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1. How has Covid-19 impacted the mental health of children and adolescents, what 

plans does the department have to tackle the effects, as well as to make the 

services work more for children and adolescents? 

Response 

Covid-19 has impacted all people in many aspects of life including their mental health 

and well being.  

Many countries imposed national lockdowns, closing schools and workplaces, leaving 

people to learn virtually, enforcing social distancing measures, and implementing 

restrictive measures that prevented individuals from going to public places or from 

meeting people from other households. Quarantines and lockdowns are states of 

isolation that are psychologically distressing and unpleasant for anyone who 

experiences them. 

Children and adolescents have also been affected especially as they are in a stage of 

development where they are also grappling with the challenges associated with 

adolescence and coping mechanisms that have not yet reached the optimal level of 

development. Over and above all challenges on the mental health of individuals 

associated with the impact of COVID-19, young people, who are at higher risk of 

developing mental health problems than adults were particularly vulnerable to the 

adverse effects of isolation, including school closures, due to the disruption lockdown 

causes on their physical activity and social interaction. Children and adolescents had 

to face separation from loved ones, illness and death of close family members 

including parents within a short space of time, if not at the same time, disrupted 

education and ambiguity about their future. The impact of these unprecedented 

uncertainties, occurring at such a critical point of their emotional and cognitive 

development stage cannot be understated. Research studies conducted among young 

people at the height of COVID-19 pandemic found that the pandemic with its lockdown 

resulted in increased levels of common mental disorders among young people. Data 



from the health information system has however not indicated any change on the 

numbers of young people that are seen in public health facilities for mental health 

problems when comparing data for 2019 (pre-covid) to that of 2020 (during covid peak) 

and 2021 (post covid peak). This may be attributed to the state of shock, limited 

movements due to lockdowns and the underdeveloped capacity to seek help. 

  

It is anticipated that COVID-19 related issues may have long lasting consequences 

and effects on the mental health of all people especially the young people who still 

have a long future ahead. The Department has put in place a number of interventions 

and plans to increase access to, and quality of mental health including early 

identification, care, treatment and rehabilitation services to “tackle the effects, as well 

as to make the services available for children and adolescents”. The interventions 

includes among others, the following: 

 Legislative provisions for all including children and adolescents: The 

definition of a mental health care user in terms of the Mental Health Care Act, Act 

No 17 of 2002 include children and adolescents in need of mental health services. 

The rights of mental health care users in the Act as well as the objects and 

provisions of the Act are also applicable to children and adolescents 

 Mental Health Infrastructure plans, designs and layout provides for children 

and adolescents: The IUSS Guidelines that were promulgated by the National 

Department of Health include guidance on requirements for mental health 

infrastructure for children and adolescents. 

 Integrated School Mental Health Services: Screening and referral of learners for 

mental health programme is integrated into the school health policy and 

programme to ensure early identification, care, treatment and rehabilitation 

including referral of learners with mental health problems. 

 Integrated Community Health Worker Services: Screening and referral for 

mental health problems is integrated into the work of the community health care 

workers. This assists in strengthening early identification and referral for mental 

health problems even on younger preschool children. 

 Developmental screening: Screening, education and referral for delays on the 

developmental milestones is included on the Road to Health Card for the under 5 

year old children. Delayed milestones is one of the key indicator for  developmental 



problems on children including mental health problems, cognitive and intellectual 

development. 

 Strategic purchasing of mental health services: Additional funding has been 

made available through the NHI Grant to contract private psychiatrists, 

psychologists, registered counsellors, social workers and occupational therapists 

to complement staff at primary health care facilities to increase capacity to provide 

mental health care services at this level, which is nearer to where young people 

live and school. 

 Information sharing and mental health awareness including self-help: Use of 

B-Wise, a mobisite where young South Africans can obtain information, support 

and expert advice on a range of health ranging from HIV, substance abuse and 

psychological health. Mental health and substance abuse messages and 

information sharing is included as part of this mobisite which young people access 

for information.  

 Stakeholder collaboration: The Department is providing funding to the South 

African Federation for Mental Health (SAFMH) to implement mental health 

promotion and advocacy programmes. In the last two financial year the SAFMH 

has been running a mental health information and help desk where people 

including young people can link through website, email, social network page, 

WhatsApp and telephone and obtain information and support, when required. 

