Introduction: Mental Health in Manchester

Mental health problems are more common in Manchester than in any other area in England. Compared to the national average, more than twice as many people are admitted for hospital care and the suicide rate for Manchester is 64% higher than rates for England and Wales.

The NHS Plan published by the Department of Health in July 2000 set a national agenda for modernising the NHS. It includes the National Service Framework for Mental Health (NSF) which sets standards for improvements in mental health care (a guide to the NSF can be found in our “Reports” section). This was chiefly a recognition of the fact that most statutory agencies struggle to develop services which can understand and respond sensitively to the way that people from different communities and cultures experience mental and emotional distress.

Experience in Manchester has shown that a recurring topic is the relationship between the old and new culture within services.

The "old culture" of mental health provision is dominated by professionals, hospital admission, stigmatising labels, little choice and reliance on medication. Traditional psychiatry is based on the belief that extreme forms of mental and emotional distress are symptoms of illness and can be classified and treated with drugs.

The new, more liberating, so-called "socially inclusive culture" embraces the principles of empowerment of those who require mental health services and; a belief that recovery from mental health problems is an option which can lead to fruitful and productive participation within the local community, family relationships, employment opportunities, meaningful activities and personal fulfilment. Although this approach is still in its infancy, it is clear that many staff, carers and service users want to move in this direction.

Many people who use mental health services believe that:

· It is most important that they are heard and their needs properly understood

· Services should respond flexibly to meet their individual needs;

· Drugs can be helpful sometimes

· The stigma associated with mental health problems is often as bad, if not worse than the problem itself. (47% of people with mental health problems say they have been abused or harassed in public and 14% physically attacked).

Over £85 million per year is spent directly on mental health care in Manchester: ranging from high level services in hospital to smaller, informal services in the community. The budget is a pooled fund brought together by the three Manchester NHS Primary Care Trusts and the Local Authority. It is managed by the Mental Health Joint Commissioning Executive (JCE). The aim of this partnership approach is to change the traditional pattern of service planning and funding in a way which reflects national and local policy aspirations: to change from the old to the new culture.

The voluntary and community sector has a long and robust history of involvement in the development of mental health services in Manchester. By and large the services provided by the voluntary and community sector are:

· Thoughtfully designed to respond in a flexible way to the full range of everyday needs and stresses experienced by Manchester's diverse communities.

· Often set up and managed by the affected communities

· Delivered in a professional manner

· Well respected and utilised by many Mental Health Care Professionals

· Sometimes able to bring into Manchester additional sources of funding not open to statutory agencies…but also…

· …often under resourced and in need of additional support to enable them to fulfil their potential

In supporting the move to a new, more inclusive culture, it is often the voluntary sector which finds ways of doing things differently - generating some valuable learning which should be shared with the statutory providers.
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