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Antigua and BarbudaLaunches OECS' FirstAnonymous Youth

Mental Health and Child Protection Chatline

Landmark youth consultation informs new mental health legislation and inspires a safe, stigma-

free support service for children and young people.

From left: Mr. Bertrand Moses, Child Protection Officer, UNICEF Eastern Caribbean Area; Mr. Lutrell John, Public Relations
Officer, National Youth Parliament Association of Antigua and Barbuda; Honourable Michael Joseph, Minister of Health,
Wellness, the Environment and Civil Affairs; Dr. Talia Esnard, Head of Department of Behavioral Sciences, The University of the
West Indies; Honourable Gaston Browne, Prime Minister of Antigua and Barbuda; Honourable Kiz Johnson, Minister of State in
the Ministry of Social Transformation; Ms. Maryam Onyinoyi-Abdu, UNICEF Representative (OiC); Dr. Camille Samuel,
Registrar, The University of the West Indies.

ST.JOHN'S, Antigua and Barbuda, 25 June 2026 - The Government of Antigua
and Barbuda, in partnership with UNICEF, the University ofthe WestIndies

(UWI), the Organisation of Eastern Caribbean States (OECS) Commission and



Zenith Centre, today launched the Young Caribbean Minds (YCM) Chatline—the
OECS'firstfree,anonymous, text-based mental health and child protection
supportserviceforchildrenandyoung people.
Thelaunchfollowsthelargestyouth consultation on mental health legislation
ever undertakeninthe Eastern Caribbean, with morethan 1,000 childrenand
young people helpingtoshape both the future of mental health carein Antigua
and Barbuda andthe development ofthe Young Caribbean Minds Chatline.
Launched alongside the Chatline, the Youth Voices: Mental Health Care Bill
Survey Report capturesthe perspectives ofyoung peopleaged 10to 19through
surveys, focus groups and a national consultative process. It marks thefirst
documentedyouth consultationtoinform mental healthlegislationinthe
Caribbean andwill helpshape Antigua and Barbuda's proposed Mental Health
CareBill 2026, demonstrating how children's voices can meaningfully influence
national policy.

Thereportfoundthatstigmaremainsthe greatestbarrier preventingyoung

people fromseeking mental health support, with 34.2 per cent of respondents



sayingtheyfearbeingjudgediftheyaskforhelp. More than half called for
stronger protectionswithin thelegislation, while nearly 90 per cent supported
theBill's proposed rights-based provisions. Privacy emerged as the single most
important factorin building trustin mental health services, with online chat
supportrankingasthe second most preferred way foryoung peopleto access
help.

Thesefindings directlyinformedthe development ofthe Young Caribbean
Minds Chatline.

Designed toremove many of the barriersidentified by young people
themselves, the Chatline providesfree, real-time psychosocial supportthrough
UWI-trained volunteersunderthe supervision of qualified psychologists.
Young people canaccess supportanonymously, without providing personal
information, while anintegrated child protectionreferral system ensures that
children atrisk can be connected to appropriate safeguarding serviceswhen

needed.



Prime Minister the Honourable Gaston Browne described mental healthasa
fundamental rightandreflected on hislong-standing advocacy forimproved
mental health services across Antigua and Barbudaand the wider region.
"Thave been an advocate of mental health care for everyone as afundamental
right," he said. "I've advocated herein Antiguaand Barbuda, within the region,
the OECS andthe United Nations,andI'mvery happyto be participatingin this
programme, which has mental health atits epicentre."

The Prime Minister also spoke candidly about his personal connectiontothe
issue, underscoring theimportance of breaking the stigma surrounding
mental health.

"Unfortunately, theissue of mental health has been stigmatized globally," he
said."ThereasonwhyI'msocommittedtothisissueis personal. Many of you
may notbe awarethatIgrewupinasingle-parenthome with a mentallyill
mother...many times therewas a crisis that could notwork, which madeitvery

difficult for meand mysiblings."



For UNICEF, thelaunchrepresentsanimportant milestone in ensuring that
childrenandyoung people have access to safe, confidential and youth-friendly
mental health support.

"Today we reaffirm our commitmentto everyyoungpersoninthe Caribbean:
yourvoice matters, your feelings matter, and helpis available," said Maryam
Abdu, UNICEF Representative a.i.for the UNICEF Eastern Caribbean Area
Office."The Young Caribbean Minds Chatline provides a free, confidential and
accessiblespace sonochild hastostrugglealone.”

