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An interview with Penny Roberts for FOREWORDT

To be featured in FOREWORD SPRING 2006.
In January Penny Roberts, the South Wales Police Force Mental Health Liaison Officer (Drug Prevention & Policy Unit Communities & Partnerships) spoke to the Mental Health Forum.  FOREWORD invited Penny to answer questions on her work.
1. There seems to be a substantial shift underway in how the local

force handles those with mental health difficulties. Can you please explain how and why this has come about and who have been the main movers in implementing changes?

A.
In 2004 The Home Office produced a White Paper entitled Building

Communities, Beating Crime which set out a vision for policing which is accessible and responsive to citizens' needs. This document presents Neighborhood Policing as a key component of the Police Reform Programme.

Some of the factors that will have an influence being:

*
The changing nature of partnership collaboration and

accountabilities

*
More pronounced expectations of citizens and the shared ambition for citizen focus

*
The changing nature of communities and neighbourhoods

*
The need for reassurance

*
The safety of public spaces


 Because the ethos behind Neighbourhood Policing is about engagement at community level, reassurance, partnership working and accessing hard to reach groups as examples, then it is easy to understand the links and crosscutting areas of mental health and neighbourhood policing.


The government intends that Neighbourhood Policing be implemented nationally by April 2008. South Wales Police are planning implementation in some areas in April 2006.


This will involve the establishment of teams of Neighbourhood Officers in every community throughout the Force area.


These officers will be committed to dealing with local issues using a multi agency approach. They will be given specialist training in a number of issues (including mental health) to ensure that they have the necessary skills to deal with situations effectively and also will actively link in with local statutory & voluntary services with a view to gaining expertise in problem solving and signposting.

2.
Generally speaking, the media features the mentally ill in relation

to crime only when it has a sinister connotation. How does this impact upon the work you are doing trying to do to treat such individuals more fairly?



A. South Wales Police acknowledges that Issues around mental health are often emotive, complex and uncomfortable to deal with, but through our commitment and close collaboration with both services users and providers we are confidently meeting the challenges ahead.



3. Surely some members of the force and/or their family members/friends must have mental health conditions or at least suffer from great stress and so on, and the depression that can do with it as an occupational hazard of policing. How is such a person treated by the force; what support is available to them? Might these individuals make good officers to work with those with mental health problems, due to increased empathy, etc.?



A. South Wales Police is fully committed to equality of opportunity as a police authority and employer, and to promote an understanding of disability as an equality issue. SWP also recognises that employees can/will suffer from some from mental illness at any stage of their service and has an extremely robust policy which ensures continued support and assistance to all staff both during illness/injury and through recovery/recuperation, making use of internal and external resources. This in turn has produced some excellent results. 

3.
Please point out a number of connections between mental health

problems and crime, and the difficulties in dealing with them. 

A.
We know there are many factors that contribute to the likelihood of

suffering some form of mental illness. Contributing factors or increased risks include social deprivation, poverty, lack of appropriate housing, unemployment and drug & alcohol abuse which in turn can lead to social exclusion and crime.



Research shows that the Police are the most likely group within the Criminal Justice System to come into contact, on a regular basis, with persons who are mentally ill or who have a learning disability.



There can be a perception amongst those suffering mental ill-health that justice is sometimes inaccessible, discriminatory and applied unevenly.



In order to address this, South Wales Police currently has an effective Court Diversion Scheme which is linked to the community mental health teams, and is looking at options for earlier intervention to run parallel with this scheme.



Therefore, we will continue to work with other agencies on the feasibility of improving access to appropriate health and social care support, through early diversion and liaison arrangements at our Police stations.

4.
How does the force feel about liasing with other agencies, ie CMHTs, CPNs, LHB? What do they feel about the use of independent advocates? Do they see them as a threat at all?

A.
Close liaison with other agencies provides valuable opportunities to

tackle issues and to provide the best possible level of care/intervention for the client, and improve relationships at local level and is an integral part of the South Wales Police Mental Health strategy. In my capacity as Force Mental Health Liaison Officer I meet regularly with Advocates from all over the force area,  at steering & monitoring groups. I have worked alongside them in providing information and reassurance to patients and those living in the community when they have raised issues concerning the police.  They are a valuable resource in partnership working. 

5.
The voluntary sector is growing very rapidly now and has more

influence and capacity than ever before. The time may even come when it begins to do parts of work now done by the police, and other agencies and organisations (this is being discussed as you know). How would the local force view this, work with it and around it? Especially in relation to mental health, of course. 


A. South Wales Police would welcome an opportunity to further enhance our engagement with partners in the voluntary sector. It would provide the forthcoming Neighbourhood Officers with valuable resources to enable them to assist in providing better care, support & protection to those living in their neighbourhoods who suffer mental ill-health.
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