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An Open Letter to Minister for Health Michelle O’Neill MLA

Dear Minister 

We are writing to you as members of the Mental Health Rights Group, a Northern Ireland wide campaign group made up of people who have personal or family experience of mental health issues and suicide/self-harm. We have been campaigning since 2006 for human rights compliant mental health services. Current campaigns issues include: 

· accessing mental health support through GP services (particularly in rural communities);
· access to information and support for families following a sudden death.

Firstly, we would like to congratulate you on your appointment as Minster for Health. We are very pleased that you plan to make mental health one of your main priorities during your tenure and that you are committed to ongoing reform of mental health services. 

As you have recognised, there is a higher prevalence of mental health problems in Northern Ireland than in other jurisdictions of the UK, a fact which is partly associated with the legacy of the conflict and with high levels of social and economic deprivation and inequality. 

Despite this level of need, mental health services in Northern Ireland continue to be seriously underfunded and treated as the poor relation of physical health. Only 8.5% of the overall health budget was allocated to mental health for 2015/16. Yet evidence would suggest that mental health cases amount to 25% of total health cases. 

This ongoing lack of parity in funding between physical and mental health was recently criticised by the UN Committee on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights in their examination of the UK government and devolved administrations:

“Despite the legal duty introduced by the Health and Social Care Act of 2012 to deliver “parity of esteem” between mental and physical health, the Committee is concerned about the lack of adequate resources provided to mental health services.” 

It is in this context that we welcome the allocation of an additional £72 million to the Department of Health by the Stormont Executive and: 

1. We urge you to ensure that, as a minimum, 25% of this money is invested in improving the provision of mental health services and that from here on progressive steps will be taken to ensure that a proportionate share of health funding goes on mental health. England has recently passed legislation to this effect; we can do it here too.

2. We call on you to identify and prioritise bids for investment required to promote mental health in advance of the upcoming budget. 

We welcome your commitment to redress the longstanding inequalities faced by users of mental health services and hope to receive a favourable response to the above recommendations. Should you require any further information or wish to discuss further the issues raised in this letter please do not hesitate to contact us. 

Thank you for your consideration and we look forward to your response.
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