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— DECEMBER 7, 2001

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

1. Falling energy revenues and a down-turn in the economy dominated
the Fall session of the Legislature which ended last Friday. Mental
health initiatives promised prior to the election never materialized. In
fact, mental health programs received a 1% cut over the full past
fiscal year ($2.3M in the Alberta Mental Health Board alone.) The
AMHB’s Regional managers are cutting services, however it appears
that voluntary agencies are being protected for the most part.) The
Opposition has focused on how the cuts are being dolled out, with
particular emphasis on health (including mental health) and children’s
services. 

2. Children’s service cuts were the most aggressively criticized by
provincial media and Minister Iris Evans yesterday announced that
2000 Albertans would be paid $1 to participate in a survey to assess
public support for children’s services. Questions will be asked like
“should services be provided to all children in need irrespective of
cost?” Is this more governance by populist poll rather than by doing
what is right?

3. On a more positive note, a Private Members Bill by MLA Mr. Wayne
Cao of Calgary recommended that AISH recipients transferring to
other non-exempt income (i.e. Canada Pension Plan) retain medical
benefits. In a surprise move it passed unanimously and will be
considered as part of the overall review being undertaken by Minister
Clint Dunford of Human Resources and Employment. Results of the
Minister’s review should be available in late January.
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4. In late November Cabinet approved changes to SFI (welfare) to allow
each parent in a family to earn up to $115 before deductions are
made. Income earned by children under 18 will also not be counted
and a new benefit of $120 a year will be added to cover work costs,
such as clothing. 

5. Government Services Minister David Coutts announced there would be
NO lobbyist registration in Alberta after he reviewed the results in
other jurisdictions. Legislation would likely have had implications for
CMHA activity promoting a reformed mental health system.

6. The Health Minister’s rumoured review of the AMHB has not yet
materialized. It is assumed the Minister has not yet been able to
convince his Cabinet colleagues, however an announcement is
expected before Christmas. Rumours throughout the mental health
system are that AMHB programs will be transferred to the RHA’s by
April 1, 2002. The rumours have been fueled by public comments by
several MLA’s, however the Minister’s office confirms no decisions
have been made. 

7. The “Mazankowski” report on the future of health care was not
released this week as planned . As reported previously in eFacts, the
report is expected to recommend in part, the integration of mental
health services with general health and an expansion of community
care. Speculation is that the Premier will release it just prior to the
January scheduled conference of First Ministers who will be meeting
in Vancouver. Media interest will then be high. 

8. The Alberta Alliance on Mental Illness and Mental Health has now
completed the distribution of a two page governance information
sheet to MLA’s and community groups across Alberta. The multi-
coloured information sheets detail the AAMIMH position calling for the
transfer of all AMHB programs to the Regional health Authorities
(RHA’s) while maintaining a restructured Provincial Board with the
responsibility of overseeing reform and maintaining the integrity of
the system. All AAMIMH members including the CMHA’s at the local
level have been asked to promote the material in contacts with
stakeholders. Copies are available from any of the member
organizations.

9. Government budget scenarios from the Provincial Treasurer
apparently call for Departmental budget reductions of up to 10% in
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the next fiscal year. Cuts at that level would create a severe crisis in
the mental health system and the AAMIMH is now finalizing an MLA
campaign utilizing an information sheet and strategy similar to item
#8 above. The materials should be out to member organizations very
shortly. Timing is urgent as Cabinet decisions regarding budget are
being made at this time.

10. The AMHB met on November 30th in Ponoka. The agenda included a
business plan update, preliminary 2002/03 business planning, a
funding request by the Business and Economic Roundtable and
appointments to four Regional Mental Health Advisory Councils. The
next meeting is January 18.

11. The AMHB’s contract review of its funded agencies has begun. Those
who were suspicious of the process can look to the Camrose area for
validation. No government “operations plan” was developed in
advance of the review (a requirement), evidence existed to suggest
decisions were made before the process even began and the outcome
resulted in CMHA losing funds for a crisis service (the AMHB intends
to hire new therapists). The Association was also told to dilute its
outreach program by serving a larger geographical area. The
decisions are being appealed.

