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ESCAP’s Positions – European Parliament Elections 2024 
The European Society for Child and Adolescent Psychiatry (ESCAP) is a not-for-profit association with 36 
member societies across the European region, including also non-EU states. It is ESCAP’s purpose to promote 
the mental health and wellbeing of children, adolescents and their families, to improve the quality of their 
lives, to ensure children’s right for support to healthy mental development and for appropriate preventive and 
therapeutic mental health services and interventions. ESCAP promotes public awareness and public advocacy 
related to the mental health of children and adolescents.

The COVID-19 pandemics and the multiplying crises 
[1-3] have left and continue to leave deep scars on 
the development of a large proportion of European 
and global youth (and young adults in the transition 
phase), which are reflected in increased levels of anxi-
ety, depression, loneliness, suicidal tendencies, eating 
disorders, educational gaps, reduced physical fitness, 
difficulties in transition phases and entry into working 
life [4-11]. The results of the June 2023 Eurobarome-
ter survey showed that 62% of EU citizens believe that 
global events at the time of the survey (the COVID-19 
pandemic, Russian aggression against Ukraine, the 
climate crisis, unemployment and food and energy 
costs) have affected their mental health “somewhat” 
or “a lot”. In 2021-22, 46% of respondents had an 
emotional or psychosocial problem, such as depres-
sion or anxiety, and 54% of young respondents with 
a mental health problem reported that they had not 
received help from a professional [12]. Data from the 
2022 McKinsey Health Institute Survey [13] supported 
by ESCAP experts for European countries also showed 
an increase in stigma and self-stigmatisation of young 
persons of the Generation Z with mental health prob-
lems [5]. Two Europe wide reviews of prospective 
datasets on mental health showed a correlation of 
the increase of depression and anxiety symptomatol-
ogy with the rigidity of Corona measures like school 
closures. Children’s participation was generally not 
organized or respected by policy makers during the 
acute crisis, therefore one of the consequences has to 
be to strengthen a children’s rights position to be pre-

pared for rapid reactions in further crisis [6, 14]. WHO 
refers to some children and adolescents with mental 
illness in Europe as »left behind« by the crisis [15]. In 
addition, the maximum capacities of all systems have 
been unveiled in times of exceptional needs. After the 
demands on mental health systems greatly exceeded 
their capacity, with almost half of young people re-
porting that their mental health needs were not being 
met, policy makers finally became aware of the needs 
of the young European population [12, 16, 17-19]. In 
2022, the German Ethics Council called it an ethical 
obligation to give back to the younger generation in 
the sense of intergenerational justice [20]. 

Due to the acute situation and the fact that the needs 
of children and young people and their rights have 
hardly been considered in this crisis, ESCAP is calling 
for the establishment of a European Parliament 
Commissioner for Children’s Rights, Protection 
and Mental Well-Being. We suggest that struc-
tures are created, similar to those in Germany with 
the Independent Commissioner Child Sexual Abuse, 
which are primarily concerned with child protection, 
safeguarding and the care and participation of men-
tally stressed children and young people, who often 
also have experience of trauma. In view of the current 
special situation, we urgently need a mandated voice 
in parliament, strongly committed to this issue who 
repeatedly reminds the public and parliamentarians of 
these tasks. 

Mental health crisis in Europe hits children, adolescents and young adults

http://www.escap.eu
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ESCAP welcomes the comprehensive approach to mental health which was introduced by the EU Commission 
in June 2023 [17] as well as the EU Council Conclusions on mental health [21, 22] from November 2023. 
The resolution on mental health adopted by the European Parliament in December 2023 [19] includes several 
key issues specifically relevant to the mental health of children and adolescents that ESCAP strongly supports: 

 › Recognize negative influences of adverse childhood experiences on onset of mental health conditions
 › Tackle stigma and discrimination and raise awareness
 › Significance of early detection and intervention, as well accessibility and affordability of children’ and 

young people’s mental health services
 › Strengthening child protection services and early prevention
 › Urgent need for scientific research on safe use of digital technology by children and adolescents 
 › Include mental health in school education
 › Provide training for educators as well as psychoeducation for families and youth workers
 › Realize principles of equitable, affordable and readily accessible care
 › Recognize potential effect of digital mental health services in increasing accessibility for youth
 › Offer continuity of care in transition from child and adolescent mental health services to adult services
 › Offer integrated and multi-sectoral mental health services
 › Address mental health workforce shortages
 › Involve people with lived experience – including parents and adolescents themselves

