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Module 8 -Assignment

Mental Health Care for All in Prisons
Because the country has already received three warnings for negligence and possible violation of human rights of persons with mental illness in prisons, immediate action has to be taken to address the issue before the international bodies.  It is clear that the recent national laws aimed to ensure public security has created a militant approach to handling cases involving persons with mental illness whereby the dramatic increase in the population can be said to have been primarily those with mental illness.
The facts are apparent, there is overcrowding in the prison due to lack of placement for care of persons with mentally ill in the country.  The first strategy for the project would be to research model programs, approaches, and policies.  Because the findings stem from international organizations, a research overview for guidance and protocols can drastically improve the reform effort based on prior country experiences.

A quick review of the reading material and annotated additional resources provided some direction to the initial research strategy.  There are several model policies and guidance provided for by international bodies such as International Committee of the Red Cross, International Council of Nurses, International Centre for Prison Studies, World Health Organization, the United Nations, World Medical Association, and World Psychiatric Association which has been reviewed and has been found useful in guiding the development of a mental health care policy for the prison.  

The WHO resource title “Mental Health Care Law:  Ten Basic Principles” can be instrumental for countries with limited resources.  It can be very useful in guiding this project in that it identifies ten essential principles and annotations suggesting selected actions for implementation of the mental health care law.  The ten principles include 1) promotion of mental health and prevention of mental disorders; 2) access to basic mental health care; 3) mental health assessments in accordance with internationally accepted principles; 4) provision of the least restrictive type of mental health care; 5) self-determination; 6) right to be assisted in the exercise of self determination; 7) availability of review procedures; 8) automatic periodic review mechanisms; 9) qualified decision-maker; and 10) the respect of the rule of law. 

The International Centre for Prison Studies also has several publications that cover human rights approaches to prison management as well as alternatives to prison in developing countries.  These can also provide insight to developing legislative and administrative policies for the prison and the provision of acceptable mental health care standards.  The “Human Rights Approach to Prison Management, 2nd Edition” is quite comprehensive and provides a level of detail that would map out the design for an ideal prison setting for persons with mental health conditions.

The second strategy would be to develop a comprehensive action plan which would include policy development, development of mental health care protocols, human resource development, and development of the prison management protocol.  The preliminary data shows that almost half of the prison population has drug addiction (40%), another 40% has mental disorders, and roughly 12% has a major a mental disorder.  The rate of the immigrant population is 30% and suicide is 10 times higher than the regular population.  There have also been issues reflected in the local newspaper of the abuse by other prisoners within the confined grounds.  Because of these, engagement of the prisoners will be essential in the design of a comprehensive plan, including the design of the treatment plans and recovery protocols as well as policies to prevent human right violations in the future in the prison. 

It is also evident that the violations mirrored by international organizations stem from a prison managed by those with limited background in mental health.  It is therefore prudent to involve them in the needs assessment phase of the project to identify gaps and opportunities to enhance the workforce towards a better management of the prison.  As part of the comprehensive plan, the workforce development is essential in the design of a prison where everyone’s mental health is respected and treatment is made available to those who need it.  Such capacity building should cover the basic understanding of substance abuse disorders, mental health disorders, signs of depression and suicide, mental health stigma and isolation, and understanding the big immigrant population in the prison.  Almost one third of the prison population has “immigrant” status which may be an indication of a number of indigenous people in the country.  Therefore, it is critically important that sociocultural training is provided to the prison staff so that they are better able to handle mental health issues for the indigenous population.

A third strategy which will ensure continuity of care will be to design a care delivery plan with a directive for funding and resources to sustain the mental health care in the prison.  The cost of services and medications can reach unsustainable levels if not well planned and well managed.   Therefore, the care plan should also include psychosocial services and rehabilitation with pathways for the Court to place the 12% with serious mental disorders on Hospital Orders, or those who meet the criteria for Community Treatment Orders to place accordingly.  These two options can drastically reduce the overcrowded prison and improve conditions for the persons with mental illness.  

For the population that remains imprisoned, a plan for primary and specialty care provision is critically needed to minimize further exacerbation on the inmates’ mental health conditions.  Access to mental health treatment is guided by the main principles that prisoners are entitled to the highest attainable standard of mental health, including accessible, acceptable, appropriate, good quality care, and provided by trained professionals.  In addition, all prisoners must have access to mental health assessments, treatment, and referral for services, to ensure continuity of care.  Consequently, a part of the care deliver plan, has to mandate prison exclusive mental health care staff with medical, psychiatric, and sociocultural background to better serve the inmate population with mental health treatment needs.  

As we are also seeing a big population in this prison with mental health disorders, it should be addressed in the mental health care plan that a prison-based hospital or a mental health facility within the prison be created to enhance mental health assistance to this population.  A mental health review body will be created and shall have oversight over the mental health facility to ensure that quality of care and standards are maintained at this mental health facility.

To this end, a comprehensive plan that incorporates the above listed strategies and objectives will lead the reform in the country to better address the overcrowding prison.
