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Regional News 

,Unempluymanm 
stress are some of the 
factors reported to be 
fuelling mental health 
challenges among young 
people in West Nile. 

Y FELIXWAROMOKELLO 

n the outside, Frank (not real 
‘name given the senitivity o the 
‘matter) looked like every other 
YOung person in the husy Ania 

O 33.be attended univeriylughed 
nd felt that he would 

“ehieve his dreams and realise ther to 
ilh frient 

efullest. 
s parents and relatives knew he 

2 handworking 
cdent. But inside, rank was ighting. 

doing well. He 

battle, i A ‘morning, he woke up tired, 
m« a full night's sleep. Tasks 
Jike attending lectures, replying to 

and phone calls, or studying 
, fet vv!rwhelr:inz, He constantly 

jed about his future, his grades, 
] Mkwmldnnnndajub 
J after graduation. The pressure weighed 

heaviyonhim. 
Across communities in the West Nile 

Sub-region, mental health challenges 

West Nile youth grapple 
wi _th mental djs 

have become a growing burden for  Aman reportedly grappling with montal health challongos, holds his hoad in doop thought on tho strosts of Arua City 
young people. It common to see ~ onMonday. PHOTOS/FELIX WAROM OKELLO 
young, middle-aged, and elderly men 
suspected to be suffering from mental 
illnesses on the treets ofurban centres. 
“They are casily spotted at garbage 

collection points, hotels, and begging. 
on the streetsfor some bitesfor the day 
Some of them move around chewing 
mairungi(khat) smokingopium openly, 
whileothers take alcohol. 
‘While previous generations st 

s 
One of the bigeest sources of stress 

for. young people is academic and 
career pressure. From an early age, 
many youth are told that their future 
depends entirely on their academic 
‘performance. 
‘Theyliveinaworid whereauniversity 
degree o diploma is seen as the only 
path to someone’s success. But as 
‘graduationapproaches,reality becomes 
disquieting. The jobs, especially in 
public institutions, are scarce, with 
high competition, and the fear of 
unemployment grows. This leads to 
disillusionment anda tressed mind. 
Andthe caseis true with Frank whose 

fear of failing to get a paying job was 
constant. Each time he heard about 
graduates who remained jobless for 
years,his anxiety increased. He beganto 

Frank, who had these unanswered 
lingering questions, said: “What if 1 
fail to pass at the university? What if 
1 disappoint my family? What if my 
future crumbles?” 
‘These thoughts weighed him down, 

Social media 
platforms like TikTok, Facebook, 

} WhatsApp, or X — often show 
of perfect lives—successful 

turning hope into 

| entrepreneurs, happy relationships, 
expensive lifestyles, and early 

‘Regrettably Prank,like several youth, 
had unrealistic exp!;il:fi;:.;z: | 
‘ofen scrolled through. r 
wt:muh-:flm;l progress of former classmates and e 

‘mainly with physical survival and 
‘economic hardship, today’s youth in 
the region are fighting a silent but 

ravestruggle— the batUe within their 
‘minds. 

Ayoung man eats mairungi (khat), which is widely cited as one of the most 
abused substances fuelling mentalillnesses in West 

posting about their lfe achievements 
such asbusinesses they were sarting or 
Tunning,scholarships secured abroad, 
and exciting career opportunities, 
among others. Instead of feeling 
inspired, Frank felt left behind. He 
began to believe he was not doing 
enough, even when he was trying his 
best. 
‘This constant comparison to the 

Sub-region. 

peers slowly damaged his self-esteem. 
He stopped celebrating his small 
achievements ike birthdays, going to 
functions of his friends, and focused 

The 2024 Uganda Bureau of 
Statistics Census report puts youth 
unemployment at 64 percent across 
the 13 districts in West Nile,which hasa - 
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‘populationof 39 million. 

