

menta l  heal th  -   i s  low.  

Students  are  a lso at  an increased r i sk  of  ( severe)  depress ion ,  as  a  resu l t  of  the

lockdown and i so lat ion ,  wi th  on l ine contact  of ten being the on ly  poss ib i l i t y  to  have a

socia l  l i fe .  

Transgender  Community:  th i s  i s  a  margina l i sed communi ty ,  exper ienc ing excess ive

rates  of  menta l  i l lness  at  t imes.  Wai t ing l i s ts  to  access  speci f ic  heal th  serv ices  are

long;  understanding i s  low.

·         



The need for  a  ‘social  determinants’  approach:  I f  rac ism and other  forms

of  d iscr iminat ion ,  unemployment ,  low educat ion etc  are not  addressed,

menta l  i l l  heal th  wi l l  remain ,  even wi th  the best  serv ices  and systems in

p lace.  Wi thout  tack l ing the soc ia l  determinants  of  menta l  heal th  there wi l l

be no improvement .

Promoting a human r ights  perspect ive:  the Year  shou ld he lp  to  under l ine

that  menta l  heal th  in  a l l  th i s  forms i s  essent ia l l y  a  human r ight  and work  to

promote that  not ion among the EU populat ion.

Digital  mental  health  services:  there shou ld be at tent ion for  d ig i ta l

menta l  heal th  serv ices  and how they  can increase access ib i l i t y  as  wel l  as

f lex ib i l i t y  and personal i sat ion of  care.  Poss ib i l i t ies  for  b lended of  hybr id

care shou ld be fur ther  exp lored to  determine how we can benef i t  f rom both

formats .  

Attent ion for  the prevent ion of  mental  i l l  health:  the Year  shou ld have a

st rong focus  on prevent ion and on menta l  wel l -be ing,not  on ly  menta l  i l l -

heal th .  There are usefu l  examples ,  such as  F in land,  where menta l  heal th

l i teracy  –  e .g .  be ing able  to  d iscuss  menta l  heal th  i ssues  wi th  another

person -  i s  a l ready part  of  the pr imary  school  cur r icu lum.  Workp laces  shou ld

help mainta in  menta l  heal th .  Ensur ing a menta l  heal th  impact  assessment

into  a l l  soc ieta l  decis ion-mak ing would a lso  be he lpfu l .  Menta l  Heal th  F i r s t

A id  courses  are another  good example of  ‘normal i s ing ’  the conversat ion

about  menta l  heal th ;  they  equip a person wi th  the sk i l l s  to  ident i fy

somebody that  may be s t ruggl ing menta l l y ,  o r  be su ic ida l ,  and how to have

a conversat ion wi th  that  person.  The Year  cou ld promote such courses .

Training and education of  health  care professionals:  there i s  a  need to

deve lop cur r icu la  for  every  medical  specia l ty  in  Europe (not  on ly  menta l

heal th  care profess ionals ) ,  which a lso  focus  on menta l  i l lness  and menta l

heal th .  Th is  wi l l  he lp  recogni t ion of  people at  r i sk  of  menta l  i l l  heal th .  In

addi t ion ,  heal th  care profess ionals  shou ld be equipped to  look  at  and after

the i r  own menta l  heal th  as  wel l  as  the menta l  heal th  of  the i r  co l leagues.  
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Activ i t ies:

Best  pract ice co l lect ion ,  Youth and Divers i ty  Fest i va ls  ( to  promote

understanding of  other  communi t ies  and groups)   and ensur ing po l icy  act ion ( to

ensure a last ing impact  of  the Year)  were ment ioned.  A l l  par t ic ipants  expressed

thei r  wi l l ingness  to  share the i r  cur rent  act iv i t ies  to  enable the requi red

exchanges and cooperat ion to  make the Year  a  success  and move the at tent ion

for  menta l  heal th  to  another  leve l .

What can organisat ions do?

Al l  speakers  expressed the i r  support  for  the Year  and the i r  wi l l ingness  to

cooperate;  f i r s t ,  to  make the Year  happen;  and second,  dur ing the Year ,  to

share in i t iat i ves ,  ideas ,  and act iv i t ies  to  make i t  a  success .

Connecting coal i t ions and in i t iat ives :  there are var ious  ex is t ing coal i t ions ,

such as  the WHO’s  f lagsh ip  Menta l  Heal th  Coal i t ion .  There wi l l  be a new k ind of

menta l  heal th  s t rategy for  the WHO regional  of f ice in  menta l  heal th ,  which wi l l

be t ry ing to  operat ional ize  the g lobal  menta l  heal th  act ion p lan that  a l ready

ex is ts .  Many of  the themes d iscussed today -   s t igma,  d iscr iminat ion ,  menta l

heal th  awareness  and l i te racy ,  leadersh ip  and menta l  heal th ,  serv ice

reorganizat ion ,  innovat ion –  wi l l  be covered here as  wel l .  

The European Forum for  Pr imary  Care ’s  work ing group on menta l  heal th  has

recent ly  i ssued a pos i t ion  s tatement  on menta l  heal th ,  present ing the i ssues  that

need address ing and potent ia l  so lut ions .  Other  organisat ions  refer red to

statements  and pro jects  which cou ld be usefu l  for  campaign ing for  a  Year  and

i ts  implementat ion.  These and other  in i t iat i ves  and groups shou ld be a l igned to

ensure that  messaging i s  cons is tent  and s t rong.
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Maria Walsh MEP  conc luded by  say ing that  she herse l f  and her  co l leagues across

the MEP Al l iance are t ru ly  push ing for  the Year ;  the  po l i t ica l  nuances have been put

as ide as  MEPs are work ing together  to  dr i ve  home the message.  

 She s tated that  the meet ing had been successfu l  in  co l lect ing v iews;  now is  the

t ime ‘ to  put  our  shou lder  to  the wheel ’  and to  cont inue to  put  pressure on the

Commiss ion and Counci l ,  a l so  to  exp lore i f   EU funding for  a  Year  would be

poss ib le .  

Christ ine Marking  welcomed the sp i r i t  and content  of  the meet ing;  the idea to

have a European Year  i s  c lear ly  ‘a l i ve ’  and i f  th i s  meet ing prov ided just  a  f lavour  of

s takeholders  work ing together ,  then the Year  i s  l i ke ly  to  become a rea l i ty .  A  report

of  th i s  meet ing wi l l  be prepared in  the short  term.

The let ters ,  sent  by  the MEP Al l iance ’s  co-chai rs  s t i l l  awai t  an answer ;  I f  th i s  i s

pos i t i ve ,  p lans  for  the content  and implementat ion can be made.  I f  not ,  then a

advocacy campaign wi l l  be launched;  a  campaign p lan wi l l  be drafted and shared

with  part ic ipants .  

    

Matt  Mui jen concluded by  under l in ing the fee l ing of  consensus  and cooperat ion  in

the room.  That  i s  c ruc ia l  –  as  cooperat ion wi l l  p rov ide the cr i t ica l  mass  requi red to

make an impact .   The report  and upcoming campaign documents  wi l l  t r y  to  do

just ice to  a l l  cont r ibut ions  made;  part ic ipants  were inv i ted to  contact  the organisers

wi th  fur ther  comments  and suggest ions .  

9

CONCLUSIONS



CONTRIBUTORS

10

REPORTING BY CHRISTINE MARKING


