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‘Language is the biggest barrier in reuniting patients with their tamilies’

URVI MAHAJANI / MUMBAI

On April 24, a Hingolir-esident was
reunited with his family after 17
years. After disappearing from his
house without leaving any clue, he
was traced to a mental institution
in Chennai in February this year.
He was brought to Mumbai, reha-
bilitated and then reunited with
his family.

On April 22, a Malegaon-resi-
dent was reunited with his family
after two months. His family had
moved out from the address he re-
membered, but with the help of a
friendly community head, a video
was created and sent to various
groups on messenger app. By 11
pm on Eid night, his family was
traced and reunited.

These are just two examples of
how Shraddha Rehabilitation
Foundation reunited people who
wandered away from their family
due to mental illness and were
missing, some of them for years.
Founded by Magsaysay awardee
psychiatrist Dr Bharat Vatwani in
1988 with a 5-bed set up in Borivali,
it has now been expanded to 120-
bed setup spread over 6.5 acres in
Karjat where on an average 130 pa-
tients are being freated at any giv-
en time.

In the last two years, the founda-
tion has successfully reunited
more than 2,000 patients with their
families. The success rate of gov-

ernment mental institutions re-
uniting patients with their fami-
lies is very dismal. This even
prompted psychiatrist Dr Harish
Shetty to file a public interest liti-
gation in the Bombay High Court
highlighting the plight of patients
languishing in mental hospitals
despite being cured or even when
they are not seriously mentally ill.
The PIL was inspired by the case
of a woman who had spent over 12
years at a mental in-
stifution, including
seven years as her
husband refused to
take her back,
despite her having
recovered. During
several hearings, the
HC questioned the
state authorities why
the government has
not been able to re-
unite patients with
their families with all its re-
sources.

The government even faced flak
from the HC for the non-functional
State Mental Health Authority —
which is constituted to supervise
implementation of the Mental
Health Act, 2017.

So why is it that Shraddha Reha-
bilitation Foundation, a fully char-
itable non-governmental Organi-
satlon, 1s able to reunite more pa-
fients in a year than the govern-
ment institutions have in a
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decade?

“Investment in
good social workers
who love doing what
they are doing,” says
Dr Vatwani who has
been personally in-
volved since last 35
years. The doctor said that cur-
rently they have more than 50 full
time staff in addition to visiting
psychiatrists. The staff at the
foundation are from various parts
of the country They can speak
and/or understand several lan-
guages in the country, which helps
in breaking the first barrier while
interacting with wandering desti-
tute.

“Whenever a new homeless per-
son is brought to our place, the
staff first tries to identify from

which part of the country s/he is
from. Once identified, the staff
who knows that language speaks
with the person in his/her lan-
guage and that starts the ball
rolling,” said Dr Vatwani.

Once the person hears his/her
language, they are more than will-
ing to talk and help giving details
which they remember.

Dr Vatwani’s work is so well
known that mental institutions
from even other parts of the coun-
tfry contact his foundation when
they are not able to identify a pa-
tient’s roots. “My staff visits the
institution and engages with the
patient. After identifying from
which part of the country the pa-
fient 1s from, they try to find the
family,” he said. The patient is
then brought to the foundation,

where s/he is treated and assessed
before reuniting with family.

Dr Vatwani says language is the
biggest barrier in reuniting pa-
tients with their families. “If one
doesn’t know the language of the
patient then how can it be assessed
what ails him/her? There are
cases wWhere patients are unable to
convey their Kin’s contact details
due to communication gap. This is
the reason they continue to stay in
mental institutions,” he added.

To break this communication
barrier, there has to be a sufficient
number of staff who are well
versed with various languages.
“The government and mental in-
stitutions are not willing to invest
in social workers/ staff. And there
is so much inertia on the part of
mental institutions,” lamented Dr
Vatwani.

Dr Vatwani gave an example of
a patient who had been in a mental
hospital in Chennai for a long
time. He said when his staff
visited the hospital, one of them
recognised that the patient was
speaking in a Punjabi dialect.
“From there it was easy to trace
his family When my staff went to
drop him at the village, his family
gave Rs1,000 to my staff out of
gratitude,” added Dr Vatwani.

One of the points raised in Dr
Shetty’s PIL was that the families
were unwilling to take back pa-
tients despite their recovery “I

have been doing this for 35 years
now. I find it difficult that families
do not want their family members
back. You have to show the patient
in a recovered condition to the fam-
ily. Then there is no way they will
refuse,” Dr Vatwani said, adding
that the government mental insti-
tutions “fail to go the last mile”.
The mental institutions write let-
ters to the family of patients
asking them to take the patient
back. “They (mental institutions)
never go and present the patient in
good condition before the family. If
the patient has recovered, then
why will the family not take back
the patient?” asks Dr Vatwani.

The foundation has recently
signed a Memorandum of Under-
standing with the state govern-
ment for rehabilitation of cured
patients.

Governments of Gujarat, Tamil
Nadu and Himachal Pradesh are
very proactive and refer patients
from Maharashtra for rehabilita-
tion. They have never been re-
ferred to any patients by govern-
ments of Bihar, UP and Punjab.

Apart from reuniting patients,
the foundation spreads awareness
amongst family and the communi-
ty “The awareness has to be
spread at the individual, family
and the community level. This is
necessary to break the stigma
around mental health,” surmised
Dr Vatwani.
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THE ILL TREATMENT

MOut of the total health budget
of Rs73,932 crore a paltry Rs41.8
cr was allotted in 2022 to the
National Mental Health Program
and Rs555 crore to the two
Centrally Funded Institutions of
Psychiatry

BGovernment is spending 0.81%
of the total health budget on
mental health

mA National Institute of Mental
Health Report and Neuro-
Science Report says mental
illness afflicts a whooping
197mn Indians, with 30mn of
them afflicted with severe
mental disorders, which if left
untreated could well result in
the patient walking out and
becoming a wandering
destitute.

MPatients of schizophrenia
without treatment are
unwittingly separated from
families and end up as roadside
wandering mentally ill destitute,
unclothed, unfed, uncared and
untreated

MPopulation census of India has
estimated 1.8mn Indians (0.15%
of Indian population) are
homeless. Incidence of mental
iliness per se in the homeless is
50-60%. So almost Tmn Indians
are homeless and mentally ill