 Capacity building and ongoing mentoring and supervision of health care 

providers: The Department is collaborating with the Foundation for Professional 

Development (FPD) to train medical doctors and professional nurses working in 

general health facilities to further improve their skills in clinical management of 

mental disorders among all population groups including children and adolescents. 

The project is ongoing and to date more than 2000 professionals have been 

capacitated through this initiative.  

 Research on child and adolescent mental health services: The Department is 

finalising plans for a study to determine the public mental health systems ability to 

cater for needs of children and adolescents with mental health problems. The study 

findings and recommendations will further contribute towards improved mental 

health services for this age group.  



 The National Mental Health Policy Framework that is under review, provides 8 

catalytic objectives to ensure improved mental health services for all strengthens 

the focus on issues of child and adolescent mental health service provision as one 

of the priority target group. This includes monitoring mechanisms to ensure that all 

relevant stakeholders work together in a concerted manner in implementing their 

mandates related to mental health promotion, early identification, care, treatment 

and rehabilitation for children and adolescents. This includes other Departments in 

the Criminal Justice System, to ensure that children and adolescents who come 

into contact with the Law receive the necessary mental health services where 

required. This includes the provisions made in the Child Justice Act, 2008 (Act No 

75 of 2008). 

 

1. The framework has lapsed, do you think the department achieved what it intended to 

achieve with the framework especially with child and adolescents’ mental health, what 

were some of the lessons and challenges learnt? 

Response 

The Mental Health Policy Framework and Strategic Plan was the first of its kind in the 

country. Its main achievement was to give an understanding and locate mental health 

perspectives in the broader health system service delivery agenda. This is especially 

on the key objective of the local and international mental health legislation of 

integrating mental health into the general health services environment as a strategy to 

increase access to mental health services; improve efficiencies through collaboration 

and pulling resources with other sectors; and also to combat stigma  and discrimination 

in mental health mostly associated with segregation, isolation, verticalization and 

exclusion of the mental health programme as was the case in the past. The vision, 

mission, objective, guiding principles and the eight catalytic objectives oulined in the 

Mental Health Policy Framework and Strategic Plan 2013-2020 provides and clarifies 

the South African Roadmap and approach towards the delivery of mental health 

services which, among others is to move focus away from the medical model in 

delivering mental health services, towards an integrated, psychosocial and public 

health approach in the delivery of mental health services. While a lot had been 

achieved through the policy direction, much still needs to be done given the high 



mental health services demand on the ground. Among others, the following has been 

achieved in the implementation of the policy objectives: 

 District specialist mental health teams were established in some districts in the 

country. The key role of these teams, constituted by a maximum of five 

members of the mental health multidisciplinary teams is to organize mental 

health services at district level. Included in their terms of reference is to 

strengthen school health systems for mental health promotion, prevention of 

mental illness, detection and management of child and adolescent mental 

disorders in schools and establishing routine referral pathways in collaboration 

with the Department of Basic Education and other stakeholders and embedding 

suicide prevention interventions in treatment at primary health care. 

 Psychological services have been decentralized and are provided in a number 

of primary health care facilities, offered by mental health care practitioners 

employed or contracted for these facilities as well as the outreach teams from 

specialized psychiatric and/or tertiary hospitals. 

 Section 71 of the Mental Health Care Act has been activated and a Ministerial 

Advisory Committee on Mental Health was established by Regulations in 2015. 

This Committee advises the Ministry of Health on mental health issues, which 

include access to quality mental health services by vulnerable groups like 

children and adolescents. 

 Provinces exploring various mechanisms to enhance governance, 

accountability and leadership on mental health services, through among others 

Mental Health Directorates. These structures are critical in ensuring that mental 

health services are well organized at a provincial level in collaboration with 

provincial stakeholders like the Department of Basic Education and Social 

Development. 

 Efficient mental health monitoring and evaluation including surveillance 

systems. Mental health indicators are included in the District Health Information 

System. These include data elements on children and adolescent seen at 

primary health care facilities and hospitals for mental health problems. The data 

assists in planning and monitoring access to services by this age group. 

