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R. Snook

To the Chair and Members of the Committee,

My name is Rick Snook and I’m from Portland. I’m an employee and former Board member of Empowerment Initiatives. A few years back I was responsible for opening the first new Brokerage in response to the Staley Settlement. I also have a diagnosis of  depression and post traumatic stress disorder.

People who experience mental illness are seen in a certain light by their community. It’s not a flattering light. We are held responsible by many for their illness. We are thought by others to have some kind of moral defect. Some people look at us and say, “Just quit acting crazy.” We endure incredible prejudice and stereotypes even from those who have sympathy for us, even from those who are paid to provide us with supports. These supports are not just so minimal as to be absurd, they are delivered often in a paternalistic manner that completely overlooks the individual’s authority in their own life.

I didn’t always have the “mentally ill” identification. After getting my Master’s degree I worked for quite awhile providing services and supports to people with mental disability labels. I considered myself normal. Truth be told, I thought I was 2 or 3 times as normal as the average person. I thought I was immune. You probably think that you are immune. You are not. Odds are that mental illness will touch you or your family at some point in your life.

For me the change came when my teenaged daughter committed suicide. Now, there are some parents who lose a child and they may live with a broken heart for the rest of their lives but they don’t crack. I cracked.

Maybe it was something about holding my dead child in my arms, the chill that came from her body, the scream that came from deep within my body, or just the fact that I can’t see her in my mind anymore without seeing her DEAD.  Whatever it was maybe you will see this as a moral weakness in me but my world was destroyed that day. Before you judge me though, take a moment to picture your child, your beautiful little girl, dead by her own hand, lying in your arms.

So I joined the Mentally Ill. I’m no joiner- I tend to shy away from labels. One of the first things I learned about my new status was that I no longer was in charge of my life. 
One of the things I think we’re doing right at Empowerment Initiatives is that the EI Board and its staff is composed of people who experience mental illness. This gives us a perspective we would not otherwise enjoy. We are also people with a lot of other experience. We are lawyers and Executive Directors of corporations. We are social workers and activists. And we all believe in the concept, the imperative that everyone should be given the basic respect of making the important choices in their lives, including how resources are used to support them in living life to the fullest.

Traditionally, the delivery of social services, whatever model, whatever facility or place, is a process that robs the individual of his or her basic self respect. If you tell me what I need and then give it to me you reinforce my helplessness. At the same time, the services you provide may be wide of the mark of what I really need.  If, on the other hand, you ask me instead of telling me you will get an answer that will absolutely be more on target and I will keep my self-respect. The brokerage system as illustrated by Empowerment Initiatives is giving people experiencing mental illness the chance to move beyond helplessness into a world of choices, authority in our own lives and the freedom to dream. 

Brokerages are all about asking and about helping each individual to reach their own goals rather than goals set by others.

I’ve been on both sides of “the system” that treats and supports people with mental illness. It isn’t working but it’s not just broken. It is under-funded to a horrific degree but is not just fiscally bankrupt. Its soldiers are burnt out but it doesn’t just need a heart transplant. It should have collapsed under the weight of its own silliness years ago. What are we to do? We are called to give everyone the basic dignity of making choices about their own lives.
Self-Determination in social services, in this case services for those of us with mental illnesses, is not just the latest fad. It’s not just the model of the year. It is something really new, extremely simple and like my teenage son, it cries out “Duh”. Ask people what they need before you give it to them. Simple. It’s the only way you can help others in a respectful manner. It is the manifestation of basic respect for the humanity in each of us. 

It throws pies in the face of every bureaucracy it meets. 

If you take one thing from my testimony today, hear this: People who have mental illness are just like you and just like me. We all deserve an opportunity to make the decisions that are important in our lives. We all deserve the dignity of defining our own success.

