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— MARCH 23, 2001

eFACTS, a summary of current newsworthy facts and effects, is made
available to people who have a continuing interest in mental health reform
in Alberta. We thought you should know:

1. For those following political leadership in support of mental health
reform in Alberta, the recent election has some good and bad news.
The good news was the re-election and re-appointment of Gary Mar to
Health and Wellness, David Hancock to Justice and Iris Evans to
Children’s Services. They have all been supportive. The bad news was
the loss of supporters in the Official Opposition. Defeated were Nancy
MacBeth, Howard Sapers, Karen Leibovici, Ed Gibbons and Colleen
Soetaert. Gary Dickson and Linda Sloan did not run again. Mental
health reform does, however, appear to be on the political “radar
screen” with the February 12th Speech from the Throne committing “to
meet the unique needs of persons with mental health issues, the
government will establish effective community based services for
children and adults.”

2. An election of another kind! Mr. Bob Campbell, the Manager of
Population Health with the Chinook Health Authority has been elected
President of the CMHA in Alberta. Bob has a Masters Degree in
Education and work experience in health, agricultural and inter-
cultural education, injury prevention, resource management and
academic administration. Bob has volunteered in the mental health
field for 20 years and has served as Regional President in Lethbridge.
He also currently serves on the National CMHA Board of Directors. As
Divisional President, Bob’s priority is to improve services for mentally
ill people in areas he describes as the most important “health
determinants” - homes, work or income, social contact and
education or training. The new president has already communicated
with the Premier and key Cabinet Ministers in an effort to develop
early partnerships.
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Past President Dennis Anderson resigned from the Divisional Board in
order to concentrate on his involvement as CMHA/Alberta’s
representative to the Alberta Alliance on Mental Illness and Mental
Health, to CMHA’s National Board, and on a health innovation project
dealing with pet therapy. 

3. The Alberta Alliance on Mental Illness and Mental Health (AAMIMH)
mounted a spirited non partisan election campaign providing all
candidates with information packages to assist them in responding to
questions regarding the strengths and limitations in the mental health
field. The Alliance will also congratulate successful candidates and
urge them to advocate for mental health improvements in the months
ahead.

4. The AAMIMH met for a half day on March 13, received a presentation
from the Alberta Mental Health Board’s Medical Director, Dr. Pierre
Beausejour and unanimously endorsed a governance model for
submission to the Health and Wellness Minister. They have requested
an early meeting with the Minister in order to detail their plan which
could have a profound effect on the integration of services in Alberta.

5. The Health Minister has announced that Health Regions will not be
reconfigured and that the election of two/thirds of the members of
those Boards will occur with municipal elections this fall. This is
probably good news, as restructuring into a smaller number of
regions would likely have meant further system chaos for years ahead.
The elections also present opportunities for those with an interest in
advancing mental health service delivery to get on those Boards.
CMHA members and other stakeholders should be encouraged and
supported.

6. The CMHA Divisional Board of Directors met on March 10th and
endorsed a number of policies and actions relating to mental health
governance, health information, court diversion, disability benefits
and brain injury. They also dealt with a host of program, operational,
personnel and educational matters. Details are available in summary
form by requesting the “Board Report.”  

7. The Alberta government’s Alberta Mental Health Board (AMHB) did not
meet in March in order to attend a Health Authority conference. They
sponsored a forum focusing on innovations such as telehealth,
diversion and children’s services. The Board has also begun “damage
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control” around negative mental health news stories by issuing their
own “background to mental health stories of interest to the media.”
Their next meeting is planned for April 20th with several important
issues, including a policy on housing and budgets for the next two
years. One resource to be carried forward is $4 million in unspent
Children’s Initiative grants.

8. As previously reported, the Alberta government’s Health Innovation
fund has approved funding for two important initiatives. The AMHB,
Alberta Justice and the Salvation Army will innovate a court diversion
project in Calgary and CMHA, Alberta Division, the Edmonton SPCA
and the Pet therapy Society will innovate a pet therapy program.
Rigorous evaluations are part of all health innovation projects which
will commence in April of this year. The CMHA Division Board has
agreed to host the pet therapy project on a site which is to be
determined, with policy provided by a three agency steering
committee. Volunteer opportunities are available. The project also has
available positions for a Coordinator/Researcher and for a
Secretary/Assistant. Interested parties should contact the Alberta
Division of CMHA for details.

