
	

Introduction
	 The coronavirus disease known as COVID-19 is a killing virus 
that is highly contagious. it is caused by a severe acute respiratory 
coronavirus2 and is spreading from human to human [1]. COVID-19 
emerged in Wuhan China in December 2019 and by January 2020 
all provinces of China have confirmed COVID-2019 cases [2], 
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by march 13 2020 the WHO proclaimed Wuhan as the center of the 
pandemic meanwhile it was no longer an epidemic only in China. 
At the time many European countries and USA reported increasing 
number of confirmed COVID-19 cases and the number of deaths 
started increasing in some countries like Italy. And it was believed 
that Africa and Latin America would be the second infection wave 
[3]. Nowadays all the world is critically affected by this pandemic, for 
instance the USA, the Latin America like Brazil, there is an increasing 
number of confirmed cases [4,5], European countries are straggling 
with the second wave of COVID-19 infection [6]. The coronavirus 
pandemic has impacted multiple fields of lives at all level. In highly 
interconnected and globalized world, the impacted of this pandemic 
became evident since the outbreak in different countries of the 
World [7]. In terms of healthcare, the COVID-19 pandemic would 
not affect only the physical health. Experts show that when there is 
a an epidemic or pandemic both people who already suffered from 
psychiatric problems, the general population and people who have 
never presented symptoms could be at risk of developing mental 
health symptoms [8]. Causes of mental illness challenges during the 
pandemic can be due to different reasons for instance when reflecting 
to COVID-19 scenarios, people around the world has suddenly lost 
their jobs [9]. Due to this issue a number of people have committed 
suicide [10]. Further, it was seen that the sudden changes would 
significantly impact the mental health of psychiatric patients includes 
reducing their access to psychiatric services. As it was reported in 
some countries, the shortage of health workers caused the majority of 
health workers to give the priority to the COVID-19 patients [11,12]. 
Managing mental illness in already diagnosed patients have been 
a big challenge for mental health professionals, however in some 
developed societies with good infrastructures different measures 
such as telepsychiatry consultation, home delivery of medications, 
psychosocial support, and sometimes rapid test of coronavirus 
have been put in place in management of mental illness during the 
pandemic [13].

	 Rwanda is one of the countries that were affected by the 
COVID-19 pandemic although the current reported death are still 
less as compared by other countries (Update-on-COVID-19-19-11-
2020-Eng.Jpg (720×752), n.d.). On the 15th Rwanda has recorded 
the first case of COVID-19. Soon after, Rwandan government has 
taken strict measures in containing the spread of the pandemic a 
lockdown measure has been announced on 20th March many activities 
were resumed and people were called to stay in their homes unless 
they might have immergences. (MoH Rwanda). The strict lockdown 
has taken 40 days. Numbers of COVID-19 confirmed cases have 
been increasing day by day, currently the total number of infected 
case counts 5543, with 5137 of the recovered and discharged cases 
the number of non-recovered cases was 389 on the 19th November 
2020 (Update-on-COVID-19-19-11-2020-Eng.Jpg (720×752), n.d.). 
During the lockdown and after patients were allowed to go the 
healthcare facilities in all country. Like other patients, psychiatric 
patients could go and get treatment by following instructions. 
However, some patients could face challenges in treatment adherence  
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Abstract

