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About Mind

Our vision is of a society that promotes and protects good mental health for all, and that treats people with experience of mental distress fairly, positively, and with respect.

The needs and experiences of people with mental distress drive our work and we make sure their voice is heard by those who influence change.

Our independence gives us the freedom to stand up and speak out on the real issues that affect daily lives.

We provide information and support, campaign to improve policy and attitude and, in partnership with independent local Mind associations, develop local services.

We do all this to make it possible for people who experience mental distress to live full lives, and play their full part in society.

Introduction

Mind’s work on disability-related harassment

Mind welcomes the EHRC’s inquiry into disability-related harassment, as our research has consistently found that people with experience of mental distress disproportionately face crime and victimisation in the community. Given that nine out of ten people with mental health problems have faced stigma and discrimination in their day to day lives,
 disability-related harassment is, sadly, a part of reality for the majority of people with experience of mental distress.
Mind has long been engaged with this important issue. In 2007, Mind launched the ‘Another assault’ campaign which highlighted the harsh reality that people living with mental health problems experience alarmingly high rates of crime and victimisation. Seventy-one per cent of respondents to our survey had been the victim of crime or harassment in the past two years and felt this to be related to their mental health history.
 We also found that, contrary to popular myth, people with mental health problems are more likely to come into contact with the police as a victim than an offender. 
Mental distress does not just mean severe conditions like schizophrenia or personality disorder, it also includes people who experience anxiety, depression, panic attacks, obsessive compulsive behaviour or phobias. Since one in four people experience a mental health problem during their lifetime,
 and the vast majority of these people face crime and victimisation, clearly disability-related harassment is a significant problem for people with mental distress, which the EHRC has recognised it its own research.
 
‘Another assault’ calls for equal access to justice for victims and witnesses with mental health problems. As part of this, we have campaigned for improved practice by the police and the Crown Prosecution Service (CPS), better protection for people from abuse, and an urgent focus on tackling disability hate crime. As a result of our campaigning, we have seen some success in bringing about changes.
In 2009, Mind responded to the Department of Health’s review of the No Secrets guidance on safeguarding vulnerable adults and we remain engaged with this agenda through the No Secrets Advisory Board and the Association of Chief Police Officers’ work on preventing financial abuse.

‘Another assault’ found that people with mental health problems have limited access to justice because of poor relations and tension with the police, the enduring stigma surrounding mental health and the prevalent belief that people with mental health problems are unreliable witnesses when they do report abuse or crime. To begin to tackle this, we recently produced a good practice guide for police forces throughout the UK, which was endorsed by national police bodies. We are also due to publish a toolkit this October for prosecutors dealing with cases involving victims and witnesses who have mental health issues, with support from the CPS, the Bar Council and the Law Society.

Mind consulted through its networks of people with direct experience of mental distress, to inform the Office for Disability Issues’ Hate Crime Strategy and the cross-Government Hate Crime Action Plan, published last year.
Focus groups conducted by Mind, on hate crime and abuse, gathered much devastating evidence about the frequent abuse people with mental health issues experience as a result of harassment, bullying or hate crime. All quotes used in this response are direct quotes from people with experience of mental distress who have participated in Mind’s research.
Summary of Mind’s recommendations

Mind believes the EHRC should take the following actions as part of a comprehensive strategy to tackle disability-related harassment and hate crime.
	1
	Collect and share examples of local good practice in preventing and eliminating disability-related harassment.

	2
	Produce guidance on preventing and eliminating disability-related harassment and hate crime for

· victims

· family and friends

· third sector organisations

· statutory agencies.

	3
	Use its powers under the Equality Act to ensure statutory agencies uphold their duties to promote good relations and eliminate harassment. Where poor practice or failure to uphold duties is detected, the EHRC must enforce the duties and sanction those agencies.

	4
	Engage with Mind and Rethink’s Time to Change programme and develop its own anti-discrimination policies as a crucial part of preventing disability-related harassment.

	5
	Along with the Government, consider funding Time to Change to continue its work into the next phase. The Government should also review the campaign, which was endorsed by the Prime Minister when he was Leader of the Opposition, to explore how it might be replicated on a larger scale.

	6
	Consider how it can take forward good practice initiatives like the previous Government’s SHIFT anti-discrimination project to wipe out coverage of mental health issues in the media which stigmatises those people experiencing mental health problems, which regrettably is due to come to an end in the coming months.

	7
	Monitor local CDRPs and use new guidance and enforcement powers linked with the Equality Act to ensure disabled people, including people with mental health problems, are involved in the development and implementation of hate crime strategies at a local level.

	8
	Support national initiatives like Stop Hate UK to ensure they can deliver their service at a local level, particularly through community groups that can involve people with mental distress and other disabilities in tackling harassment and hate crime.

	9
	Encourage the Government to fund local third-party reporting schemes as part of the ‘Big Society’ agenda, so they are set up as an independent, effective and locally accessible recourse for both inpatients and those receiving care in the community to report abusive incidents.

	10
	Recognise and encourage local community groups and organisations, run by disabled people themselves, to play an important role in supporting disabled victims of hate crime and in running third party reporting sites; and issue guidance for local statutory agencies on facilitating and engaging with third party reporting sites.

