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I Summary

1. The Sana’a Center for Strategic Studies (Sana’a Center), Columbia Law School Human
Rights Clinic (the clinic), and the George Warren Brown School, Washington
University, jointly submit this report to inform the examination of The Republic of
Yemen (Yemen) during its 3" Universal Periodic Review. This submission focuses on
international human rights and humanitarian law concerns related to Yemen’s
obligations to respect, protect, and fulfil the right to mental health.

2. Yemeni civilians are frequently exposed to a wide range of stressors, including air
strikes, arbitrary detention, injuries and deaths to friends and family, threats and



harassment from non-state armed groups, a cholera epidemic, food insecurity and
famine risk, inability to access health care, and the non-payment of salaries. There is a
high risk of pervasive poor mental health in Yemen, including major depressive
disorder, anxiety, and post-traumatic stress disorder. These mental health conditions
can have far-reaching consequences, affecting family relationships, physical health,
domestic violence, education, the ability to work, and willingness to support peaceful
measures to end conflict. Yet health services are minimal, and little action is being
taken to mitigate and respond to the clear risk.

International human rights law protects the right to health, including the right to mental
health.! Yemen has ratified all the major human rights treaties, including the
International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights,? the Convention on
Rights of the Child,® and the Convention of the Rights of Persons with Disabilities.*
International humanitarian law also protects against certain harms to mental health.’
This submission presents concerns regarding two issues: (1) the impact of war on the
mental health of civilians in Yemen, and (2) the lack of attention to, and services aimed
at promoting, mental health and psychosocial wellbeing in Yemen.® The submission
also sets out questions for Yemen and recommendations to promote compliance with
human rights and humanitarian law obligations.

II. Cause for Concern: Mental Health Risks in Yemen

5.

10.

The average 25-year-old in Yemen has lived through 15 armed conflicts. The armed
conflict in Yemen has directly and indirectly affected over 80 percent of the
population.” Persons living in Yemen have faced widespread and frequent exposure to
harm, violence, and conflict, which, compounded by a context of neglect from
government, widespread insecurity, increased poverty, fractured social ties, and a lack
of basic social services, creates a serious risk of significant adverse mental health
among the population.

Yemeni mental health experts report a 40% increase in the suicide rate in Sana’a
between 2014 and 2015, and an increase in psychiatric patients.® One of the few
scientific studies on mental health found that 79% of children reported PTSD
symptoms, 70% had trouble sleeping and 63% had doubtful views of the future.’

Even prior to the civil unrest that started in 2011, Yemen experienced poor mental
health conditions. There was a lack of appropriate and sufficient health structures,
services, and policies, and widespread stigma around mental health.!® This was
exacerbated by the ongoing civil war which began on September 21, 2014 with the
Houthi take-over of Sana’a, and was compounded with the intervention, at the
invitation of the Yemeni government, of the Saudi-led military coalition on March 26,
2015.

As of late December 2017, there have been 9,245 conflict related deaths and over
52,807 injuries reported. All sides to the conflict have carried out human rights
violations in Yemen, including illegal detentions, airstrikes,!! and torture in prisons.
These actions are particularly harmful to the health of survivors and their families and
friends.

In 2017, the UN declared Yemen to be the world’s largest humanitarian crisis.'?> As of
January 2018, the UN estimates that there are 22.2 million people in need of
humanitarian assistance or protection, an estimated 17.8 million are food insecure, 16
million lack access to safe water and sanitation, and 16.4 million lack access to adequate
healthcare.!3

According to the World Health Organization (WHO), in armed conflict generally, an
estimated 17% and 15% of the population will suffer from depression and post-



traumatic stress disorder respectively.!* Research from other countries suggests that,
without significant efforts to improve well-being, Yemen is at risk of seeing poor
mental health continue many years into the future,!® with adverse effects on physical
health, family cohesion, education, and participation in the workforce. Peace and
reconciliation efforts are also at risk of being undermined, as research from other
contexts has found that PTSD was correlated with support for further violence.!'®