	 The COVID-19 pandemic has affected all domains of human 
society. The causing virus started in Wuhan /China in December 2019 
and sooner later its spread affected the entire world. Countries are 
still being highly affected with this pandemic numbers of death and 
confirmed infected new cases are still increasing mostly in western 
countries, Latin American and most likely few cases in many African 
countries. In terms of health the COVID-19 pandemic affected not 
only the physical health as caused by the coronavirus or other 
diseases but also it has made an effect on mental health. Already 
suffered mental health patient and new cases were seen to have 
different challenges as related to pandemic and the mental illness 
itself. In this case study we aimed to describe the management of 
mental health patients during the COVID-19 pandemic in Rwanda. 
We have considered the experience learned in a district Hospital in 
Kigali. The learned experience is recommended to be used in other 
communities with similar culture to Rwanda.
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since they might live far from the hospital and transport means 
was limited. Obviously, mental healthcare system in Rwanda 
is improving. Currently in Rwanda psychiatric patients can get 
treatment on primary level as many of health centers have one or two 
trained psychiatrist nurse or psychologist. District hospital and health 
centers can provide mental health services to both in and out patients. 
As mentioned previously The sudden occurrence of COVID-19 and 
the following lockdown in many countries have affected the general 
population around the world including psychiatric patients [11], in 
Rwanda, there is no known update on the effected of COVID-19 on 
mental health either on psychiatric patients or the general population, 
except a study by [14], that shows genocide survivors with PTSD 
could not receive the needed treatment during the commemoration 
period as this one happened during the strict lockdown. Rwanda is 
also known as a country with a high prevalence of mental health cases 
of psychiatric illness mostly caused by the consequences of genocide 
against Tutsis [15].

	 Rwanda has been recognized as a country that has implemented 
good measure in containing the pandemic by thinking on all domains 
that can facilitate to maintain the better life of Rwandan citizens [16]. 
With this regard, each citizen including psychiatric patient was not 
left behind in this difficult period of pandemic. In this paper we aimed 
to describe COVID-19 assistance for psychiatric patients in Rwanda 
by considering evidence from a District hospital in Kigali the capital 
city of Rwanda. We referred to Kibagabaga district hospital.

The world mental health day and mental health week in 
Rwanda

	 Each year on 10th October the world celebrates world mental 
health day. In Rwanda the world mental health day is prepared by 
mental health professionals who are mainly clinical psychologists, 
psychiatrists, psychiatric nurses, social workers and other activists 
from different organizations. The ministry of health through mental 
health department in Rwanda Biomedical Center (RBC) supports 
almost all activities as prepared by professionals and activist in 
mental health. Referring to world mental health day, activities that are 
commonly done by mental health workers and activists are; radio and 
TV talks, debates, activities related to campaigns and mobilizations 
of both populations and resources towards collective actions of 
awareness, prevention and special attention on mental health illness. 
This year 2020 because of COVID-19 pandemic many activities were 
conducted using video conferences. That they were referred to the 
WHO them which were “Mental health for all: greater investment, 
greater access”. 

Mental health week

	 There is a good habit in Rwanda for any event that needs a 
mobilization and sensitization. Similar to this the mental health day 
can be followed by a mental health week or a mental health week 
can be prepared later after world mental health day depends on the 
situation.

How and who participated in mental health week

	 The ministry of health/Rwanda biomedical center organizes 
the reflection training for mental health professional. Each district 
hospital is called to delegate a mental a staff member who to attend 
the workshop or symposium. This year, the main purpose of mental  

health week was to reflect on issues of mental health and mental 
health patient during the COVID-19 pandemic period. The currently 
available literature on the covid-19 pandemic was share and discussed 
by mental health professionals. The experts trained mental health 
professionals about other issues related to COVID-19. Epilepsy 
patients were also given a special attention and a special epilepsy 
week was prepared.

COVID-19 and psychiatric patients in Rwanda

	 Psychiatric patients received the need treatment during the 
lockdown until today except minor challenges as the pandemic 
occurred unpredictably. Currently there is no known research about 
potential challenges regarding psychiatric illness and COVID-19 
pandemic in Rwanda. However, health authorities assumed that 
psychiatric patients and neuropsychiatric patients and their caregivers 
may get confused about symptoms of COVID-19 and other mental 
health or neuropsychiatric disorders’ symptoms. Therefore, as 
solution for this matter, mental health workers were called to explain 
difference in symptoms especially the epilepsy symptoms and corona 
virus symptoms. Differences in symptoms were explained in local 
language (Kinyarwanda) Mental health workers were requested to 
make it available for all patients and caregivers. It was then posted on 
the dashboard of mental health department at the Hospital. Details on 
the explanations are seen on the (Figure 1).

