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Youth suicides and stigma against people with mental illnesses are 

two serious health-related problems in Fiji. Mental health survivors 

are a marginalized and vulnerable group, unable to raise their 

voices against the discrimination and violence they face. Youth 

suicide rates in Pacific Island countries are among the highest 

in the world and Fiji is no exception. Youth Champs for Mental 

Health (YC4MH) is a volunteer youth-based organisation which 

designs and delivers awareness raising, education and advocacy 

campaigns to improve the conditions facing survivors of mental 

illness, and raise awareness on youth suicide. In 2014, assistance 

from UNDP’s Strengthening Citizen Engagement in Fiji Initiative 

(SCEFI) enabled YC4MH to mount nation-wide initiatives that 

included two workshops on creating mental health awareness, 

and a “travelling” advocacy campaign where its volunteers reached 

remote rural areas to create safe spaces for discussion and create 

awareness on youth suicide. These initiatives were illustrative of 

what Fiji’s young people, committed to creating positive change, 

can achieve to build a more inclusive and empowered society.

SUMMARY

Building Inclusive and 
Empowered Communities

Youth Champs for Mental Health:

SCEFI EMBLEMATIC STORIES



4

INTRODUCTION

Mental health survivors in Fiji form a disempowered and vulnerable 

group suffering many forms of violence that goes undocumented. Such 

reports include families who lock up mentally ill children and leave them 

unattended to incidents of discrimination by uniformed personnel and 

government officials. Stigma attached to people living with mental 

illness is born out of misconceptions that stem from cultural and 

superstitious beliefs, as a result of which they face discrimination and are 

isolated from most communal gatherings. Mental health survivors lack 

access to information about their rights, how to exercise them, and the 

legislation that are in place to protect them. Their exclusion from social 

decision making structures is pervasive. 

Another problem in Fijian society that is not generally discussed in the 

public domain is the issue of youth suicides. However, according to Fiji 

Police Force statistics, suicide is the leading cause of death among young 

people. Stressors that contribute to suicide are unemployment, social 

and cultural expectations, family relationship breakdowns, bullying, 

violence and abuse.

YC4MH was created in 2008 by young concerned citizens to advocate 

for rights of people living with mental illnesses and create awareness 

of youth suicide in Fiji (see Box 1). It implements a variety of outreach 

and advocacy campaigns, including for schools and communities in 

the Suva area, using the creative arts such as theatre, music, art and 
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dance. Its campaigns have become important outlet of expression of 

youth concerns and perspectives on issues affecting today’s youth in Fiji. 

YC4MH employs technology-based approaches to carry out its mission. 

Social media, for example, has become an important avenue by which 

YC4MH generates online discussions and support for its projects. It even 

provides peer-to-peer support through its social networking sites.

Photo Credit: Youth Champs for Mental Health
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BOX 1. Who are the Youth Champs for Mental 
Health?

Youth Champs for Mental Health (YC4MH) is an organization that comprises of 

university students, graduates, youth volunteers and supporters working to 

improve the conditions of survivors of mental illness and care givers in Fiji, and 

raising awareness on youth suicide and its prevention strategies. 

Since its inception, YC4MH aimed to create a society of care and acceptance by 

building resilience in youth using messages of hope, empathy and innovative 

and creative approaches to deal with mental, social, physical and economic 

aspects of life. Though a relatively new organization, YC4MH has made significant 

impact. It successfully influenced the enactment of national legislation protecting 

persons living with disabilities. YC4MH, in collaboration with the Fiji Alliance for 

Mental Health and St Giles Hospital, initiated the first outpatient’s rehabilitation 

programme known as the Community Recovery Outreach Program which has 

been running two days a week since 2010. It also provided First Respondent 

Services through Psychological First Aid (PFA) during natural disasters in Fiji.  

YC4MH has built a reputation for providing sound policy advice to the National 

Youth Council of Fiji and the Ministry of Youth and Sports on mental health and 

suicide issues.

Assistance from UNDP’s Strengthening Citizen Engagement in Fiji 

Initiative (SCEFI) enabled YC4MH to launch two programmes (see 

Box 2). It organized two workshops in Viti Levu and Vanua Levu for 

youth workers, community leaders and survivors of mental health to 

dissemination much needed information on mental health and mental 

illness. A second initiative, known as the RISE Project, involved an 

advocacy campaign during which YC4MH’s volunteers travelled across 

the country.
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BOX 2. How SCEFI Supports Civic 
Engagement in Local Communities

UNDP’s Strengthening Citizen Engagement in Fiji Initiative (SCEFI) is a three year 

project (2013-16) aimed at strengthening peaceful and inclusive development in 

Fiji by enabling citizens to engage in community-based activities. It emphasises 

fostering democracy from the bottom up, and as such, the strengthening of 

collaboration between decision-makers and citizens. SCEFI is organized around 

six core themes: transformative leadership, non-discrimination and inclusiveness, 

equitable service delivery, accountability and human rights, voice and choice, 

decision making and coalition building. 

