Dear Common Ground Health Clinic,

It was an honor to meet people involved with the Algiers clinic and to help out in a small way with the important and valuable work going on there. From our brief time with Algiers residents it was clear that the clinic is appreciated for its role in supporting the people of New Orleans.

The Freedom Center is an award winning mental health activist, advocacy, and support group in Western MA run by and for psychiatric survivors.  We have provided peer-run mental health services to low-income community members since 2000.  

As a mental health advocacy and activist group that strives to promote community empowerment and self-determination in mental health care we have many complaints about the services provided by the Substance Abuse and Mental Health Service Administration (SAMHSA).  We are writing to share a sample of those complaints to aid volunteers in making an educated decision about the role SAMHSA counselors will play in the services the Algiers clinic provides.

· SAMHSA is the mechanism through which the federal government distributes grants to mental health service providers.  The majority of SAMHSA grants promote mental health services shaped by the bio-medical model, a model that equates emotional and behavioral problems to a genetic or biological defect or disease.    

· SAMHSA supported services rely on psychiatric diagnoses for treatment.  Despite the popularity of the 'chemical imbalance' and 'genetic' theory, there is no scientific proof for psychiatric diagnoses. The US Surgeon General in 1999 and the APA in its own textbooks acknowledge that the causes of mental illness remain unknown.  

· Life-long, stigmatizing, diagnoses of mental illness are given to individuals based on subjective interpretations of behaviors that reflect prejudice and bias.  Studies have shown that African Americans are more likely to receive a more severe psychiatric diagnosis than whites exhibiting the same symptoms.

· Mental health diagnoses and individualized treatment have served as a method of social control by internalizing the problems of an individual rather then focusing on the external socio-economic-political factors involved in an individual’s suffering.

· The 1st line of treatment for individuals with mental health diagnoses in many SAMHSA supported programs include medication and electroshock.  Medication is widely prescribed by SAMHSA supported service providers without properly informing consumers of risks involved.  Benzodiazepines such as xanax and ativan are widely prescribed for anxiety or PTSD while consumers are rarely warned of the side effects of addiction and increased anxiety.  

· SAMHSA supported service providers practice poly-pharmacy where multiple drugs are prescribed to individuals who rarely receive warning of potentially lethal drug interactions.  Medication is commonly used for ‘off-label’ purposes that it has not been FDA approved for.  This method of prescribing is experimental medicine.  

· Charles Currie, current director of SAMHSA, was previously implicated in a scandal where politicians accepted bribes from pharmaceutical companies in exchange for implementing mental health services the pharmaceutical industry profited from.

· SAMHSA provides little to no funding for alternative treatment programs and options despite a great deal of scientific evidence of their effectiveness.

· SAMHSA’s response to the emotional needs of Katrina survivors continues to promote the disease-based model of mental distress through the widespread use of the PTSD diagnosis.  SAMHSA has partnered with the Center for Disease Control (CDC) to provide mental health services to Katrina survivors.

We understand in the wake of Hurricane Katrina mental health resources in New Orleans are scarce while the mental health needs of the population continues to increase.  Individuals may find the resources provided by SAMHSA counselors to be helpful, however, we find it important that the potential for abuse and disempowerment that may arise from SAMHSA directed services be acknowledged so that it may be avoided.  Many thanks to all of you for your work

Sincerely,

Aby Adams

Will Hall   