	11
	Support Mind’s call for victims of disability-related harassment or abuse to have the right to an independent advocate, to support them in reporting the incident and ensuring that it is handled through the appropriate channels.

	12
	Investigate the feasibility of introducing a national online hate crime reporting system, which enables people to report their experiences anonymously.

	13
	Urgently investigate the failure of the British Crime Survey to record disability hate crime and call on the Government to initiate this as soon as possible.

	14
	Where this is not being collated or recorded consistently, gather evidence of disability reporting rates at a local level by police forces, and assess the feasibility of the CPS recording disability hate crime broken down into impairment groups, to get a truer picture of the situation.

	15
	Ensure local authorities and other statutory agencies conduct assessments of the experiences of disability-related harassment in their area – as part of their duties under the new Equality Act to gather research to inform their actions to promote good relations and tackle discrimination, and publish data on their progress.

	16
	Call on the Government to urgently assess both its rhetoric around welfare reform and the disproportionate impact the changes will have on the living standards of people with mental health problems, both in terms of their income and the stigma they face in their day to day lives.

	17
	Work with disability organisations such as Mind to fight against the negative and discriminatory stories in the media and challenge media outlets which are perpetuating disability-related harassment.

	18
	Monitor the Government’s cuts programme closely, and take action where necessary, to ensure that:

· action to tackle hate crime does not lose out as a policy area;

· the impact on different groups of spending cuts is not disproportionate; and

· certain spending decisions do not provoke tension between different groups;
all of which could increase levels of disability hate crime.


Responses to inquiry questions
1. Effective approaches to preventing and eliminating disability-related harassment

While, sadly, disability-related harassment and disability hate crime is all too prevalent, Mind is aware of effective preventive approaches, often being led by local Mind associations in partnership with the police in their area. One barrier to preventing and eliminating harassment and crime is the mutual mistrust between the police and people with mental health problems, which can prevent effective policing – victims and witnesses are reluctant to come forward, while incidents involving offenders or people in crisis can easily escalate. Setting up regular police surgeries or dropping in to existing support groups at local voluntary organisations can help overcome these barriers and increase awareness and reporting rates among people with mental distress.
“Prevention is better than treating the symptoms, which is very expensive. Like putting ambulances at the bottom of a dangerous cliff instead of erecting a fence at the top.”

Innovative work in Hackney to improve links between the police and the mental health community has been recognised by the prestigious Una Padel Award. The Mental Health Intervention Officer for the Metropolitan Police in Hackney has taken forward a package of initiatives, working closely with City and Hackney Mind, which have resulted in a reduction in offences and an increase in reporting rates. These initiatives include:
· An information-sharing protocol between police and community mental health teams, to facilitate early intervention and appropriate support before someone experiences a crisis.
· A monthly working-party meeting between police and the Mental Health Trust to monitor and address local issues.

· Mental health awareness training for all police officers in Hackney, involving people with mental health problems presenting their experiences to increase understanding and challenge stereotypes.

· Monthly police ‘surgeries’ at City and Hackney Mind, where its service users can seek informal advice from a police officer about whether to report a crime or any other community issues.

· A dedicated advice leaflet to support victims and witnesses with mental distress to report crimes.

In a similar approach, Dorset Mind runs ‘Mind Out’, a service for lesbian, gay, bisexual and transgender people with experience of mental distress. Police officers regularly attend sessions to give crime prevention advice, improve relations, and encourage reporting of any incidents. Sergeant Anna Harvey of Dorset Police told us of the benefits of such activity, in terms of improving relations, preventing crime and increasing community safety.
“Dorset Police understands that engagement with the Dorset Mind group is extremely important, so our local Safer Neighbourhood officers attend on a weekly basis to offer support and get involved in group activities. This has enabled us to break down barriers resulting in increased confidence and increased reporting of crimes, incidents and intelligence gathering.”
However, these innovative approaches are patchy around the country, and generally there is a lack of awareness among people with mental distress and their supporters about what disability hate crime is and how to report it. Moreover, statutory agencies in addition to the police have legal duties to prevent and eliminate harassment under the Equality Act.
Mind’s recommendations

(1) The EHRC should collect and share examples of local good practice in preventing and eliminating disability-related harassment.

(2) The EHRC should produce guidance on preventing and eliminating disability-related harassment and hate crime for

· victims

· family and friends

· third sector organisations

· statutory agencies

(3) The EHRC should use its powers under the Equality Act to ensure statutory agencies uphold their duties to promote good relations and eliminate harassment. Where poor practice or failure to uphold duties is detected, the EHRC must enforce the duties and sanction those agencies.

2. Addressing the causes of disability-related harassment including prejudice and negative attitudes

From our recent focus groups and surveys, we have found that many respondents felt vulnerable because of the enduring stigma surrounding mental ill health in society. This stigma manifests itself in several ways: in negative attitudes towards those experiencing mental distress, which can develop into abuse itself; in a general lack of awareness of where potential abuse is occurring and to what extent adult abuse persists; in an unwillingness to report indications of abuse. As long as stigma continues in society, disability hate crime is fuelled and can continue unabated. 
“Where we live we are victimized by our neighbours, by the person who lives on top of us, next to us, below us. They purposefully drop things onto the floor at 2 or 3am, they play loud music, they shout outside my bedroom window. