The Independent Police
Complaints Commission has
Just published a report on the
use of prison cells as a place of
safety for people who appear
to be mentally ill. Richard
Shrubb examines the issues

ar anyene who has had a serioos mental
illness, being deprived of their libesty under
the Mental Health Act can be, at best, a
fruscraring experience and, ar worss, a
1errilying one.

Ieagine how ir might fecl of the place of safety vou were
riken to was nor 4 ward on a peechiatc: hospical fwhich
s sk enough, in sume people’s books), bar 3 palice cell.

Under Section 136, peaple with 2 mental disorder
who are found i public places and arrested can spend
up to 72 houes i a police cell while they await
aasessment by a psychiatrist or approved social
worker, During rhar rime, theyl] be in the care of
police officers who may have had lirtle or 2o training
in handling severcly disturbed people.

Just bow ofren chis happens kas, until now, been
unclear. The Mental Health Act Consmission has
continuzlly called for information abour the number
of Section 136 arders used in England and Wales. Tn
its “Eleventh Biennial Beport” [2003-5) i stared
thar rhere were "no reliable statisties’ on the use of this
secTic [4.164).

But according to the larest report from che
Independent Police Complaints Commission *Police
Custody as @ Place of Safery”, doring 2 one-vear period
(2005/06] more than 11,500 people wers derained
under Secrion 136 in police cnsrody as a place of
safety. During the same period, approximately 5,900
people were derained by the police 1o 3 hospital
envieonment under this section. |According o the
Menral Health Act Commission, approximartely
435,000 people a year are detained under the Act,
which purs it in smne kind of perspective.)

Despite these figures, there 35 no standardised
valiwenal training course for pelice on handling
people with a mental llness in the public sphere, let
alone one for when they ace in 2 palice cell, This 1s
despite the fact that, aceordmg ro a recent repors from
the Samsbury Cenire for Menral Health [Brieting
Faper 36: Police and mental health), published in

What is Section 1367

mht feature

Menlaly cisordered peaple found in pablic places can be held under
Section 136 of the Mental Health Act for 2 maximunm of 72 hours, it
dppeans lo e police officer that the parson is in immediate need of cane
or contral, the officer can take that person ta a “place of safety”. In
theary this should be 2 hospetal, but in 609 of cases, it i a police
station. The person can then be examined by a doctor and intesviewed

by an approved social worker, and
Fext their treatment o cane, ]

Seprember, ‘unpublished research underraken within
the Mewropolitan Police suggesred cthat 15% of
incidemnts tl'IE}' deslr with on a dni]].' hasis were mental
health relared®,

According to the Sainsbury Centre, many police
forces have now appoinged a specialist mental health
wificer, althoueh it is normally ar a senior level, =0 the
mdividual may have very lirle contact with penple in
the communiey.

All police forces have trainmg in mental health as
parr of genceal “diversity rraining' modules, according
to a spokesperson from the National Police
Improvement Agency {MPIAL But the agency has no
figures on whar, if any, specific rraining there nught be
in mental health — and this is something i wanrs 1o
address.

Peter Manditch, the agency’s press spokesperson,
says: “Training needs analysis is being conduocted by the
NFLA ar present with a view w identifying specific
trdininy needs in the police nationally”

The Independent Pnlice Complaints Commission’s
reenl report recommends that zll police forces ghould
‘ensure thar efficers on the sweet have adequare
Training o recognise symproms of menral disosder,
understand their powers under the Mental Health Acr
1583 and know what their local arrangements are for
places of safery’.
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l2n Bynoe, & former legal officer with Mind, & the
commissioner responsible for the reperr, “There 15 wide
rocognizion thar things need to change in this arca of
policing,” he says, ‘Marioawide, 60% of Section 136
mental bealth decentions bogan in che police station.
There i a wide variation betwren forces, laepely
depending on whether they are sureal or ochan.

Mr Bynoe says that rural areas have a highar
proportion of police detention because other Facilities
were harder to reach. After waesement, detainess will
wsually have calmed down and can be maved
somewhere more appropriate withoutr necding
restraint.

The Departmens of Health allocated £130 million
that priemary care trosts (PCTs) in England could
Bid for by Aprl 2005 o unprove their menral
health services. [ specifically sugaesied that the money
conld be wsed to unprove Secrion 136 facilities,
isee www,dh.gov.ukiasserroonfd/ 1 3/ 100580413
1058 pdf).

“This hasn't been used by every force,” Mr Braoe
ways ‘Bussex was one of the worst performing pelice
forees on chis fronc until it dipped into the government
polL —amd it has vasrly improved its performance.”

Sussex PCT 15 develnping more appropriare places
ol safety in 2007. Tt has pow opened two of the new
tacalities and hapes 1o bave e in ool

Merseyside Police are an exemplas: apaines Sussox’s
277 mental Bealth desensians in police cells per 10,000
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arrests (prior re the now mooey being wsed),
Merseyside had 1 per 10,000 alier using the money,
This is because custndy is nnly wsed for those who are
viclenr.

Appaccutly a 1990 Home Office circular -
*Provision for Mentally Dsordered Offenders’ — talks
ahour the diversion from costody for mentally
disardered people and prampeed the PCT inro action
yEars ago.

Merseyside PCT now funds a eoiminal justice
Fazsoa teamn based in che conrts, They have builr a very
geend relarionship with the force and help Arrange
Seciion 136 assessments.

Bay Munds 2007 reporr, *Anorher Assault”, found
thar peaple with mental health problems soill think the
police kave a way to 2o before they successfully handle
peaple in their situation.

Urver & chird of meotally disturbed peopls whe lsad
been in conract with the police fele thar they had been
treated less favourably by police officers because of
their mencal health history or that the disclosure of
their diagnosis resnlted in officers losing their
symparhy or hardenmy their actinede, i reported.

“There are some pockets of really good pracrice,”
Agura Bird, a policy officer ar Miad, says. “There are
o0 community placemesnrs for reamee police oo
expericnce 2 mental kealeh serring, and police are
kmowwm ro visin local Mind offsoes to meet and greer and
o ger o know people they may mesr in less
cofortable circomstances,”

Sean Dugean, direcror of prissns and criminal
justice at the Sainshury Cenrre, savs 2 multi-agency
approach is needed.
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The Section 136 experience

The detainee

This patient was initially held ina police coll, He does nat wasnsi te
be namicd
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The custody sergeant

Sergeant Clive Thamas is custlody sergeand and acting custody
inspectar at Trinily Road Pofice Station, Bristal.
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