 A health sector drug master plan was developed and is in place to strengthen 

implementation of the Health Sector mandate in fighting the scourge of 



substance abuse especially among young people in line with the National Drug 

Master Plan. 

 Improved access to and integration of services. Forty (40) general hospitals in 

the country have a psychiatric unit attached. This is a departure from the past 

where mental health services could only be accessed in specialized psychiatric 

hospitals, which are generally situated away from communities. This is 

specifically important for child and adolescent mental health service delivery as 

child and adolescent mental health interventions need to involve the family. 

 Processes for establishing a psychiatric hospital in Mpumalanga are underway 

at a planning phase. The hospital will include inpatient and outpatient child and 

adolescent mental health services and interventions. 

 A number of projects to renovate specialized psychiatric hospitals infrastructure 

are underway and some have been completed and these include child and 

adolescent mental health infrastructure.  

 Psychotropic medication are available at all levels of the health care system 

including the PHC level in line with the essential medicine lists and standard 

treatment guidelines for each level and for all age groups including children and 

adolescents. 

 Training of primary health care staff in basic mental health skills is included as 

part of training using the Adult Primary Health Care Manual that is run by 

provinces as part of skills development to assist in early identification and 

treatment. 

Though progress was made as stated above, a lot still needs to be done to strengthen 

the provision of accessible and quality mental health services to children and 

adolescents as well as the general population. Not all that was intended by the mental 

health policy framework was achieved especially at implementation level. Provinces 

cited shortage of resources both human and financial for non-achievement of some 

objectives. The main lessons learned includes the following: 

 The National Mental Health Policy Framework and Plan to be resourced for 

implementation. 

 Intersectoral collaboration in mental health policy development and 

implementation is crucial, which should be accompanied by mechanisms to 



ensure that all stakeholders implement their roles as stipulated in the Policy. 

Accountability mechanisms for all stakeholders need to be tightened. 

 Implementation need to be strengthened through adequate resourcing, 

monitoring and coordination. 

 

2. How is the new framework going to improve child and adolescents’ mental health, 

what is the plan, how will it speak to the mental health needs of children and 

adolescents? 

Response 

 Child and adolescent mental health services will remain a priority even in the 

revised framework. The plan is to come up with a policy that in integrated and 

promote collaboration with key sectors like the Department of Basic Education 

and Social development and well as civil society working in the field of mental 

health. This will be possible as the Interdepartmental Standing Committee on 

Mental Health as well as the Ministerial Advisory Committee on Mental Health, 

which are both intersectoral bodies, are central to the process of the review of 

the policy framework.  

 The Department of Planning, Monitoring and Evaluation will also be brought on 

board to ensure that mechanisms to hold the stakeholder departments 

accountable to their responsibilities are built into the policy framework review 

process.  

 The review is also taking into consideration the findings and recommendations 

by the South African Human Rights Commission regarding services for child 

and adolescent mental health. The findings from the study to determine the 

public mental health system’s ability to cater for the needs of children and 

adolescents with mental disorders that is underway will also assist as it will 

further illuminate the gaps and repurpose implementation and service delivery 

accordingly. 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

3. Mental health should be a holistic approach; however, most experts have admitted 

that services are offered in silos. How is the department planning to bring synergy or 

working together especially with department of health, education and social 

development to ensure good mental health outcomes for children and adolescents? 

Response 

This will be ensured through: 

 Clear roles and expected outputs by the each stakeholder in the policy framework 

to further strengthen accountability and commitment on services to be provided. 

 Participation of the Interdepartmental Standing Committee on Mental Health in the 

review of the policy framework and its implementation plan. 

 Establishment of provincial and local mental health forums to also synergize and 

oversee implementation at provincial and local levels 

 Bringing in the Department of Planning, Monitoring and Evaluation to assist with 

coordination and holding departments responsible and accounting for their roles in 

line with their mandates. 

 

4. The framework has lapsed and in our last inquiry (29 september) you mentioned it will 

be ready in the next financial year. How far is the process, when will it be ready? 

Response 

Consultation is underway with stakeholders including civil society organizations and 

government departments on the review content.  

 

A technical service expert will be appointed for the review process and a call for 

proposals will be advertised in due course in line with the PFMA and Treasury 

Procurement Policies. The review process will unfold from then. 

 

End 

  

  

  


