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With the recent tragedy in Peshawar, Pakistan has finally blown off steam from the pressure cooker. The open massacre of school children has left the nation – and the rest of the world – speechless, grieved but also awake. 

People are out on the streets in protest, paying tributes, expressing outrage and also seeking answers. If adults are feeling this much anger and shock, how can the little children who were eye-witnesses and survivors of the ordeal cope? 

A country that is already struggling politically and economically certainly doesn’t need another blow. In the early stages of any tragedy people want to understand what happened, how it happened and see what happened. However, soon they will realise that the images are more damaging than the need to ‘see’. The result of these images is more anger, more frustration and more pain. Our media glorifies a national tragedy into a live drama. As children are being rushed out of the school, journalists stop and ask them what they saw. Instead of letting them reach safety, we want to know what is happening. 

For days now, we have been watching images of children scared, bleeding and crying. One has to stop and ask: how long do we grieve and speculate? By dwelling on the scenes, the wound has been left open and is refusing to heal. The entire nation is now suffering from psychological distress. The damage needs to be treated and the focus has to shift. As a first step, parents, teachers and children that have been directly affected by this tragedy will need long-term psychological intervention. 

Experts need to come forward to help students who saw their classmates being killed in front of their eyes. These children may find the fact that they remained alive a difficult reality. Children who ran to escape the terrorists will not be able to sleep, and will relive those scenes repeatedly. They should be given therapy not only to minimise the pain of loss but also accept that they survived. Students who saw their teachers die heroically will have to be consoled. 

And now every child will worry if s/he is next. Every child will be anxious while sitting in a classroom and looking towards the door. All mothers will fear for the safety of their children and need to be assured that the authorities will protect them. The fear, anger and uncertainty that this event has caused has struck every parent and individual whether they watched from the sidelines, on television, or were there.

Pakistan has just over 300 psychiatrists among a population of 182 million people. As a society we do not acknowledge the importance of mental wellbeing and the effects that stress and trauma can have. After the attack, survivors and families will be dealing with issues such as post-traumatic stress disorder, anxiety, depression, and guilt as well as physical injuries and wounds. These are the effects of living through a traumatic experience and need to be treated in a timely manner. These issues should be dealt with by providing multi-disciplinary support of medical doctors, nurses, psychologists, psychiatrists, counsellors and mental health experts. 

There needs to be short-term intervention and a long-term recovery plan. Policymakers need to ensure that children feel safe, protected, and empowered in schools. This is not just about physical security but understanding that authorities are doing all that they can to protect them and that they are fighting a cause that will lead to victory. These children will experience as shock, fear and avoidance. They will need trauma counselling which will involve sharing their experiences individually and in support groups. This will help them come to terms with their experience and receive peer support. 

As children will turn to their parents for support, it is crucial that we do not forget families of those who are affected. Losing a child is like no other loss. When the loss is sudden or unexpected, parents are left in a state of shock and anger even greater than that which is normally expected. Tragic events such as these are hard for people to process and may take months and years. Families should be provided support and grief counselling as an immediate action. 

The aim should now be to provide relief to those who are affected and provide a larger sense of security and comfort to the entire nation. Children know we are praying for their recovery, families know that we are praying for their lost loved ones but one should not lose sight of the bigger goal. Parents need to feel peace of mind when they drop their children to school, children want to go to school knowing that they will fulfil their dreams in the future and the nation deserves to live in peace and security.

This country has pulled together once before after an earthquake and it can do it again. People have seen that the consequences of such atrocities can last for several months, possibly even years. Grief comes in waves and hits us sporadically. People are coming forward to offer their help to those affected by this attack. The spirit that has been awakened should not die as that would be us failing the children for the second time in this tragedy.

In the last few months, Pakistan has risen to fight for its rights politically. We now have to do the same – fight to stabilise these children. While action needs to be taken against the perpetrators, our survivors need to be nurtured and protected. We have to ensure that mental health is also a priority in this country. 
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