Shesaidtheinitiative demonstratestheregion's commitmenttolistening to
young people and responding with practical solutions.

"Ourregion has shownthe couragetolisten—nowwe areresponding,”" Abdu
said."By expanding this Chatline across Eastern Caribbean member states and
offering bilingual support, we are ensuring that supportis trulyinclusive and
reachestheyoungpeoplewho needitmost."

Describingthe broadervision behind the initiative, she added: "Young

Caribbean Mindsismore than aservice—itisapromise. Builtwithyoung



people'svoices and guided bylocal partnerships, thisinitiative strengthens
resilience, protects children and gives familiesand communities the tools to
help every child thrive."

Dr Camille Samuel, Registrar atthe University of the WestIndies Five Islands
Campus, highlighted the University'srolein preparing the nextgeneration of
volunteer mental health supporters.

"Seeing our FiveIslands students step forward as volunteer chat supporters
fillsmewith pride,"she said. "Theiryear-long training will build a community of
empathetic, skilled peerswho canchangelives."”

TheYoung Caribbean Minds Chatline builds on a successful five-month pilot,
duringwhich morethan 1,000 supportsessionswere delivered and 88 per cent
ofusersindicated theywould use the service again. Theinitiative has also
receivedinternational recognition, including beingidentified as a best practice
atthe Global Conference on Child and Adolescent Mental Health in South Africa
and beingnamedamongthe Top Threefinalistsin the UNICEF Global INSPIRE

Awards from morethan 300 submissions worldwide.



Today's launch brought together Prime Minister Browne; Minister of Health,
Wellness, the Environmentand Civil Service Affairs, the Honourable Michael
Joseph; Minister of Social Transformation, the Honourable KizJohnson; senior
government officials; development partners; civil society organisations; and
youth representatives. Members of the National Student Counciland the
National Youth Parliament Association of Antiguaand Barbuda also delivered a
youthresponse, welcoming the Government's commitmentto mental health
and calling for continued youth participationinshaping policies that affect their
lives.

TheYoung Caribbean Minds Chatline was endorsed by Ministers of Health at
the OECS Health Policy Forumin April 2025 and is being developed as aregional
serviceforallnine OECS Member States. Following today's softlaunchin
Antiguaand Barbuda, volunteer training and system strengthening will
continue ahead of a phased nationaland regionalrollout. The initiative will also
be discussed atthe Second OECS Council of Ministers on Youth and Sports, to be

heldin Antigua and Barbuda on 12-13 August 2026.



Notesto editors

Young Caribbean Minds (YCM) Chatline

TheYoung Caribbean Minds (YCM) Chatline is a free, confidentialand anonymous text-based mental
health and psychosocial supportservice for children, young people and caregivers across the OECS.
Delivered through asecureweb platform, the serviceis staffed by UWI-trained volunteers under the
supervision of qualified psychologists and forms part of the wider Young Caribbean Minds ecosystem

of youth mental health resources.

Youth Voices: Mental Health Care Bill Survey Report
Thereportcapturesthe perspectives of morethan 1,000 children and young people aged 10-19
throughsurveys, focus groups and national consultations. It represents the firstdocumented youth

consultationundertaken before the passage of mental healthlegislationinthe Caribbean.

Key findingsinclude:

e Morethan1,000childrenandyoung people consulted.

e 34.2percentidentifiedfear ofjudgementasthebiggestbarriertoseekinghelp.

e Privacyranked asthe mostimportantfeature of mental health services.

e Onlinechatwasthesecond most preferred method of accessing support.

e Nearly90percentsupportedthe proposed rights-based provisions of the Mental Health Care

Bill.

e Morethanhalfcalledforstronger protectionsforchildrenand young people.



About UNICEF

UNICEF, the United Nations agencyfor children, works to protect therights of every child, everywhere,
especiallythe mostdisadvantaged childrenandinthetoughest placesto reach. Across morethan 190
countriesandterritories, UNICEF works to help every child survive, thrive and fulfil their potential.

For moreinformation about UNICEF and itsworkinthe Eastern Caribbean, please visit
www.unicef.org/easterncaribbean.

Follow UNICEF Eastern Caribbean onFacebook, Instagram, LinkedIn, X, YouTube and TikTok.
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