12. As predicted by CMHA, the government’s enactment of the Health
Information Act has potentially grave consequences for the privacy of
personal health records. The AMHB views all records of community
agencies as being the property of the AMHB and have demanded
identifying information as part of the Review process noted in #11
above. While many community groups are apparently complying,
CMHA has a moral, ethical and potentially legal responsibility to
maintain the confidentiality of records. (The AMA and UNA share
CMHA’s concerns.) A formal legal opinion is being developed and the
position will then be presented to the AMHB, to the Information
Commissioner and Health Minister, if necessary. 

13. The AAMIMH meets next on December 19. Two new organizations are
officially  joining; the Alberta Committee of Citizens with Disabilities
and the Calgary Dual Diagnosis Committee. The agenda will include
the election of leadership, a mental health expenditures policy and a
conference plan approval. (This conference is planned for October 3
and 4 of 2002 in Edmonton and will feature world innovations in
mental health service delivery. All AAMIMH participants will encourage
their members to attend and AGM’s will coincide with the meeting if
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approved by the various organizations Boards of Directors. Please
diarize those dates.)

14. The “Court Diversion” initiative frequently reported upon in
eFacts has been approved by senior levels of government to move to
the next stage of developing an operational plan. Government
“rollbacks” could mean the death of the initiative and it is hoped the
Calgary pilot and marketing strategies can convince officials that there
are huge potential savings in the Criminal Justice system if the plan is
implemented.

15. The World Health Organization has released a detailed report on
mental health. The recommendations parallel CMHA policies
absolutely! The material will be used for reference and in future social
action initiatives with government. The Minister, Deputy and AMHB
officials have already been provided copies and a brief summary.
More information available from the Division.

16. The Federal Auditor General’s report of this week detailed a scathing
waste of federal dollars. Lost in the Parliamentary and media
controversy was an observation that preventive health activities were
“6 to 45 times” more effective than dealing with illness –– and mental
illness “is the costliest” it said. The auditor recommended that the
Mental Health Branch of Health Canada begin immediately to address
mental health concerns. Ironically over the past few years the Branch
has been stripped of most of its resources.

17. The Province of British Columbia has scrapped its Mental Health
Advocate. BC’s CMHA Director Bev Gutray said that advocate Nancy
Hall did superb work on behalf of consumers but in so doing was
sometimes critical of the government. “This is a sad day”, she added.
The government said Hall’s position was no longer needed because
the new Minister of State for Mental Health would handle the duties.
As she left her position Hall said that the death rate of mentally ill
persons leaving hospital between 1998 and 2000 was six times as
high as the general population. Hall noted she dealt with 3000
people. “I don’t think those folks are going to be calling the Minister.”
“The mental health system has been plagued with broken promises,
constantly changing Ministers, lack of leadership and funding,” Hall
said in a prepared release, “an integrated approach is needed to deal
with the growing problem of mentally ill people clogging the courts,
hospitals and jails.” Unfortunately the same comments could be made
of Alberta.
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Alberta Division
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Phone: (780) 482-6576; Fax: (780) 482-6348
E-mail: division@cmha.ab.ca

18. A study at Tulane University in New Orleans suggests there may be an
anatomical basis for stuttering , previously thought to have an
emotional or learned component to it. Dr. Ann Foundas has found
differences in the “language centres” of the brain. The finding could
affect future treatment approaches and attitudes towards those that
stutter.

19. CMHA’s Edmonton Region will be sponsoring a “Polar Bear Luncheon”
at the Hotel MacDonald on January 25. Celebrity guests, ice sculpting,
artwork, outerwear display, prizes and “mitten friendly” food will
round out the fund-raiser. Call 780-414-6312 for ticket information.

20. Monday December 10 is Human Rights Day. Watch for activities in
your community.

For more information, phone 482-6576.