Health instructions about and acceptance in psychiatric 
patients 

	 Generally, psychiatric patients in our patients department were 
seen to follow instructions of sanitation and other instructions as  

Figure 1: Difference between epilepsy symptoms and Coronavirus symp-
toms.
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recommended by the ministry of health in Rwanda. Generally, 
instructions are social distancing when in Public place, wearing a face 
mask, frequent hand washing, and avoid non-essential movements. 
Psychiatric patients as well as their caregivers were seen to be aware 
of all of these instructions. The need was only to reeducate them and 
caregivers on the proper use of the instruction as the pandemic is still 
spreading. 

The proper wearing of a face mask and availability in psy-
chiatric patient 

	 The use of face mask was seen successful and helpful in prevention 
of spread of not only COVID-19 but also other respiratory infectious 
diseases [17]. It is crucial to wear the face mask during the epidemic 
period every time in the public place. people should wear the face 
mask and wear it properly [18,19], wearing a face mask should be the 
commitment for each and everyone in fighting the spread of pandemic 
it should not be an obligation from the authorities and people have to 
accept it in avoiding punishments [18]. Patients were educated the 
role of wearing the facemask and why they should take it as their 
responsibility. The good standard qualities of the mask, the time limit 
of use of a facemask a day, the proper hygiene of a facemask were 
explained to patients and caregivers. In further helping of psychiatric 
patients the psychiatric department has provided facemask for patients 
and their caregivers. 

Proper hand wash

	 Like the use of facemask, the habit of frequent hand wash was seen 
helpful in preventing the spread of virus including the coronavirus. 
The hand hygiene could be done using recommended soap, potable 
water, and recommend hand sanitizers [20]. Rwanda has made 
available needed hygiene products in every frequented public place, 
in further fighting the virus hand sanitizers are available in almost all 
shops on reasonable price in Rwanda, COVID-19 fighting products 
are also allowed to sell on street. The department of mental health 
has arranged soaps for each patient and caregiver and this initiative 
is supposed to be sustained as a number of psychiatric patients would 
have challenges in paying some of hand hygiene products.

Avoid unnecessary trips or movements

	 The movement restriction and self-isolation and lockdown are one 
of key decision in the prevention of the spread of the coronavirus 
pandemic. Self-isolation in helpful even when there is no strict 
generalized lockdown [21,22]. Therefore, people are recommended 
to stay home whenever they don’t have an immergence. In case they 
are in public place, people must avoid the otherwise used habits such 
as handshakes, other cultural salutations habits like hugging each 
other. They must maintain distance at least one meter in between 
each individual. Similar to general public psychiatric patients 
were getting explanations and importance of these instructions in 
protecting themselves as well as the general population. In addition 
to all assistance that patients and their caregivers received, caregivers 
were given a hotline number to call in case they may detect some 
COVID-19 related symptoms. or if they may need further assistance 
related to COVID-19.

Conclusion
	 The occurrence of an epidemic or pandemic can affect mental 
health in the general population. This may become more severe in  

people already suffering from a mental health illness. The courage of 
increasing management measures for mental health patients is highly 
recommended until the end of the pandemic. The experience learned 
from Rwanda would help as an example especially in countries with 
similar culture as Rwanda. As the pandemic is still spreading, we 
recommend mental health professional to keep informing mental 
health patients about their contribution in the fight of the pandemic 
by protecting themselves as well as the general population. It also 
important to note that in Rwanda the epilepsy is treated in mental 
health department of each district hospital. Therefore, considering it 
as a mental health problem is quite common in general public and 
sometimes in health professionals. Furthermore, the epilepsy related 
stigma and other psychosocial issues need to be investigated in 
Rwanda. As Rwanda is growing in healthcare there is a need to keep 
strengthening research in healthcare in general and mental health in 
particular.
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