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There’s a lot of pain still in the memory.  When someone you love becomes a stranger, closes herself off from your pain and determines to set you aside, to give you up into the hands of a system that locks you away – how can that ever be healed?  This is one way it can happen.  It can be forgiven but not forgotten.  What makes it worse is that the weight of public opinion, and the weight of law, is on the abuser’s side.

The Center for the Human Rights of Users and Survivors of Psychiatry opposes all psychiatric incarceration and forced or coerced actions in the name of treatment.  We initiated and take part in a campaign to Repeal Mental Health Laws in the United States and Canada.  We are deeply concerned about measures currently being considered in the legislatures of New York and California that would increase the legal scope for using coercion in psychiatry, particularly in compulsory outpatient treatment.  Our sisters and brothers are being greatly harmed by outpatient commitment and some have died as a result of the drugs they had no power to refuse.  In New York, the statistics on outpatient commitment show it is used disproportionately on African Americans.

Psychiatric inpatient and outpatient commitment violate human rights.  The United Nations Special Rapporteur on Torture acknowledged in 2008 that forced and coerced drugging with neuroleptics “for treatment of a mental condition,” forced and coerced electroshock and involuntary commitment to psychiatric institutions are forms of torture and ill treatment practiced against persons with disabilities.  This step, as significant as it may be, has not yet motivated any state to release its psychiatric prisoners or stop the torture.  

The Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities, adopted by the UN in 2006, offers a new way of looking at the situation of people experiencing emotional distress or struggle.  As binding international law, the CRPD sets out agreed standards and principles to apply to any situation infringing on the human rights of persons with disabilities.  It not only condemns practices that violate human rights, but also offers a vision for positive change, based on acceptance and accessibility in all aspects of life.  

The United States is a signatory to the CRPD, meaning that it has undertaken to uphold the principles of that treaty and not undermine its provisions.  The CRPD core principles include respect for individual autonomy including the freedom to make one’s own choices, and non-discrimination.  Specific provisions obligate governments to recognize the legal capacity of persons with disabilities to make decisions in all aspects of life, to repeal laws authorizing deprivation of liberty based on disability, and to ensure that health care is provided based on free and informed consent.  The committee of experts authorized to make legally binding recommendations for implementation of the CRPD has called on states to incorporate into law the abolition of compulsory treatment and to ensure that mental health services in particular are based on free and informed consent of the person concerned.  Actions by state legislatures to expand compulsory treatment, such as the measures being considered in New York and California, would put the U.S. in breach of its obligations under international law.  

People who go through madness safely, in a peer respite or with the help of friends, and who manage to stay away from the mental health system, go on with their lives and do not live with the trauma of being locked away and otherwise treated as a pariah on society.  Everyone deserves this chance.  

CHRUSP calls on all people of conscience to join in the opposition to NY’s euphemized “Assisted Outpatient Treatment” and the Gunther bill that would expand the coercive powers of this system; and to oppose the renewal of “Laura’s Law” and expansion of coercive powers in California.  A first step in realizing our human rights is to stop the expansion of human wrongs.
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