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Sunday, 10 October 2004 is World Mental Health Day.  The theme this year is the relationship between mental and physical health.  

One side of this issue is the psychological problems resulting from physical diseases such as diabetes mellitus and cancer as well as physical disability.  In these and other physical diseases, the person affected and his or her family need to adapt to the demands of the illness, to the reduced abilities to function and to the possibility of a reduced life span.  While these are natural processes, it is frequently very difficult for the person (we deliberately do not use the word “patient” here) and his or her family to do this alone.  There is clearly a need not only for professional medical assistance, but for the persons affected and their families to come together in self-help groups to share experiences and emotions.  People working on the problems together do not feel alone and abandoned.

The other side of this issue is that there is clear evidence that high levels of stress cause physical ailments.  These include endocrine problems such as thyroid disease and diabetes, circulatory problems such as high blood pressure, heart attacks and strokes, gastrointestinal problems, muscle tightness causing headaches and joint problems and even cancer.  There is now strong evidence that the effectiveness of the immune system is reduced when people are or have been under stress, and that people who have (had) high levels of stress are likely to become physically ill.  

Other consequences of high levels of stress are suicide, domestic violence and other kinds of violence directed internally, that is, at the person him or herself, and externally, that is, at the family or the society.  Unfortunately, this kind of violence is increasing.  These problems are present throughout the society, including in ex-soldiers and their families, returnees, internally displaced persons, refugees and civilian victims of war.

The problem of the relationship of stress and physical ailments is a particular problem in this region.    Physicians and workers in non-governmental organizations report high levels of all of the above ailments.  Paradoxically, even nine years after the end of the war, little attention is being paid to these problems.  Furthermore, there has been no epidemiological work done to determine the true situation in the region.  

International evidence is that psychological treatment rather than tablets works to reduce stress.  Yet, there is little psychological or family therapy available in this region.

The Coalition for Work With Psychotrauma and Peace (CWWPP) realizes that the medical system in Croatia is overburdened, with some physicians and psychiatrists seeing as many as 50-75 patients per day.  This problem of capacity calls for new types of solutions and for the education of new groups of professionals and para-professionals to deal with the problems.

Furthermore, the CWWPP wishes to emphasize that stress, particularly in war and post-war periods, is a natural human reaction.  We therefore do not view people with such reactions as “crazy”.  We use the term post-traumatic stress reaction rather than post-traumatic stress syndrome.  

In this same context, the CWWPP looks to the very positive experience in other countries with self-help groups led by well-educated well-supervised para-professionals and wishes to introduce similar groups throughout Croatian society.  Such groups diminish the taboos on getting assistance and allow people to share experiences and learn new ways of living.

Still another problem with mental health that we wish to emphasize is that of the families of persons with problems of mental health.  Such families are under extreme pressure because they must care for their family members 24 hours per day seven days per week without relief.  Furthermore, nowhere in this region are there arrangements between police, social services, emergency hospital services and the judiciary for dealing with emergency situations.  Other problems in this context include the lack of day care and “half-way houses” where people with mental illness can work and live under sheltered conditions.  Still another problem is that of what happens to the affected persons once their relatives are unable to care for them.  The CWWPP has been working together with the group Marimo of Osijek since 2001 on these issues.  Together with Marimo, we wish to expand the group that has formed in Osijek to other parts of Osijek-Baranja and Vukovar-Sirmium Counties, particularly to Vukovar, and to form effective working groups on these issues.

The Coalition for Work With Psychotrauma and Peace calls on local, national and international authorities, first, to carry out the required studies of mental health in this region.  We call on such authorities to initiate and finance proper regimens of assistance to people with stress reactions.  Furthermore, we call on authorities in the region to form working groups on mental health together with the non-governmental organizations working on these issues.  From its side, the CWWPP is applying to foundations abroad to finance such programs.  We are welcome cooperation with other non-governmental organizations as well as with governmental and international agencies in these efforts.

The mandate and work of the Coalition for Work With Psychotrauma and Peace is to assist people to deal with stress and thus also reduce the risk of physical illness.  We work by teaching people to deal with their own psychological reactions.  Groups or individuals wishing education or other assistance may reach us by telephone on 032-441975.

Marimo, a group working with the families of mentally ill persons, may be reached on 031-213225.
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