SCEFI’s outreach effort to receive proposals and fund projects of civic engagement 

from across the country involved recruiting and training 11 local facilitators who 

visited Fiji’s 14 provinces and conducted 236 information sessions that reached over 

3,000 people in 2014. SCEFI facilitators were critical to the Initiative’s objective of 

targeting far-flung communities and citizens groups, and identifying emblematic 

projects which represented empowerment, self-help and collaborative action. 

In total, 88 project proposals were submitted for consideration through this 

outreach effort. Facilitators also helped organizations to prepare grant proposals. 

Once grant proposals were approved, representatives of each organization 

attended a three-day training workshop where grantees were informed about 

SCEFI’s overall objectives and provided support on management and reporting 

requirements. The training also provided skill-building and information on key 

concepts such as civic engagement and strengthening collaboration between 

government and civil society. Facilitators also provided mentoring and facilitation 

support to grantees during project implementation, and assisted with reporting 

and financial acquittal requirements.
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PROCESS: CLOSING CRITICAL 
INFORMATION GAPS THROUGH ADVOCACY 
Being a Suva-based organization, YC4MH’s access to other regions of 

the country is a huge challenge for the organization. The funds from 

SCEFI enabled the group to decentralize its outreach and cater to a 

wider geographical distribution. With the support from SCEFI, YC4MH 

designed two workshops in two different divisions: the Northern and the 

Western Divisions. The workshops were designed to reach and inform 

young people, community leaders, survivors of mental illness and their 

care givers on a wide range of topics:

 ϐ difference between mental health and mental illness

 ϐ understanding suicidal tendencies and utilizing referral systems

 ϐ overcoming daily stressors through healthy coping mechanisms 

 ϐ local services available for people suffering from mental distress and 

illness

 ϐ importance of and the use of positive communication techniques

 ϐ the Mental Health Decree 2010 and Suicide Prevention Policy 2008

The workshops sessions were facilitated using a youth-friendly approach 

involving presentations from volunteers on the various topics of 

discussions. Youth participants were given the freedom to express their 

knowledge on the topics using approaches based on music, poetry, 

dance, skits and drawing or painting. The daily sessions ended with the 

circle process methodology, promoted by YC4MH, which gave every 

young person a chance to express themselves and receive support from 

the audience. 

A second grant from SCEFI helped YC4MH rebrand their outreach efforts 
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as the “Rise Project”. This initiative involved YC4MH volunteers travelling 

to different locations throughout the country including rural and remote 

areas, where they were able to create safe spaces to discuss suicide 

prevention. In the province of Ra, for example, the team facilitated a 

dialogue on the topic of suicide at an inter-denominational youth camp. 

In Ba province they visited Navala Village and held a workshop for the 

Pacific Rainbow Advocacy Network (PRAN) for Sex Workers in Lautoka. 

YC4MH volunteers also held awareness sessions in several communities 

and schools in the province of Navosa. In the North, they visited the 

Pelage Village Youth Council of Cakaudrove province, Bua College and 

Nakadrudru Pine Farm Staff Quarters in Lekutu. They conducted the 

Photo Credit: Youth Champs for Mental Health
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first ever mental health community outreach for the youth in Levuka 

employing methods similar to those employed in the workshops. 

To enhance its dissemination strategy, YC4MH arranged for the 

production of a “soundtrack” for the Rise Project. It featured Fiji’s up-

and-coming music artist Eroni Dina singing a song that depicted the 

struggles and the melancholy of the youth of Fiji, as well as the power of 

resilience and hope. The song was performed at several advocacy events 

around the country, including the first Pacific Human Rights Conference 

in the Kingdom of Tonga and at a Youth summit in Vanuatu. 

The traveling awareness programme was documented in video, 

accompanied by scenic shots of the places visited. The footage will be 

used in the future to develop contextualised outreach materials which 

will make it easier for locals to identify.

Photo Credit: Youth Champs for Mental Health
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RESULTS AND IMPACT

As a capacity building project, the SCEFI-funded initiatives enabled 

empowerment among YC4MH youth volunteers by providing 

opportunities to practice a range of leadership, public speaking, 

facilitation and project management skills. The initiatives also broke new 

ground in various ways, since YC4MH’s awareness campaign challenged 

the culture of silence on the issues of suicide and mental illnesses in Fijian 

society, and made information on mental health services accessible to 

rural and remote populations. 

