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Amid the most intense peak of COVID-19 cases, the spark of 

wo unsuccessful tax and healthcare system reforms fueled a na- 

ional mobilization unprecedented in Colombia’s recent history. 

ince its beginning on April 28th, the government’s response has 

ed to an escalation of violent clashes between protesters and both 

olice and military forces. Multilateral non-governmental organiza- 

ions have spoken out against the violent repression that has led to 

he death of at least 18 people and numerous complaints of cen- 

orship, disappearances, and physical and sexual assaults [ 1 , 2 ]. One 

f those with the most significant impact has been the suicide of 

 17-year-old girl who alleged being sexually abused by police of- 

cers [3] . 

Demonstrations and conflicts between protesters and state 

orces have been concentrated in marginalized areas of Cali, the 

hird most populous city in the country. As a result, the en- 

ire population, especially those in the most critical areas, have 

een exposed to very intense unease and uncertainty, giving rise 

o sadness, helplessness, hopelessness, and anguish. As the Inter- 

merican Commission on Human Rights (IACHR) recently reported, 

olice and military members have also been affected by this con- 

rontation. Some of them have died victims of firebombs while 

taying inside police stations [4] . The challenges and stress both 

he general population and public force members are experiencing 

ould trigger mental health problems, which, in turn, could exceed 

he consequences of the pandemic itself. 

The fact that protests themselves can negatively impact people’s 

ental health is well known, especially in their epicenter, with 
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utcomes similar to those described in natural disasters, terrorist 

ttacks, or armed conflict [5] . In addition, due to the strong impact 

enerated by the pandemic in 2020, the Ministry of Health defined 

ental health as a priority, and efforts around it were intensified 

6] . Unfortunately, however, Colombia is not fully prepared to cope 

ith the mental health consequences of the pandemic, being pre- 

iously affected by a long-lasting armed conflict and chronic in- 

quality [7] . 

A 2001 study estimated a total of 855 psychiatrists in Colombia 

8] . Still, nowadays, it is suggested that there are approximately 

200 psychiatrists across the country: 2 • 5 psychiatrists for every 

0 0 0 0 0 inhabitants, far less than the minimum proportion recom- 

ended by WHO. Historically, this chronic lack of mental health 

rofessionals in a highly fragmented health system [9] has fallen 

hort when meeting the population ́s demands. During the last 

eeks of protests, vulnerable communities have been exposed to 

ggression, human rights violations, physical injuries, and arrests 

4] , either directly, through social networks, or listening to close 

estimonies. Given the expected high impact on the mental health 

f the general population, enabling access to diagnosis and treat- 

ent, ensuring continuity of care for mental health service users, 

nd paying attention to new cases of mental disorders in high-risk 

ndividuals [10] should become a public health priority in the pub- 

ic agenda. 

Considering the aforementioned, health professionals must at- 

end to the immediate consequences and be attentive to the men- 

al health results in the medium and long term. Joint work with 

overnment entities is then required, seeking the comprehensive- 

ess of the mental health system and the preparation of long-term 

trategies to mitigate the psychosocial effects that this situation is 

enerating. Public health policies must head towards a more com- 
nder the CC BY-NC-ND license ( http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/ ) 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.lana.2021.100050
http://www.ScienceDirect.com
http://www.elsevier.com/locate/lana
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1016/j.lana.2021.100050&domain=pdf
mailto:jairom.gonzalez@urosario.edu.co
mailto:rodrinel@yahoo.com
mailto:dianac.zamora@urosario.edu.co
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.lana.2021.100050
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/


J.M. Gonzalez-Diaz, R. Córdoba and D.C. Zamora The Lancet Regional Health - Americas 3 (2021) 10 0 050 

p

p

m

t

C

s

t

D

w

F

R

 

 

[  
rehensive and integrative mental health system, as programs for 

romoting, protecting, and improving mental health in both com- 

unities and specialized care centers are still scarce and difficult 

o access. 
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