Urgent actions are needed now
While we welcome all participatory initiatives, this must not become an exercise of window dressing. During 
the next legislature period, we expect the new EU Parliament to expand and implement the important funda-
mental resolution from 2023.The announcement of the recent substantial budget cuts of programmes that 
support health priorities and research including the Horizon Europe and EU4Health programmes as part of the 
midterm revision of the multiannual financial framework for 2021-2027 [23] are worrying and indeed contra-
dict the prioritization announced last year. Addressing the Mental Health crisis is a continuous task that needs 
to be taken seriously and must not be dropped in the light of other developments.

With view to the 2024 elections for the European Parliament, the ESCAP Board have agreed the following 
recommendations and demands with regard to ensuring that the mental health of children and young people 
are being treated as a priority throughout the next legislative period 2024-2029. 

European Parliament Commissioner for Children’s Rights, protection and 
Mental Well-Being to be instated and corresponding commissioners in the 
individual states.

 › During the pandemic it has become clear that policy decisions in many countries 
around the world did not adequately consider the impact of these measures on 
the development of children and adolescents. [6, 24] 

Mental Health in all policies approach

 › Public policies across all sectors should promote mental health and wellbeing by 
initiating and facilitating action within different non-health public policy areas.

 › Coordination across sectors and disciplines needs to be improved
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Development and strengthening of integrated child protection systems

 › Also see the response ESCAP submitted to the consultation of the EU Commis-
sion in October 2023.

 › Child protection is inherently multi-disciplinary. The EU should thus aim to sup-
port multi-disciplinary education in the field of child protection. For child pro-
tection practice, case management should be promoted to avoid uncoordinated 
and inefficient responses to maltreated children and their families.

 › Increase the use of participatory approaches. The expert voice of those who had 
to endure maltreatment as children needs to routinely be integrated in decisions 
to improve the situation of those who are unfortunately suffering now and will 
suffer in the future. In accordance with the UN Convention on the Rights of the 
Child, the EU should also strive to increase participation of children in decisions 
affecting their imminent health and wellbeing.  

 › Ensure adequate care for children in institutions

Ensure timely, appropriate and affordable access to mental health sup-
port.

 › Make low-threshold offers widely available and integrate them into a stepped 
care approach.

 › Reduce inequalities in access to mental health care and mental health treatments 

 › Significantly reduce the current waiting times. Delayed access to treatment can 
have considerable negative impact

 › Ensure access to evidence-based therapeutic approaches

Address shortage of mental health professionals 

 › Shortage of specialists in child and adolescent psychiatric care is a problem in all 
EU countries. Specific efforts are therefore needed to achieve a uniform, basic 
level of further training for child and adolescent psychiatrists, but also for child 
and adolescent psychotherapists. Basic standards need to be set through exem-
plary measures such as an online curriculum in all official EU languages.

 › Such a curriculum would be also helpful for EU candidate countries as well as 
Ukraine in the current situation.

 › Ensure continuous professional development for child and adolescent psychia-
trists.

 › Ensure that the countries are following professional standards as accepted by 
local professional organizations with regards to working conditions, staffing 
and education of professionals working with children and adolescents.

 › Ensure similar conditions and education requirements for other professionals 
working in child and adolescent mental health, nurses, social workers, occupa-
tional therapists, teachers and other professionals.

https://www.escap.eu/uploads/PDF's/final-submission-eu-childprotectionconsultation-oct2023.pdf
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Ensuring quality scientific research in child and adolescent psychiatry 

Promoting scientific careers for doctors, psychologists and allied professions 
Fund and support research projects to improve diagnostic and treatment for 
youth mental disorders

The 21st International ESCAP Congress will take place from 29 June to 1 July 2025 in Strasbourg. In addition to 
the latest research, clinical practice, mental health policy will play a crucial role in the programme. Not least as 
the seat of the EU Parliament, we look forward to a lively exchange with parliamentarians during the congress. 
We are planning specific events with the European Parliament which will be finalised after the elections. We 
will be happy to offer parliamentarians and their staff uncomplicated access to the congress.

https://www.escap.eu/events/escap-2025-congress-in-strasbourg
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