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Support the Self-Determination of Oregon's Mental Health Clients!

Testimony for Senate Bills 363 and 364 on 14 March 2007 to the

Oregon Senate Health Policy and Public Affairs Committee

by David W. Oaks, Director, MindFreedom International.
This is a statement of support of both Senate Bills 363 and 364 because of their great benefit to Oregonians diagnosed with psychiatric disorders, also known as mental health consumers and psychiatric survivors. MFI is a non-profit based in Eugene that unites such human rights groups internationally.

At this time, the Governor and legislative leaders are calling for the building of new huge psychiatric institutions that may cost 400 million dollars or more. Whatever the wisdom of this decision, please consider: We as a State have not yet decided where to put all the cans of ashes of the clients in our last state psychiatric institutions. And yet, with just a few exceptions, the State of Oregon has essentially zeroed out all funding to support the state-wide voice and self-determination of mental health clients. 

Mental health clients are among the most disempowered and marginalized of Oregon's citizens. Current mental health research shows that the empowerment and self-determination of those clients are crucial for true recovery. Oregon needs hear from these mental health clients, now!

The story behind these two bills starts with years of state-wide work by Oregon's mental health consumers and psychiatric survivors. A federal Real Choices for Systems Change Grant enabled mental health consumers and psychiatric survivors from throughout Oregon to meet and choose the principles and goals outlined in these bills. This is a crucial step forward. 

These bills provide support for a current client advisory council that is already meeting to advise the state mental health system. These bills would give legitimacy to this effort, and make a statement that Oregon wants to hear the perspective of clients of the mental health system. 

Most States now have an office of mental health consumer affairs. But not Oregon. Having a state employee liaison who personally experienced being a mental health client would provide an important and efficient bridge to determine and support the goals of the state's mental health consumers. 

Having an advocacy system can help mental health clients gain a sense and a reality of dignity and justice so important for real recovery. These bills take establish an "ombudsman" position similar to that used in the field of senior citizens, nursing homes, children in foster care, etc. We are a constituency that can be forcibly drugged, forcibly shocked, tied down, locked up. At the very least this constituency deserves an ombudsman.

Among those who work on disability issues there is a powerful and famous slogan: "Nothing about us, without us!" That is, when a task force, board, commission, committee, etc. meets to make decisions about people with disabilities, then of course people with disabilities ought to have a voice in the process. These bills require that a minimal level -- 20 percent -- of mental health committees are from the mental health clients community. 

These bills do not seek substantial resources. The mental health clients who designed these bills purposely kept the funding request very small. The principles we are interested are not only about funding, as important as that is. These bills are about addressing an emergency of human rights violations and marginalization of mental health clients. These bills send out a signal and provide some tangible assistance for the principle that Oregon's services for mental and emotional well being ought to begin and end with the customers themselves. 

These bills are the absolute minimum needed to give Oregon's mental health clients hope that they will one day be considered equal citizens.

If you have any questions please do not hesitate to contact me at our office at 541-345-9106 or e-mail oaks@mindfreedom.org. We give SB 363 and SB 364 our very highest recommendations, and we hope you do, too.  






Sincerely, 






David Oaks, Director, MindFreedom







(over)

www.MindFreedom.org
Win Human Rights in Mental Health