11. In addition to war-related violence, various government measures, outlined below, have
had a negative impact on mental health by affecting the “underlying determinants of
mental health:*!”

a. Relocation of Central Bank and famine risk: A contributing factor to hunger and
the consequent negative psychological impact on individuals and families is the
contraction on the economy which, already affected by the conflict, worsened
when the Yemeni government, in September 2016, relocated the Central Bank
of Yemen from its base in the north to Aden in the South without due
consideration of the impact on the economy.!'® The relocation was done with a
lack of professional staffing, as well as the absence of institutional memory,
networks and cash liquidity in Aden. This exacerbated the risk of famine by
impairing commercial and governmental structures facilitating the trade of basic
commodities.

b. Public sector salaries: From September 2016, salaries for 1.2 million public
sector employees were stopped, and were generally resumed in early 2017 in
only government control areas, with 2-5 months of delays.!” An estimated 60
percent of public sector employees (720,000 people) remain without their
salaries; with an average family size of 7-8 people, this means that an estimated
over 5 million Yemenis have lost their main breadwinner. Retired employees in
all areas in Yemen have not received payments since the relocation of the
Central Bank. The lack of salaries has a significant effect on well-being and
affects the abilities of millions of families to purchase basic necessities.

c. Aecrial, sea, and land blockade: Allies of the Yemen government, led by Saudi
Arabia, have been enforcing air, land, and seaports restrictions and obstacles to
the entry of humanitarian and commercial imports to Yemen. Saudi Arabia has
enforced restrictions on the movement of humanitarian aid and commercial
imports and exports. Yemen relies heavily on imports for basic provisions such
as food, medicine, and fuel.?° This has also led to a severe scarcity of medicines,
and driven up the price of medicines, which compounds the tragedy and
threatens the health conditions of civilians.

d. Sana’a airport closure: Saudi Arabia closed the Sana’a International airport on
August 9, 2016, without any reasonable justification given by either the Saudi-
led coalition or the government of Yemen. This has affected the free movement
of civilians and particularly impacted persons in need of medical care that only
exist outside of Yemen. These restrictions have led to an estimated 10,000
preventable deaths.?!

II1. Mental Health Services in Yemen

12. The Ministry of Health and Population adopted a National Mental Health Strategy for
2011-2015, which included steps to promote mental health, improve treatment of
disorders, and address stigma and discrimination through community mobilization.??
However, economic conditions and the disruption of public services following the 2011
uprising, the subsequent political crisis and the onset of full-scale war in 2015 led to



13.

14.

15.

16.

the strategy being discontinued.”* The Yemeni government has not made efforts to
integrate policies or programs on mental health, and has viewed mental health as a non-
priority.?*

The WHO’s Health Resources Availability Mapping System (HeRAMS) surveyed
health facilities in 16 out of 22 governorates in Yemen and found that out of 3,507
surveyed facilities, only 1,579 (45%) are fully functional and accessible, 1,343 (38%)
are partially functional and 504 (17%) are non-functional.?’ The survey also found that
274 facilities have been damaged because of the conflict, including 69 facilities totally
damaged and 205 facilities partially damaged.

To date, there has not been a detailed breakdown of the conflict’s impact specifically
on mental health care facilities and access to services. The WHO HeRAMS survey
found that among 3,507 health facilities, “services for non-communicable diseases and
mental health conditions are only fully available in 21% of health facilities.”

There has also been a shortage of psychiatric specialists in Yemen since the start of the
conflict. InJanuary 2016, the WHO estimated that there were 40 psychiatric specialists
in Yemen, most of whom were based in Sana’a. In December 2016, the director of the
mental health program at the Ministry of Health suggested there were just 36.27 There
are 0.17 psychologists per 100,000 Yemenis.?®

In addition to limited health facilities and a lack of trained mental health professionals,
the quality of available mental healthcare in Yemen has been a concern:

a. There is a lack of specialized care for specific groups such as women, children,
teenagers, the elderly, as well as chronic and addiction cases;*

b. Mental health is not integrated into the primary healthcare system — many
Yemenis are unable to access treatment when they first make contact with the
healthcare system;*°

c. There is no official protocol, or standardized guidance for mental health
diagnosis and assessments which are relevant to a Yemeni social and cultural
context;’! and

d. The cost of medication is prohibitive for many Yemenis and the use of
electroconvulsive therapy remains widespread.*?

