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Introduction

In 2008, the Nepal chapter of the South Asia Forum on Mental Health and
Psychiatry (SAF-Nepal) and the Nepalese Doctors’ Association (UK) declared
the week 20-26 September 2008 as the Mental Health week in Nepal. The
key events took place in Kathmandu and Janakpur (Appendix 1). We decided
to join hands with the Alzheimer Association of Nepal (AAN) to celebrate the
World Alzheimer’s Day on 21 September as part of the mental health week.
World Alzheimer’s Day is observed on 21 September each year by the
Alzheimer’s Disease International (ADI) and Alzheimer Associations in
different countries. According to the ADI, having a globally coordinated
awareness day sends a strong message to governments and policy makers
alerting them of the fact that dementia is a serious health issue which will
have serious implications on services and health systems around the world as
the world's population grows older. We received encouragement and support
from the Nepalese Diaspora Volunteering Programme through the Connect
for Change in the UK. This report summarizes the events and activities of the
week.

Dementia in Nepal and low-income countries

Nepal is a small low-income south-Asian country with a population of about 27
million of which over 1.6 million (7% of the population) are over the age of 65
years, and this population is estimated to double in next ten years. In Nepal
there is virtually no awareness of this problem amongst general public,
professionals or policy makers. Even if it is not recognised as dementia, the
illness places a heavy burden on both the elderly patient and their relatives.
As the average age of the global population increases, dementia and other
age-related illnesses are increasing in prevalence. Recent estimates have
suggested that over 24 million people live with dementia worldwide, with 4.6m
new cases every year. However, a number of studies have suggested that the
prevalence of dementia in the developing world is between a quarter and a
fifth of that typically recorded in developed countries. New research suggests
that this figure has been underestimated and that levels of dementia in the
developing world may be much closer to those in the developed world. The
research was conducted by the 10/66 Dementia Research Group, an
international collaboration. The 10/66 dementia prevalence, as opposed to
DSM IV dementia, was higher than that of DSM-IV-dementia and more
consistent across sites, varying between 6% in rural China and 12% in the
Dominican Republic. Even if we consider the risk of developing dementia in
this age group as 5%, the global prevalence rate, it can be estimated that
currently about 320,000 people would be suffering from some kind of
dementia in Nepal. This figure is likely to double every 20 years.

The relatively high prevalence of smoking, alcohol use and the high and rising
prevalence of Type2 diabetes are matters of concern in Nepal. There are



many misconceptions regarding geriatric medicine and psychiatry. Geriatric
medicine is perceived to be somehow connected to geriatric, i.e. senile
patients, with unfortunate implications. It is not considered relevant to teach
geriatric medicine to the undergraduates in medical schools. While trying to
convince the government and policy makers to fill the glaring public health
gap of dementia care in Nepal, health and social care professionals along
with voluntary organisations need to help older people with dementia and
their families. The following life story of an 86-year old woman succinctly

summarises the plight of older people in Nepal:
“After the death of my husband, | distributed all of my tangible and intangible
property to my sons. Though | had preferred to stay with the youngest son, |
could not live there, as | became the reason of quarrel for the son and daughter-
in-law every passing day. | thought | would better live out of the home and one
fine day | decided to leave while they were not around, Radhika Devi Singh, 86,
(name changed) shared her pangs with The Rising Nepal. Now, | have no one to
look after me. When | was physically and mentally sound, | used to manage and
control all the family members and resources by myself. Until the age of 70, | was
very healthy, sound and perfect. The family members would love and care for me
too. But, now at 86, when | want somebody to be by my side, to fulfil my
demands, to help me move in and out, to get water for me to drink and to take
care of me; no one is here. | am totally alone. Everything pampered. | am
deserted, shared Singh who is taking shelter at one of the elderly homes in the
capital.”

Memory Walk

In August 2008, the Alzheimer’s Association of Nepal (AAN) wrote to
various international Non-Governmental Organisations (NGOSs) for
support. It was a pure coincidence that the NDA (UK) and SAF-Nepal
were planning to organise a mental health week in Nepal in the autumn
of 2008. The World Alzheimer’'s Day on 21 September provided a perfect
opportunity to plan the mental health week including a memory walk,
Alzheimer’'s workshop and a mental health camp in Janakpur along with
articles in national media, radio and national TV.

Memory Walk indeed was indeed one of the highlights of the week. Despite
the political turmoil in the capital that day several hundred people took part in
an unprecedented mile-long walk in Kathmandu (Figure 1). The Alzheimer’'s
association was unsure until the previous night whether the walk would go
ahead. To everyone’s surprise people, especially college students, started
gathering in front of the international conference centre from 6 am. It was a
stunning autumn morning in Kathmandu valley surrounded by panoramic
Mountain View with glimpses of the Everest.