9. The above noted Calgary diversion initiative will form part of a
broader inter-departmental initiative on which CMHA will play an
advisory role. As previously reported, CMHA offered to provide
leadership to such an initiative which has been a priority for a decade.
The Justice Minister accepted the value of the proposals, but his
Department and the AMHB are to provide the leadership. The first
meeting was held on March 21, went very well and Alberta may yet
have a comprehensive program to divert mentally ill people from jails.

10. The CMHA’s opposition to the Health Information Act, due to its poor
privacy provisions, has led to another three formal briefs to
government from the Alberta Medical Association, the United Nurses
of Alberta and CMHA. The Partnership has also now reviewed training
materials for health staff and judged them to be equally flawed. A
news conference will follow proclamation (putting it in to law) where
the partnership will announce its next steps.

11. A German team of researchers has reported in the journal Molecular
Psychiatry that they have discovered a gene that is likely to contribute
to one severe form of schizophrenia. Team leader Dr. Klaus-Peter
Lesch predicted that with other similar successes, the term
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“schizophrenia” will soon be abandoned as a crude catch-all term for
what is a collection of brain disorders. There are an increasing
number of studies linking schizophrenia to genes, but to date no
prevention or cure has been confirmed.

12. In our January 22nd e-FACTS we noted that 29% of the six million
services provided by Alberta doctors every year are for mental health
problems, yet physicians remain outside of the formal mental health
system. (There is, however, at least one Alberta pilot project which
involves them more directly). Now an American UCLA/Rand study
provides more evidence that physicians must be part of the system.
When they are not, the study finds that only 19% of a sample of
depressed and anxious patients received “appropriate” treatment. By
contrast, 90% who saw a psychiatrist received “proper care.” 

13. Another CMHA promotion over the past decade has been “supported
employment” (placing clients in competitive jobs with coaching,
support and accommodation to meet specific needs). These practices
are now available in very few locations. An article in a recent edition of
the British Medical Journal estimates that 75 to 85% of Americans
(presumably little difference in Canada) and 61 to 73% of English
people with mental illness are unemployed. The article also concludes
that supported employment is more successful than pre-vocational
training. This is consistent with community living research that has
concluded institutional training for community living is generally not
transferable. The skills must be learned in the community.

14. Several innovations from CMHA Regions:

1) The North Central Region’s Community Immigrant Mental Health
Project has several creative initiatives to serve new immigrants
and have recommended to the Health Ministry that all Health
Authorities be required to specify strategies in their business plans
to ensure accessibility to health services when the first language is
not English.

2) The Central Region, in a partnership with other local agencies,
celebrated the opening of a community housing project which will
make14 self-contained bachelor suites available. The housing
coalition will also sponsor a provincial conference on homelessness
on May 31 and June 1st in Red Deer. There are several exciting
speakers and more detail can be obtained from the region or on the
Internet at www.mycommunityinformation.com     
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3) The South region has been extensively involved in planning of social
housing through the local housing authority and consideration is
now being given to expanding the Housing Authorities mandate to
include case management for residents. This would be a significant
departure from traditional roles. The Region is also first on a priority
housing list in order to increase their crisis beds from 10 to 17.  

4) The East Central Region will be sponsoring their third annual golf
tournament on June 9th. Tickets are available in the Regional offices
in Camrose, Tofield or Viking.

15. CMHA has hundreds of volunteers and supporters in Alberta and the
Awards provided by the National Association are a great way to
recognize their contributions. Deadline is April 2nd so get your
nominations in quickly. Categories and nomination forms are available
from any CMHA office or if you just have a suggestion contact the
Alberta Division and we will do the work.

16. Speaking of deadlines, the deadline for filing of taxes is April 30. People
on low incomes should remember that some of the energy rebates were
only available to those who filed taxes. It may be wise to file, even if no
taxes are payable.

For more information, phone 482-6576.
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