IV. Legal Frameworks and Issues

17.
18.

19.

20.

International human rights and humanitarian law create protections for mental health.

The Government of Yemen has acceded to all the major international conventions
relating to human rights.** The Government of Yemen has also ratified the main Geneva
Conventions.**

Under international human rights law, everyone has the right to the enjoyment of the
highest attainable standard of physical and mental health.”> States have a duty to
respect, protect, and fulfil the right to mental health.>® This includes refraining from
interfering with everyone’s right to access mental health care, preventing and redressing
interferences with the right by third parties (including hospitals and psychiatric
institutions), and taking positive measures to provide mental health care facilities,
goods, and services.?’

The UN Committee on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights’ General Comment 14
explains that the right to mental health requires that mental health care goods, facilities,
and services be available, accessible, acceptable, of good quality, and non-
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26.

discriminatory.*® The right also requires that everyone have information about, and the
ability to participate in, decisions about their mental health and well-being.>

Mental health ‘goods’ include essential medicines for the treatment of psychosocial
disorders.*® Mental health ‘facilities’ include primary, secondary, and specialized care
clinics providing mental health ‘services’, including, diagnoses, treatment,
rehabilitation, and recovery related to mental illnesses and psychosocial difficulties.*!
Facilities also includes the institutions and support required to educate and train
qualified health professionals, psychologists, psychiatrists, psychiatric nurses,
community health and social workers, and guidance counsellors.*?

In addition, states must address basic living conditions which are prerequisites to good
health.*3 These conditions, known as “underlying determinants”, may be physical (such
as safe drinking water)** or social (such as promoting non-violent and respectful
relationships).*>

The right to mental health is also interdependent with other human rights.*® For
example, a violation of the rights to be free from torture or arbitrary detention, or of the
rights to work or food,*” risks undermining mental health and well-being.***’ Similarly,
violations of the right to mental health may undermine the ability of persons to fully
exercise their civil and political rights.’® Additionally, individuals suffering from
serious mental illnesses or disabilities can be extremely vulnerable to violations of their
rights, particularly in institutional care, where they may face humiliating and degrading
treatment, coercion, or sexual abuse.’!

States also have non-negotiable minimum core obligations to:

e Provide non-discriminatory access to mental health goods and services;>? with a
special emphasis on the rights of groups which may experience marginalization of
vulnerability, such as women, children, older persons, persons with disabilities, and
refugees and internally displaced populations.>?

e Ensure access to the underlying determinants of mental health,* including
minimum essential food, basic shelter, housing, sanitation, and an adequate supply
of safe and potable water;>>

e Adopt and implement a national mental health strategy;>¢

e Allow meaningful participation of affected persons and stakeholders in designing
and/or deciding on public policy on mental health;>’

e Conduct periodic review and monitoring of the right to mental health;>®

e Provide education and access to information on mental health, including on
methods of prevention.>

Under international humanitarian law, which applies to all parties to the conflict in

Yemen, medical personnel, units,%’ and transports may not be the subject of attack or

harm,’! and should be allowed to carry out their exclusively humanitarian work without

undue interference. Parties to the conflict have both affirmative and negative duties to
protect medical units, including refraining from attacking, and placing such units out
of harms way.%?

