ARTICLE ON NEW HORIZONS
The National Service Framework for Mental Health (NSF) comes to the end of its decade long existence this year.  As a start in replacing it, the Government has issued a consultation document New Horizons : Towards a Shared Vision for Mental Health.  This 130 paper report begins with a vision for 2020.  It concludes with 12 questions it would like individuals and organisations to address before the consultation ends on 15th October 2009.  The Government will then use the views gathered in its blueprint for the next 10 years.

Few people working in or using mental health services would claim these are perfect.  However it is worth remembering how much the NSF has achieved since 1999.  Investment in mental health has increased by over £2 billion with many new services to support early intervention and crisis resolution.  The suicide rate has fallen significantly.  Hospital admission has been reduced whilst many inpatient units have been built or refurnished.  An increasing number of service user run organisations have been funded and personal budgets could give people a greater say in the services they want.

The Government’s vision for 2020 is a comprehensive one most of us would willingly subscribe to.  By then it hopes most adults will understand the fundamental importance of mental well-being to their participation in society, to their physical health and to their ability to make healthy lifestyle choices.  Children will be taught in school about the importance of mental well-being.  In 2020 physical and mental health will be seen as equal priorities.  People with mental health problems, and those at risk, will receive personalised care packages.  In 2020 all individuals will be treated with respect irrespective of their age, background or circumstances.  Inequalities for black and minority ethnic groups, in access to and experience of mental health care will have disappeared.  Stigma will have declined dramatically.  In 2020 mental health will be everyone’s business.

The twin aims of New Horizons are to improve the mental health and well-being of the population and to improve the quality and accessibility of services for people with poor mental health.

Underpinning New Horizons are four guiding values:

· equality, justice and human rights;

· reach our full potential

· being in control of our lives; and

· valuing relationships.

These values emphasize the importance of social inclusion in an increasingly diverse society.  Reaching someone’s full potential can be achieved through high quality care as identified in the Darzi Report and through prevention or early intervention.  Personalisation can give users control of resources alongside the principles of the recovery, argues New Horizons.  The importance of mental health practitioners in working closely with users, carers and families is clearly recognised.
There is a welcome chapter on the importance of laying the foundations of good mental well-being in childhood.  It proposes, for example, a youth mental health service for 14 to 25 year olds.  This would transcend existing bureaucratic boundaries and be a major challenge for commissioners.

Another section looks at how to achieve mental well-being across society.  Services will need to be targeted at those at risk of developing mental health problems.  Once again the recovery model is much cited.  Prevention and early intervention are seen as vital.  The emotional and financial pressures of unemployment are recognised.  Greater co-operation between all agencies is a cornerstone of the Government’s direction for mental health.

The facts and figures in the discussion on older people’s mental health are quite alarming.  Yet there is a credible attempt to balance this by stating what can be done to promote well-being amongst retired people.  Many examples are given of what existing groups are achieving.
At the end of the document we are asked to complete 12 specific questions.  These range from identifying the three most important changes for mental health and mental health care for the next 10 years to how the Government should promote personalised services to how it could better tackle stigma to where value for money could be improved.

A single paragraph near the end warns us that the current economic situation may increase mental health problems and so building the resilience of individuals and communities will become particularly important.  The report tells us that financial constraints mean that any service improvements will need to be self-financing, based on sound evidence and in line with local commissioning strategies.

New Horizons proudly proclaims the successes of the NSF and its wish to build on them.  In view of the inevitable costs in public expenditure, cynics may question what more can be achieved.  SPN will be submitting its comments as part of the consultation process and we would urge as many people as possible to send in their views.  If enough do so it may be that perhaps for the first time ever mental health will become a general election issue!

Link to NH website:
Link to Consultation Questions:
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