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Report on the  XII  GAMIAN-Europe  2009 Annual Educational Convention

Paola Pivano

This year it was the turn of the beautiful island of Malta to host 78 GAMIAN-Europe delegates representing 39 associations from 25 countries, at the New Dolmen Hotel in St. Paul’s Bay, facing the Mediterranean Sea.  The Conference opened on Thursday 5th November with the welcome given by Hon. Mario Galea of the Maltese Ministry of Social Policy. A Ceremony forwarded in which the GAMIAN-Europe Award was assigned to the brilliant writer, TV journalist Stephen Fry, present with a touching DVD message in which he thanked for what he considers an important recognition for his work. A sumptuous cocktail party   and an enchanting night tour of Medina, the splendid old medieval city of Malta closed the opening day.

The Convention officially started on Friday 6th November.  Dr: Lawrence Gonzi, Prime Minister of Malta gave a careful and exhaustive analysis of the situation of the mental health in his country, on what it is now on and the hopes and projects for the future. The keynote presentation of session “PSYCHOEDUCATION” was given by Mark O’ Callaghan, Malta, on Self Management: Its Main Component Parts . He stressed the importance of a strategy aiming at information on treatments (benefits and side effects), information to the patient on his/her effective condition, access to services at a level that can meet the individual’s changing needs, developed balanced lifestyle to maintain health and prevent relapse. And over all on the need to change culture, attitudes and mentality. Prof. Vladimir Rotstein, Russia, (“Psychoeducation Its Role and Expected Outcome”) criticized the paternalistic model of relationships still used by some doctors, while promoting patient and relative awareness of the effectiveness of medication. He pointed out the essential role of patients’ compliance and also the fact that education reduces hospitalization. He concluded with a final recommendation: self-diagnostics and self-treatment are absolutely inadmissible.  Torsten Kindström, Sweden, in “Psychoeducation from a User’s Perspective” citing the results of a study by the North Stockholm Psychiatry St:George, underlined the importance of training programmes for relatives and patients  to cope better with their disease.  Training courses have been run also for several member of the same family, providing support, information and guidance to patients and relatives.   Gideon Galon, Israel –  From Depression to Empowerment in the First Person - relating on his own experience,  from a deep depression  10 years ago to the empowerment and wellness of today, said he won  the battle of his life as he never lost self confidence.  Dr.Marianna Bogdan, Russia, – “Psychoeducation as a Base for Partnership” – suggested ways to achieve a real partnership between patients and professionals, avoiding the paternalism toward the patient. Everyday practice shows of course situations where the partnership cannot be established and others which are successful. An example of good practice was a project realized by “Public Initiatives on Psychiatry” in 7 Moscow districts, of a good model  of partnership, carried out in  “professional-user” pairs.

 Session on  PHYSICAL WELLBEING, Prof. Köksal Alptekin, Turkey,  -  “Physical Health Problems in Mentally Ill People: what can we do to improve morbidity and mortality rate” -   stated that ignorance of physical health  can be dramatic, as the mentally ill are at high risk for  diabetes, obesity, cardiovascular disease, etc. Persons with major mental illness lose more than 25 years of normal life span. The role not only of professionals, but also of nurses, GPs  and carers is essential in achieving better health outcomes. Greater collaboration across disciplines and implementation of awareness programs on the physical health of the mentally ill are therefore needed.  Prof. Sladjana Ivezic, - Healthy Lifestyle in Treatment Plans for Mental Disorders – explained how  protection and a decrease in risk factors can be a strategy in relapse prevention and recovery plan, and how a  Wellness Program  can help  improve physical and mental health and reduce the incidence of somatic illness. Yoram Cohen, Israel,  - “Diabetes and Depression: Way of Living, Diet, Exercise etc.” -  pointed out the various aspects and problems of the co-morbidity of diabetes and depression and their consequences, concluding  that the best initial treatment  in these cases is an adherence to a balanced diet and the maintenance of a healthy weight.  Erik Savoye, Belgium,  - “Gender Considerations for Mental Health Policy” – underlined  the under- estimated issue  of the gender for health and well-being and reported about  the EU-funded project SUPPORT,  the political will at EU level to explore   gender inequities in mental health, and the work  done by EU Policy makers to tackle these issues effectively.  Dolores Gauci, Malta, Chairperson of GAMIAN-Europe, presented “Taking Control of Your Physical Health”,   a manual developed in collaboration with EUFAMI, about the patients’ need to be informed and educated. She also gave information about   the “Mental and Physical Health Charter” in which GAMIAN-Europe is involved and that was launched in Brussels last October at EU and national levels. Than Flavio Prata, Italy – “The Running Tribe” – spoke about a successful experience of a race, attended by 500 people, confirming the positive impact of sports in mood disorders - relaxation, friendship - which effectively helps to go beyond difficulties, fear and sorrow and to build up a sense of wellbeing.