International humanitarian law also provides for protections for the wounded and the
sick, which includes military and civilian persons in need of medical assistance because
of “trauma, disease, or other physical or mental disorder or disability.”®3

Persons whose rights have been violated have the right to a remedy, and are entitled to
access to “effective judicial or other remedies.”** Remedies can include: adopting adequate

legislation;

65 67

investigating violations;* providing access to justice;%” compensation for

damage, including mental harm resulting from gross violations of human rights law and
serious violations of humanitarian law;®® rehabilitation, which includes the provision of

5



“medical and psychological care and legal and social services™;*” and guarantees of non-
repetition of violations, which includes protecting people in the medical professions.’®

V. Recommendations

Immediately, the Government of Yemen should make all efforts to reduce the burden
of the conflict on Yemenis by:

o Calling on the Saudi-led coalition to lift restrictions and reduce delays on
inspections of import and exports and humanitarian access to Yemen.

o Calling on the Saudi-led coalition to reopen Sana’a Airport for commercial and
civilian movement into and out of Yemen, and particularly allow travel of
civilians seeking healthcare outside Yemen.

o Paying public sector salaries without interruptions to all areas in Yemen.

The Government should work toward creating a participatory process for a new national
health strategy which includes a significant focus on mental health.

With support from the United Nations agencies, donor governments, and
nongovernmental organizations, the Government of Yemen should promote access to
appropriate psychosocial support for persons living in Yemen.

The Government should ensure people with mental illnesses have access to safe and
appropriate services and support.

The Government should include issues of mental health and support for those affected
by the conflict in the peace talk processes.

The Government should remedy the lack of research into mental health by facilitating
independent research in Yemen, and ensuring that its coalition allies facilitate the free
movement of researchers into and out of Yemen.

The Government should ensure that their mental health-related policies, planning,
programs and research meet the needs of groups which may experience vulnerability
or marginalization, including women, children, older persons, and ethnic minorities.

The Government should work toward integrating mental health into primary health
care, by ensuring the integration of psychological and specialized assistance in all
health care services to meet the needs of affected people at all levels of villages,
districts, cities and governorates.

The Government should ensure that mental health is an important factor in all its
national planning, and is considered in medical and health interventions conducted in
collaboration with regional and international agencies.

The Government should take steps to support more training for counsellors,
psychologists, teachers, and community leaders.

The Government should conduct awareness-raising and de-stigmatization programs
among the Yemeni population.

VI. Questions

What steps is the Government currently taking to ensure citizens suffering from poor
mental health have access to medical care and psychosocial support?

How does the Government plan to address the mental health needs of its citizens, and
the lack of existing services?



What plans does the Government have for immediate, mid-term, and long-term
programs, initiatives, and services to address the effects of the war on the mental health
and well-being of Yemenis?

What plans does the Government have to create a new national health strategy,
including provisions for mental health?

What data does the Government have about mental health conditions and services in
Yemen? What is the number, location, and types of doctors and other practitioners who
perform mental health-related work? What programs, initiatives, and services exist for
psycho-social support across the country? What studies has the government conducted
to assess the well-being and mental health needs of the population?

What steps is the Government taking to ensure that its own security forces, and its
partners and partners’ proxy forces in Yemen are respecting the mental health and well-
being of Yemenis, and what steps are being taken to stop abuses—such as illegal
detention, torture in prisons, and illegal airstrikes—which seriously harm well-being?

V. Contacts

Sana’a Center for Strategic Studies
Farea Al-Muslimi, falmuslimi@sanaacenter.org
Waleed Alhariri, alhariri@sanaacenter.org

Haddah Street, near to Al-Misbahi Intersection
Sana’a, Yemen

Phone: +967 1 444 375

Fax: +967 1 444 316

Columbia Law School Human Rights Clinic
Sarah Knuckey, sarah.knuckey@law.columbia.edu
Ria Singh Sawhney, rss3669@columbia.edu

435 West 116™ Street
New York, NY, 10027, USA
Phone: +1(212) 854-1571

Washington University
Dr Lindsay Stark, lindsaystark@wustl.edu

Brown School at Washington University in St. Louis
Goldfarb Hall, Room 221
Campus Box 37, One Brookings Drive, St. Louis, MO 63130
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