Family expectations 
Family expectations also play amajor 

role.Several young people cary the 
hopes of their entire families. Parents 
invest their savings in their children's 
education and expect success in return. 
While this supportis given with love,it 
canalso create intense| 

Frank feared failure not just for 
himsel but for the people whobelieved 
in him. The thought of disappointing 
them increased his anxiety and 
‘made him hide his struggles instead 
of speaking about them. Financial 
challenges add an extra layer to the 

jen. 
His storyis akinto thatofMrJob Asik, 
30,whois grappling withmental health 
challenges.Hisfriend, Mr Levy Adaku, 
‘whoknew him from thevillage in Vurra 
in Arua District said: “This boy struggled 
‘with school fees, daily expenses, and 

‘supporting family members Balancing 
studieswith part time work or worrying 
‘about basic needs affects concentration 
‘and emotional stability” 
Mr Adaku added that Mr Asiku was 

always worried about whatto eat. 
“Thestress he underwent tumned into 

exhaustion, and exhaustion turned into emotional nimbness Ths made 
him feel out of place, a Gilare i life. o sometimes help him with what to eat, 
it sometimes he can disappear from 
the tmmin: N unknewn destination for 
months"he statesd. 
Mental health strugzles alen affect 

Dhysical health and hehaviour. Tmith 
experiencing anxisty or depression may have trmible sieeping, lose their 
Apeite ot experiencecomatant Bige, Some turn to aleohol, drugs, or unhealtiry habits 1 eseape emetiomal 
Pain. Others lse metrvation, leading. 10 poor academic performance or 
Admpping out of schol 

= about mantal Miness 
S0me communities in the sub- 

eR1on, mental health is not taken 
s bt ther ke - a e 
r'n'm I"'JI .’l’lm-"‘ Those suffering from 
o s el sbapdned 
Ay s misfits in the 
A3 2 result, some migrate heir villge o urban comres s seey Smpathy from middie.class people 

w:'::‘;\x_x them with food and clothing, 
e ol 0t b wemnene 
has lived in Arua City for decades, vs 
Selsa Adiru,a resident, noted: “This 
Woman has been in this fowm for sorme 
time norw. People harve nicknamed her 
Okuika’ She Iives at the mercy of God 
because few peaple offer food to her. 
Mosttimes,she would get foed from the 
garbage pits or move o hotels to eat the 
leftovers” . 

‘The Director of Voice of Restoration 
International in West N, Mr Daniel 
Dratibi, urged local leaders to push 
for mental health and psychosocial 
support for the youthin their areas. 
“There s anew face of a mentally ill 

person in every trading centre, town, 
and city in West Nile due to aicohol, 
drug, and substance abuse. Do you 
see any leader promoting by-laws/ 
ordinances in that regard Sadly,the 
few organisations dedicated to mental 
health and psychosocial support, 
alcobol drug.and substance prevention 
and treatment are not supported in 
relation o funding."Mr Dratib said. 
He added: “Money and mental 

health move together. We should say 
noto drugs. Financial risis i affecting 
mental health...some people are 
confused by titles and so cannot 
rediscover themselves to move out of 
financial problems.™ 
Mr Dratibi has been combing both 

rural and urban schools to discourage: 
learners and their peers from 
consuming mairungi, excessive alcohol 

jon,among others. 
Ms Jascinta Aclkant, a parent in Kaneo 
Sub-county Zombo District, said: “Our 
‘youth should learn healthy copimg skils 4 
ke balancing work and rest, bulding 
supportive friendships, seeking help 
‘when needed, and understanding that 
‘successisajourneynotarace™ 
“Life s never perfect...f you are faced 
‘with struggles, speak t0 a friend or 
‘neighbour about the problem so that 
you can be helped. Do not die silently 
because theburdenis heavy;sheadded. 

KEY STATISTICS 

The Ministry of Health 2025 
State of UgandaPopulation Re- 
porton Mental Healthi 
facility-reported cases increased 
by over70 percent between 
20212nd 2024 (from 494,326 
10843,205 cases) nationwide. It 
noted that roughly 24 percent of 

adults and 23 percent of child- “ 
* rensuffer from mentalllness, with 

depression and anxiety being the 
most common, often driven by po- 
verty, substance abuse, and trau- 
ma. 
Italsosaid from 2021t0 2024, 

West Nile Sub-region contributed 
closeto 35 percent of mental 
health casesacross the country. 
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