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• Population: 291,800 

• Size: 8867 mi2. 

• Gained 
independence from 
Great Britain in 1981 

• Primary Language: 
English (official), 
Spanish, Mayan, 
Garifuna, Creole

• Six districts: Corozal, 
Orange Walk, Belize, 
Cayo, Stann Creek 
and Toledo.



Effects of Climate Change on 
Belize 

• The Caribbean is vulnerable to 
the effects of climate change

• Natural hazards are predicted 
to increase

• Disasters can undermine the 
long-term functioning and well-
being of the community 

Preparedness is important at 
all levels including mental 
health



Belize Mental Health Disaster 
Preparedness Initiative: 

• Ongoing Collaboration between the University of 
Louisville and the people of Belize

• Key principles: strengthening and building local capacities 
and resources, supporting self-help and fostering learning 
and collaboration

• Guided by the Inter-Agency Standing Committee (IASC)
Guidelines on Mental Health and Psychosocial Support in 
Emergency Settings. 

• Focus on the areas of 
– Coordination; 
– Assessment; 
– Monitoring and Evaluation; 
– Human Resources and Training

Strengthening Existing Structures and Promoting Resilience



Coordination

• Strengthening of coordination and communication 
around a comprehensive mental health disaster plan 
should occur among various agencies and groups. 

• Our Project Team Interviewed the Following Agencies:

• Ministry of Health and Psychiatrist; Director, Mental Health Division
• National Emergency Management Organization (NEMO)
• Ministry of Education Quality Assurance and Development Program
• Health and Family Life Education Unit 
• Human Development Department
• Relief and Supplies Management 
• Caribbean Community Climate Change Centre (CCCCC)



Assessment

• One psychiatrist and 1-2 psychiatric 
nurse practitioners in each district. 

• 20 trained counselors and 10 social 
workers

• Several community agencies and 
groups can serve as resources (e.g. 
teachers, volunteers)

1. Mapping of Vulnerabilities and Resources

2. Increasing local resources and strengthening families :

• A Clinical PhD-level psychologist is being trained at the University 
of Louisville and will return to Belize.

• We are conducting a needs assessment to partner with pre-school 
teachers to foster social cohesion and increase positive attachment.



Monitoring and Evaluation 

• We developed a database 
to monitor indicators of 
mental health

• Ongoing epidemiologic 
reports and can aid 
assessments of 
vulnerabilities and risk 
factors. 

• Psychological health 
before and following a 
disaster can be monitored.

Collecting and Analyzing Mental Health Indicators



Human Resources and Training I 

• We distributed handout on 
disaster mental health to 
psychiatric nurses

• Belize has no specialized 
treatment for substance use 
and such problems often 
increase following disasters

• Two psychiatric nurses from 
Belize are currently being 
trained in substance use and 
alcohol abuse treatment in 
Louisville

Efforts to increase knowledge among specialized staff



Human Resources and Training II 

• Belize is currently training 
teachers in recognizing signs of 
PTSD and in helping children 
process traumatic events.

• We are planning on providing 
training in psychological first 
aid and referral mechanisms for 
staff such as volunteers and 
shelter workers.

Efforts to increase knowledge among non-specialized staff



Knowledge and Education 

• We distributed 
handouts on 
disaster 
preparedness and 
coping methods for 
the general public

Efforts to increase Public Awareness

• We gave educational materials 
for children to schools.



Belize Mental Health Disaster 
Preparedness Initiative 

University of Louisville

• Department of Psychological and Brain Sciences. Sandra Sephton, 
PhD, Barbara Burns, PhD, Paulette Flores, BA, and Liz Lush, BA, 

• Center for Hazards Research and Policy Development. Dave 
Simpson, PhD, 

• International Service Learning Program. Henry Cunningham, PhD, 
• Bernard Strenecky, EdD

Belize

• Ministry of Health. Claudina Cayetano, M.D., Psychiatrist,, Belize
• Caricom Caribbean Climate Change Center. Kenrick Leslie, PhD

• Sarah Acland, M.D. Psychiatrist, Louisville, KY

Current Partners and Collaborators

We are planning to pursue further projects and funding in collaboration with 
the country of Belize.


