OPENING SPEECH BY THE HON LAWRENCE GONZI, PRIME MINISTER AT THE 12TH ANNUAL EDUCATIONAL CONVENTION OF GAMIAN EUROPE, HOSTED BY THE RICHMOND FOUNDATION, DOLEMN HOTEL QAWRA – FRIDAY 6TH NOVEMBER 2009. 
Madame President,

Board Members,

Delegates,

It is an honour and indeed a pleasure for me to welcome you to Malta on the occasion of the 12th Annual Educational Convention of Gamian – the Global Alliance of Mental Illness Advocacy Networks in Europe. 
In an ever globalised and competitive world, mental health issues are becoming ever more important.  No nation can be successful without adequate effort in terms of its mental health - there cannot be economic and social development without health and no health without mental health.  

The concept of self-management, which you will be exploring during your stay in Malta, is not only relevant to mental health issues but applies to the wider realm of social policy.  It is in fact in line with a general political thrust that my Government endorses strongly self determination and autonomy, as opposed to dependence, within a context of support for those who need it.  We believe in maximising the individual’s potential in education, in maximising social wellbeing, and, together with you we will also formally extend its mark in the sphere of mental health.  I say ‘formally’ because the concept of self management is already implied in our efforts in the mental health sector, although we acknowledge the need to crystallise it further.
On a personal level, mental health has always been one of my primary areas of focus.  I have experienced the challenges that the sector presents in term of policy making during my time as Chairperson for the Reform of the Mental Health Sector some twenty years ago, as well as during my term as Minister for Social Policy   It is, however, the close contact with families who experienced mental health challenges that have helped me appreciate the necessity that policy makers sustain their commitment in this field.
In this respect, the importance of international collaboration is undisputed.  As members of a greater political union we draw on collective efforts to make inroads in areas which are both important and challenging, as is mental health.  On a complimentary level, from my experience in the non Government sector, collaboration with similar entities in other countries is also a valued source of encouragement and contributes significantly to service development as well as lobbying potential.  The important role that Gamian Europe plays in this respect deserves specific mention.
Ladies and gentleman
Malta is a relatively young nation, and as such development in the sphere of personalised social services is relatively recent, having come to the forefront of government policy in the late 80s.  The development of personalised services in the mental health sector is even more recent.  A major mile-stone in mental health services occurred in the 1990s – a concerted effort led to the re-integration of several persons who had been in institutions for decades.  This development was complimented by an introduction of mental health services within the community. A period of consolidation ensued.  
Over the past 18 months Government has renewed its effort in the mental health and community care sector by establishing it as a specific portfolio under the responsibility of a Parliamentary Secretary, our country’s equivalence to a Junior Minister.  This renewed impetus has resulted in the development of new services in community mental health and the review of several existing services with the intention of adapting them to meet current recognised standards and needs.  
This said, we acknowledge there is ample room for improvement and we are committed to invest further, both in acute and in community services.  
The striking statistic that every 9 minutes a citizen of the European Union commits suicide has spurred us to set up a new Crisis Intervention Service which will be ready for deployment in emergency situations within the coming months.  This development will further strengthen our community mental services which remain the main focus of all our efforts in this sector.
Our commitment towards increased self-determination in mental health is reflected in a number of policy and legislative changes current underway.  I know for a fact that families who have access to information deal better with mental illness – forewarned is forearmed, both in maintaining mental health as well as dealing with mental illness when it occurs.  The changes in policies and practices provide for improved access to information, apart from adopting a right-based approach and a specific focus on quality treatment

Despite government’s and NGO’s efforts to educate people, we still struggle with resistance at various levels; stigma remains an issue both at a social context as well as, possibly, at an administrative level.  Our efforts at conveying a positive and factual message should remain incessant.  At the root cause of this stigma is fear and lack of education.  We need to continue addressing stigma at its roots.
Maltese policy making has over the past years become adapted to an increasingly wide scope, predominantly through the streamlining of disability and gender issues.  Mental health is gradually becoming recognised as an issue that may impact all aspects of the individual, be it education, employment, and participation in society.  We endeavour to work towards the streamlining of mental health – taking account of mental health aspects in general policy making.  Efforts are already underway in this respect by the Standing Committee for Social Affairs in collaboration with NGOs in the mental health sphere.  Policy formulation based on empirical research will surely enhance our efforts to integrate better the issues of mental health in policy making.  
The concept of user involvement, both as a means of empowerment as well as a basis for informed policy is a recognised principle of good practice.  The size of our country makes for a very intimate community.  The Parliamentary Secretary responsible for mental health has used this reality to the best of our advantage.  His regular, albeit mostly informal contact with various groups of mental health service users and individuals ensures that government has a good grasp of people’s aspirations for good quality services.  It is natural to the Mediterranean personality that this informal engagement precedes a more formal arrangement.  This stance of informed policy formulation is clearly reflected in the developments that we have registered in the past months in the field of mental health.  We are committed to working towards establishing formal user involvement.  We will surely maintain the informal version, which has proven to be both informative and effective.

Service users’ organisations are a key factor to structural user involvement in policy making.  The relationship between NGOs in the mental health sector and my Government are indeed an example of good practice.  Channels of communication are flowing, and financial assistance is regular.  However, there is still ample room for improvement.  Our challenge is in developing a partnership model similar to the one being advocated between doctors and patients, but in our case between policy makers and patient organisations – regarding ourselves as partners in our endeavour to plan for positive mental health.  

Even though I have barely scratched the surface of the issues concerned, I trust that we all appreciate that we are faced with a mammoth task.  International collaboration provides valuable encouragement and is a strong source of guidance in the face of this challenge.  
As members of various international and pan-national bodies we benefit as well as contribute in different dimensions.  On a political level, being signatories to international instruments, such as the Helsinki Declaration and the Mental Health Pact, we draw on these instruments for a clear sense of direction of where we are heading.  They are also a constant reinforcement of our commitment towards the sector.  

As a country we also benefit from the international collaboration which our non government sector engages in.  Among our established contacts are WHO, the WHO – European Community joint project for user empowerment and particularly the Gamian network that you yourselves represent.  Such collaboration is mutually supportive for the non government organisations that are engaged in it, particularly in capacity building and strategic development terms.
The role of NGOs is particularly essential to mental health. Their presence pervades all levels of mental health policy development.  Gamian Europe is an excellent example – a network of patient organisations that function on the ground at national levels, while standing up to be counted at a European level.  On a level that is closer to home, I acknowledge the resource that Gamian Europe and its various members are to Malta through its NGOs.
Ladies and gentleman
Mental health is an essential feature in a nation’s well being, and therefore in each individual’s well being.  With this concept firmly established as our background, we aspire to maintain our efforts for positive mental health – in respect for users and the active role that they deserve to have in what impacts them directly.  
I would also like to thank Ms Dolores Gauci and the Richmond Foundation for bringing this conference to Malta.  Through your presence here we reaffirm our commitment to mental health issues, to maintain the increased momentum that we have gathered over the past months to develop policy and services which reflect the aspirations of the individuals who experience mental health problems.  Together we will continue to endeavour towards improved participation within our society.
I trust that our beautiful islands, with their culture and heritage and pleasant autumn weather will serve as an ideal backdrop for your discussion about enhancing mental health. I wish you a successful convention and continued commitment to mental health.

Thank you.

