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The role of the primary care medical 
practitioner in the management of mental 
illness has recently received increased 
emphasis and is likely to become even more 
important in the future. National policy 
on mental health focuses on increasing the 
integration of mental health services into 
primary care, with the latter becoming the 
main point of service delivery for the vast 
majority of persons with mental illness. 
The lifetime prevalence of any psychiatric 
disorder in the South African adult 
population has been estimated to be as high 
as 30.3%. As many as 9.8% of adults will 
experience a depressive disorder and as many 
as 13.3% a substance use disorder in their 
lifetime.1 Among children and adolescents 
in the Western Cape the prevalence of any 
psychiatric disorder has been estimated 
to be as high as 17%, with as many as 8% 
of adolescents experiencing a depressive 
or dysthymic disorder.2 In a society 
characterised by high levels of violence and 
crime the 12-month prevalence of post-
traumatic stress disorder has been found 
to be 8% among children and adolescents 
and the lifetime prevalence is estimated to 
be 2.3% in adults.1,2 While the focus is often 
on the health-related problems of younger 
generations in developing countries, the 
South African population is also ageing. The 
burden of dementia is likely to increase in 
future, as will its related psychological and 
behavioural consequences. The primary 
care practitioner can play a vital role in 

supporting families in managing patients 
with neurodegenerative illnesses such as 
Alzheimer’s disease.

In this edition of CME we address 
the management of some of the most 
common mental health problems general 
practitioners will need to be equipped 
to deal with. As many practitioners are 
already involved in the primary care 
management of depressive disorders, we 
discuss some of the aspects of treatment 
ranging from mild to treatment-resistant 
depression. We include a second article on 
the management of depression in children 
and adolescents. Whereas experiences of 
trauma are common, post-traumatic stress 
disorder is a less common complication and 
may require treatment with psychotropic 
medication but also with psychological 
treatment modalities. In an article on the 
management of trauma the evidence-based 
care of persons who have experienced 
severe trauma is discussed, including 
simple ways in which to manage the 
aftermath of trauma. Insomnia is a common 
problem; however, the management of this 
condition is often neglected and fraught 
with potential pitfalls if management 
goes wrong. In an article on insomnia we 
look at how insomnia can be effectively 
managed using a variety of different 
treatment modalities. Although the use 
of illicit drugs such as methamphetamine 
and heroin is on the increase in South 

Africa, the most frequently abused drug 
remains alcohol. Alcohol abuse occurs at 
a lifetime prevalence rate of 11.4%, with 
alcohol dependence reaching a rate of 
2.6%.3 Although primary care practitioners 
sometimes feel overwhelmed when faced 
with patients suffering from an addictive 
disorder, there is reason for optimism as 
simple interventions can make a difference 
in this difficult-to-treat population. In this 
regard, we include an article on the current 
evidence-based management of addictive 
disorders. Finally, we address the issue of 
behavioural and psychological difficulties 
in the elderly demented patient and include 
an article on the legal and ethical aspects of 
curatorship, wills and administratorship.

We trust that the choice of articles will cater 
to the needs of practitioners faced with the 
daily challenge of treating persons with 
psychiatric problems.
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