The afternoon session on SOCIAL RECOVERY started with the detailed keynote presentation by Dr.Anja Esther Baumann, WHO Regional Office for Europe, and The WHO-European Commission Project on User Empowerment in Mental Health. Empowerment of mentally ill people and carers are at last considered as key priorities for the next decades in the Mental Health Declaration and Action Plan for Europe. At EU level there is a commitment to undertake actions helping Member States to tackle challenges of the mental health problems and provide support to patients and families. For this purpose, the WHO Regional Office and the European Commission are co-funding a partnership project to support Member States to improve strategies.  Stelmart Khalil, Malta, - “E” in Recovery” – asserted  the  central role  the employment has in recovery, as it helps to build  a positive sense of esteem, and therefore of confidence,  and  a connection with the community.  Tatiana Belyaeva, Russia, with “The Role of Self-Help Groups in the Process of Social Recovery” spoke of   her personal experience and made a detailed survey of advantages and disadvantages of the  Self-Help Groups, and their role  in leading to social rehabilitation . Ema Gruber gave details on “Social Support and Stigma in Croatia” with examples of good practice . Dr.Bodrogi and Dr.Harangozo, Hungary, related in  “Recovery Based Treatment in the Practice of Awakenings Foundation”  on the very disadvantaged situation in Hungary  and on the mission of the Foundation:  therapy based on personal goals, needs of patients in everyday life, psychoeducation, cognitive therapy  and supported employment. Finally Dr. Lucie Bankovska Motlova, Czech Republic, illustrated “ITAREPS Information Technology Aided Relapse Prevention Program in Schizophrenia”, developed by the Prague Psychiatric Centre. It is a mobile phone-based  telemedicine solution for remote patient monitoring, and disease management in schizophrenia and psychotic disorders, providing health professionals with home telemonitoring via PC-to-phone SMS. 

Each session stimulated general discussions and the first very intensive working day was closed by a charming night tour of the old maritime city of  Birgu (Vittoriosa) and dinner in a typical  restaurant overlooking the  marina. 

On Saturday morning 7th November, the session dedicated to PUBLIC ORGANIZATION: FUNDING, STRUCTURE, ADVOCACY   opened with a very stimulating presentation by Dr. John Bowis, a former Member of the European Parliament, now an honorary member of GAMIAN-Europe Board of Directors, who gave an exhaustive overview in his speech “The Politician’s Perspective”   of the today mental health situation at EU and national levels. Moreover he stressed   the devastation caused by stigma, the difficulties faced by doctors and nurses in hospitals and the necessity to have services visible to patients, carers and community. The main points to achieve are: to improve  the legislation, to involve  the patient, to consider the mentally ill as  partners and not patients, to make early diagnosis, to provide  essential support of medicines, to translate into action the Mental Health Pact., in spite of the economic situation. But he also said he was confident that Mental Health policy is on the move, in view of the progress of the last few years. 

Loredana Tascau, Romania gave a precise report on the current situation in her country, on hospitals now up to European standards and management strategic development,   with the speech “Reform and Good Practices in the Romanian Psychiatric Care Structures”.  Presiada Adiri, Israel, in “Developing Human Resources in the Mental Health Field” noted that it should be the right time to convince people that individuals with psychiatric disabilities can be, if adequately employed, a potentially rich resource in our society, as they have value and are able to make worthwhile contributions. Paul Arteel, took the floor with the speech “Realizing the Goals of a Social Profit Organisation: Efficiency in Policy Making”. He talked about Advocacy associations’ strategy, the voice they give to the misrepresented citizen’s interest, mobilizing citizens to participate in a democratic process and assuring the right to complain. Advocacy associations are independent because financed by patients, insurances and government’ taxes; they respect confidentiality, and are capable of formulating remarks on the Mental Health policy and legislation. 

The  session  ACCESS TO TREATMENT,  concentrated  on  five short oral presentations  “Access to Treatment in Different Countries”  given by  members about  the existing  situations in Russia, Cyprus, Finland, Lithuania and Italy.  Afterwards the results of the GAMIAN-Europe Stigma Survey in some countries were illustrated. Two more presentations about personal experiences were given: the  first, “What is Most Important for Successful Treatment from the Patient’s Point of View”,  by Rebecca Müller, Belgium, who said how important it is, when acutely ill, to have  a supporting environment ensuring a certain level of connection to life. The second, “Early Diagnosis and Adherence to Treatment from the Patient’s Perspective” by  Guadalupe Morales, who pointed out the essential role of  empowerment, besides the good relationship between psychiatrist and patient,  the mutual respect and  the acceptance of a new difficult situation. “The journey to Ithaca” , she called it, since recovery is a journey which is  also decided by the will of the patient.  

Three parallel Workshops took place in the afternoon:  Psychoeducation, Social Support and Access to Treatment.   The   General Assembly, where the Board and the Treasurer Reports were presented, the present situation of GAMIAN-Europe reported, discussed and commented and the Balance Sheet approved, closed the second day of work.

A Farewell Gala Dinner, cheered up by  the performance of a Maltese Folk Group, closed the meeting in a very friendly atmosphere. The local organisation of the Richmond Foundation was perfect and all of us would like to thank them very much. See you all again, next autumn for the XIII Convention!