Participants from over eighteen different organisations and colleges marched
with full of energy and enthusiasm. The smile on their face and banners in
their hands they managed to announce clearly and loudly that we must hear
the voice of older people suffering from Alzheimer’s disease and other types
of dementia. Free leaflets were distributed amongst the passers by. The walk
terminated at the Mandala with a vow to celebrate the WAD next year and
every year. The group dispersed peacefully following a group photographic
session.



Figurel. Glimpses of Memory Walk on World Alzheimer 's Day in Kathmandu
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The Alzheimer’s Workshop

The National Senior Citizen Organisation Network, Nepal (NSCONN), a non-
governmental organisation set up for the welfare of older people in Nepal, had
organised the 14" World Alzheimer’'s Day on 21 September 2008 with the
slogan, ‘NO TIME TO LOSE'. Supported by the Ministry of Women, Children
and Social Welfare of Nepal, the NSCONN hosted a workshop on Alzheimer’s
disease and released a DVD on Alzheimer’s disease in Nepal (figure 2).

The ceremony, presided by Professor Leela Devi KC, the NSCONN
Chairperson, was well attended by representatives from over twenty
organisations. The key note presentation on Alzheimer’s disease by the
senior psychiatrist Dr. Dhrub Man Shrestha was followed by Dr. Shailendra
Adhikari, Dr. Arun Jha and Mr. Ajay Chhetri. The release of a well-edited DVD
on dementia was very moving by its first hand depiction of the trials and
tribulations in the life of individuals with Alzheimer’s disease.

The workshop proved the perfect opportunity to seed the concept of a special
conference on Healthy Ageing. Mr. Prakash Khanal, the Deputy Director of
‘The Connect for Change’ in the UK took up the challenge and organised a
wonderful conference in January 2009. Two physicians, Dr. PR Gautam & Dr.
S Adhikary, and one old age psychiatrist, Dr. Arun Jha, went to Nepal for the
conference as experts in the field. Details and outcome of the conference
would be prepared and reported by Dr. PR Gautam and Mr. Khanal shortly.




Figure 2. Snapshots of Workshop on Alzheimer’s dise ase

Janakpur Mental Health Camp

Each Medical College is supposed to have a psychiatry department to provide
psychiatric training for the undergraduate students. Unfortunately, the Janki
Medical College in Janakpur, Nepal could not recruit any psychiatrist due to
an acute shortage of psychiatrists in Nepal. The first batch of its final MBBS
students were due to graduate in early 2009 but they had no access to any
mental health service in Janakpur and surrounding area. The SAF-Nepal
offered a unique special training opportunity by organising a 2-day mental
health camp in Janakpur on 23-24 September 2008. There were four
psychiatrists at the Janakpur camp — one (AJ) from the UK, one each from
Kathmandu, Dharan and Birgunj. We say nearly 200 patients in two days
(Figure 3).

Figure 3: Inauguration of Janakpur Mental Health Ca  mp, 24 September 2008




The 4™ and final year medical students formed groups of 5 and sat with the
psychiatrists, observed the interview and learnt the basics of clinical
psychiatry for the first time (Figure 4). We also organised a special afternoon
workshop on mental health for 100 final year medical students the following
day.

Figur 4: IMC medical students at Janakpur Mental He  alth Camp (Sept 2008)

Janakpur Mental Health Follow-up Training

Following the success of the mental health week in September 2008, we
organised a special conference on healthy ageing in Kathmandu and mental
health workshops for doctors and health care workers in Janakpur. In total 50
doctors and 60 health professionals from Dhanusha and Mahottari districts
participated in the training (Figure 5)

Figure 5: Highlights of Janakpur Mental Health Trai ___ning January 2009




Appendix 1

The Nepalese Doctors’ association (UK) and the South Asia Forum on Mental
Health & Psychiatry — Nepal have declared 20-26 September 2008 as the
Mental Health week for Nepal with the slogan of ‘No Time to Lose — Mind
your Mind’ . This is an attempt to raise public awareness of mental health
problems in order to help people suffering from various mental health
problems such as depression, anxiety, mood disorders, schizophrenia,
Alzheimer’s disease, drug and alcohol dependence and other disorders. The
following activities are planned to mark the event:

20 September: Radio/TV interview by SAF Members
21 September: World Alzheimer’'s Day

0 Memory Walk from Maitighar Mandala to Sinamangal (7-9
am)

o Public conference on Alzheimer’s disease at
Kathmandu Medical College (9-11 am)

0 TV interview about Alzheimer’s disease  and other
Dementias

23-24 September

0 2-day Mental Health Camp at Janakpur
o Inauguration of a Mental Health Day Centre at
Janakpur
26 September: Workshop and seminars on mental
health at various sites in Kathmandu

Any additional activity or event by any individual or organisation would
be highly appreciated. Please participate in as man y activities as
possible. No time to Lose - Mind your Mind!



