
System of Support of Mental Health for Victims who are Experienced 

The Natural Disaster in Southeast Asia

Presentation by the Czech Republic

Dr. Vivienne Soyková

Ministry of Health of the Czech Republic
Dr. Štěpán Vymětal

Ministry of Interior of the Czech Republic
Current situation: 
The Czech Republic is located in Central Europe and has population of 10 million. About 1000 Czech tourists spent their time on holiday, when the countries in South Asia were affected by Tsunami. We missed more than 300 on the next day after the disaster. Up to now there are still 11 missing persons. The Czech administration does not suppose that most of these people are alive; however, their bodies haven’t been found yet. Only one body was transported to Prague. Hundreds of Czechs have been deeply mentally traumatized by this event. These people either tried to survive or to protect their children. They also observed cruel deaths of other people all around. They tried to help and at least they tried to find relatives or friends in morgues.  

Experience of the Czech Republic: 

The Czech Republic has recently had experience of various disasters (extensive floods, traffic accidents with many causalities, tornado). Since we are aware of the aftermath of disasters on mental health of people, we attempt to build up system of support of mental health in similar situations. So far, we have had a system of posttraumatic intervention care within the coordination from the Ministry of Interior (for police officers and firemen). We try to further develop a nation-wide network of psychosocial support to all inhabitants of the Czech Republic. This system and network was also used for Czech citizens in connection with the South-Asian disaster of 26 December 2005. 

Coordination by the Ministry of Interior (MOI)

The MOI, Personnel Department, Psychology Section was charged with the coordination of activities focusing on the support of mental health in this situation. It has been on 24-hour crisis duty since 27 December 2004. The section is directly linked to the Central Crisis Staff of the Czech Republic. The crisis duty of this section will last one month after the disaster. The facilitation and function checking of individual parts of system is going to continue the next two months. Matter of course we are going to analyze the effectiveness and will evaluate the helpfulness of this system. The aim is to develop and adjust a crisis plan avoiding mistakes. 

This section (8 people) coordinates cooperation among State Administrations, several organizations and individuals in the field of crisis management. This close cooperation as follows: the Ministry of Interior, the Ministry of Health, the Ministry of Foreign Affairs and the Ministry of Defense. 

Cooperation among trained and experienced professionals who are authorities in the field of support of mental health in time of crisis and disasters was essential. They are certified in Critical Incident Stress Management and Psychosocial intervention teams in the Czech Republic. These people are from various areas – psychologists, doctors, priests, social workers, police officers, and firemen etc. who are professionals and who are specifically trained to help in context of human being. The experts (of the MoI - Fire Rescue Service) are coordinators for each region (14) and they are connections between the headquarters and each region. 

One of the milestone was also the collaboration and cooperation with in the Czech Airlines (CSA, Travelservice), Prague airports, travel agencies, Czechs embassies in whole region of Asia. 

Main objective is to provide a maximum of Czech citizens affected by the disaster with information. Firstly, to transport affected tourists back to the Czech Republic. Then, we gave them maximum information – how they can help themselves, to instruct them of the follow-up care and support in their region. To address the most serious cases proactively.

A basic team of experts in mental health was established (5 persons – MoI, MoH, psychologists with focused training) on 27 of December to deal with the issue of a regional network and with specific questions. 

A team of psychological assistance of the MoI was built up for direct work in the field. Tasks: assistances in the airports, monitoring of tourists, crisis intervention and psychological “first aid”, assistance in the collection of DNA material from relatives, supporting surviving relatives, preparation of specialists of various professions for working with people affected by disaster.

A help line was established to support mental health after the disaster. It is available daily from 8 am to 20 pm and it will be in operation 3 months after the disaster. It is for: tourists, relatives, surviving relatives and experts, who are involved in relief work. Contents: consultancy, giving information, crisis intervention. We received approximately 130 calls in two first weeks. Some of them were acute and serious cases of posttraumatic care – mostly after care in hospital.

Procedure:  

Basic information about the mental condition after the disaster and about help (support) was announced (in Czech and in English) in airplanes from Colombo to Prague. After leaving the airplane, passengers received a printed leaflet (in Czech and in English) with detailed information and contact to the MoI help line. They were given an opportunity to talk immediately at the airport with mental-health specialists. The help line was immediately (and repeatedly) announced in media – on TV, in newspapers, on the Internet. Next, a more detailed handbook for citizens (9 pg, A4) was printed that contains information about possible reactions to the disaster with an address list of psychosocial services in the CR – consultancy, psychological help, support (doctors, psychologists, priests, social workers, SOS lines). The handbook is intended mainly for people affected by this disaster and their relatives or close friends etc. The handbook as well as the other materials was immediately distributed by email to Czech embassies in South Asia. 

A necessary step will be the support of mental health of professionals and employees who were involved in removing psychological consequences (physical or mental work).
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