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Amendment tabled to end mental health discrimination in Parliament

Mark Harper MP, Shadow Minister for Disabled People, has tabled an amendment to the Constitutional Reform and Governance Bill with the aim of removing the discriminatory provisions in existing legislation which mean that an MP automatically loses his or her seat if detained under the Mental Health Act. Conservatives had previously tabled the same amendment to the Equality Bill currently going through Parliament but the amendment had been ruled out of the scope of the Bill.

Under Section 141 of the Mental Health Act 1983 an MP automatically loses his/her seat in Parliament if detained under the Act for a period of six months or more. By contrast there are no provisions to remove MPs suffering from physical illnesses which stop them from carrying out their duties and responsibilities for the same length of time.  

No MP has ever been excluded from Parliament for this reason - but campaigners say it adds to the stigma for people who have mental problems by putting them in the same category as criminals, who can also be barred from the House. 
A report by the All-Party Parliamentary Group on Mental Health in July 2008 (supported by the Royal College of Psychiatrists, Mind, Rethink and Stand to Reason) entitled ‘Mental Health in Parliament’, based on a survey of MPs, Peers and parliamentary staff, found that ‘68% (2 out of 3 MPs who responded) believed the fact that an MP will automatically lose their seat if sectioned under the Mental Health Act is wrong’. 

In addition, the Speakers Conference on Parliamentary Representation has noted that representatives from the disabled community have expressed concern that Section 141 is one factor which makes them feel unwelcome in Parliament.

Commenting on the amendment, Mark said:

“Mental ill-health is still a taboo subject in Parliament as well as the work place and this must change. Mental ill-health affects as many as one in five of the working age population, and it is crucial that Parliament leads the way in promoting a better understanding of mental impairments. 

Changing this aspect of the law will be a small but symbolic step in redressing the stigma that people with mental health problems face in the workplace. It will also make Parliament a more welcoming place for those with a mental health problem”

ENDS

Notes to Editors

· Mark Harper tables new amendment 
Mark Harper MP, Shadow Minister for Disabled People, tabled a new clause to the Constitutional Reform and Governance  Bill on 20th October 2009. It can be found by using the link below in the Amendment Papers and Proceedings section:

http://services.parliament.uk/bills/2008-09/constitutionalreformandgovernance.html
· Mark Harper has questioned the Prime Minister on this issue at PMQs 
Hansard extract from PMQ’s – 24th June 2009

Q7.    [281812] Mr. Mark Harper (Forest of Dean) (Con): One in four people will suffer at some point in their life from a mental health problem, and there is a great deal of stigma about that. Will the Prime Minister take some advice from Alastair Campbell, whose advice seemed to work very well for his predecessor? When giving evidence to the Speaker’s Conference on improving diversity, Mr. Campbell suggested that we get rid of the provision in the Mental Health Act 1983 that Members of Parliament who are sectioned for a mental health problem lose their seat. Will the Prime Minister take steps on that measure and end stigma against people with mental health problems?

The Prime Minister: Mental health is a serious problem and we should look at it with great care before we make any decisions, but of course I will look at what the hon. Gentleman says. I think he will understand that it needs the greatest of care.

http://pubs1.tso.parliament.uk/pa/cm200809/cmhansrd/cm090624/debtext/90624-0003.htm
· Conservatives had previously tabled a New Clause to the Equality Bill to end this discrimination against people with mental health illnesses 
Mark Harper MP, Shadow Minister for Disabled People, tabled a new clause to the Equality Bill on 12th May 2009, however the amendment was ruled out of the scope of the Bill. 

· Current law acts as a deterrent for prospective parliamentary candidates from all parties  

The Speakers Conference on Parliamentary Representation has noted that representatives from the disabled community have expressed concern that Section 141 is one factor which makes them feel unwelcome in Parliament.

· Alastair Campbell supports change in the law (source BBC online, ‘End ‘sectioned’ MP ban – Campbell’) 

Alastair Campbell, Tony Blair’s chief spin-doctor, has today called for a change in the law so that MPs detained under the Mental Health Act should not automatically lose their seats. Speaking to MP’s at a special Speaker’s Conference in Westminster, Mr Campbell said: 

"I know people, I know politicians from my time when I was working with Tony Blair, I knew they had what you would term as problems and I might have talked to them about it - simply because they were, at the time, more worried about the media management should this get out than they were actually about addressing what the problem actually might be." 

He said the legislation banning MPs who have been "sectioned" was "blatantly discriminatory".

 
"It's a piece of legislation that cements that discriminatory point, and given that nobody has ever been covered by it, it seems to me a pretty easy thing for a government simply to say it doesn't need to be there." 

"I completely accept that somebody could become so severely mentally ill for such a sustained period of time that they just could not do an important public position." 

http://news.bbc.co.uk/1/hi/uk_politics/8102596.stm
· Majority of MP’s believe that the law needs to change 
A report by the All-Party Parliamentary Group on Mental Health in July 2008 (supported by the Royal College of Psychiatrists, Mind, Rethink and Stand to Reason) entitled ‘Mental Health in Parliament’, based on a survey of MPs, Peers and parliamentary staff, found that ‘68% (2 out of 3 MPs who responded) believed the fact that an MP will automatically lose their seat if sectioned under the Mental Health Act is wrong’. 
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