 ϐ The YC4MH awareness campaigns reached many remote areas of 

Fiji where mental illness and suicide were misunderstood, and suicide 

prevention never discussed. Participants gained access to critical 

information such as the warning signs of suicide, how to identify the 

stressors in their lives, and coping strategies, including through music 

and creative arts. 

 ϐ Workshop participants also learned about their rights, the legislation 

designed to protect them, the mental health services available in 

their areas, and opportunities to become more involved in decision-

making and systemic change processes. Participants also learned about 

accessing medical services closer to their homes instead of travelling to 

St. Giles Hospital in Suva. The 2010 Mental Health Decree decentralized 

services so that all major Hospitals around Fiji had Stress Wards to assist 

and respond to increasing numbers of consumers. 
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 ϐ For many of the communities YC4MH volunteers visited, it was the 

first time ever that they had access to mental health information. YC4MH 

was therefore able to strengthen relations with the Turaga Ni Koro and 

other village leaders in many communities. Many requested YC4MH to 

return in orderto conduct workshops. YC4MH’s close relationship with 

Navosa enabled to conduct outreach to schools and communities in that 

province. Such strategic relationships could be leveraged in the future to 

raise much-needed awareness in remote areas.

 ϐ With its presentation at the Pacific Rainbow Advocacy Network’s 

(PRAN) sex workers in Lautoka, YC4MH was able to strengthen 

collaboration with another SCEFI grant recipient, empowering and 

strengthening PRAN with much needed information and skills. Such 

synergies translated into enhanced impact for SCEFI as a programme. 

Photo Credit: Youth Champs for Mental Health
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 ϐ YC4MH has gained legitimacy and recognition of other CSOs and 

government as a reliable partner and policy advisor. The Ministry of 

Health and Medical Services has partnered with Youth Champs for 

increased peer advocacy efforts.

 ϐ Youth Champs have been able to expand their network nationwide. 

They now have mental health and suicide prevention advocates and 

Project Officers (peer educators) in the four divisions. Welagi Village 

Youth are particularly committed to building a peer to peer support 

center in Cakaudrove Province in the North. 

 ϐ As are result of the legitimacy and recognition achieved, Youth Champs 

was invited by the government to facilitate a Training of Trainers for 30 

government employees and NGO peer educators on the topic of mental 

health and suicide prevention. The event featured a panel discussion 

with the Fiji Police Force and other mental health stakeholders and 

enabled a dialogue with concerned youths. The event elicited a set of 

practical recommendations for improvement to the system as well as 

national policy proposals. 
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LESSONS LEARNED
 ϐ Citizen self-help initiatives are an important means of enabling civic 

participation at different levels of society. YC4MH is illustrative of the 

kind of dynamic youth organisation which is capable of bringing about 

systemic change towards building a more inclusive society.

 ϐ Access to information is an important tool for empowerment. YC4MH’s 

awareness campaigns provided valuable information which became an 

important means of empowerment to a vulnerable population in many 

communities. It reached rural areas where stigma against the mentally 

ill was strongest and brought about much needed awareness to people 

who unwittingly caused harm to the mentally ill. The workshops 

facilitated a change in mindsets in many local communities, especially 

among their elders.

 ϐ Peer-to-peer awareness is the most effective form of outreach. The 

awareness strategy implemented by YC4MH helped form a national 

network of suicide prevention advocates, and included opportunities 

for becoming more involved in decision-making and systemic change 

processes.  

 ϐ Effective government-citizen collaboration improves service delivery. 

This case demonstrates how a youth organization can enable access to 

information and services to assist government to cater effectively to 

underserved groups.  

 ϐ YC4MH showed that the culture of silence can be challenged and safe 

space for the discussion of taboo issues be created with substantive 

expertise and contextualized methodologies. Contextualized awareness 

campaigns make it easier for locals to identify with the key messages. 

Moreover, the use of innovative methods can also be an effective tool for 

dissemination, such as The Rise project’s emblematic song. 



15

 ϐ Small grants projects can be effective capacity building programmes 

that can be scaled up and create social capital through a learning-by-

doing approach. Moreover, the impact of the SCEFI grants is enhanced 

when grantees collaborate such as in this case. 

 ϐ Effective methodologies raise the attention of government and 

the media. These relationships can be leveraged to strengthen the 

legitimacy and recognition of the organization, enable improved service 

delivery (even to remote areas), access to information, and enhance 

opportunities for timely advocacy and policy advisory efforts.

Photo Credit: Youth Champs for Mental Health







United Nations Development Programme
Level 8, Kadavu House, 414 Victoria Parade
Private Mail Bag, Suva, Fiji
Tel  : 679 331 2500
Fax : 679 330 1718
Email: registry.fj@undp.org | www.pacific.undp.org

mailto:registry.fj%40undp.org?subject=
http://www.pacific.undp.org

