Minister James Reilly TD

Department of Health

Hawkins House

Hawkins Street

Dublin 2
Re:
Legislate for Change

January 2012

Dear Minister,

Last month your departmental budget for 2012 committed to delivering €35m for implementing mental health community services. This is to be greatly welcomed for an area that has been long neglected. But now is the time to truly deliver. Not just by ensuring this money is ring-fenced exclusively for community services, but by making community services real in law.

Before Christmas the entire country heard about mental health services via four days of coverage on RTE’s Liveline and associated media coverage. Thousands of listeners heard individuals and family members speak of their experiences of our mental health services. A steady stream of callers depicted a service that was hospital focused and where recovery is a forgotten word. The lack of community based services was evident. These are the same community services that will allow many people to turn their lives around.

Government policy for over five years has been based around the implementation of these same community services. Unfortunately, this policy can only be found on paper; for the vast majority of communities, it simply hasn’t happened. And as we have seen and the Inspector of Mental Health Services has warned about, when there is a crisis in acute care, staff in community services are called back to hospital settings, undermining the progress of reform. The commitment of €35m is a great help in this regard, but without accountability or responsibility for this transformation, this policy will not be realised.

Legal responsibility and accountability must become the bedrock of our mental health community services – something that has not happened over in five years. To make this happen, legislation is a necessity.

I understand that as part of the comprehensive review of the Mental Health Act, legislation to underpin A Vision for Change is being considered. I would ask you Minister to consider not if legislation should happen, but what kind of legislation should happen.

I appreciate you are very busy with your portfolio but the neglect of mental health has been too great and too long to continue to ignore. I ask you to legislate for community services and make A Vision for Change real.

Yours sincerely,

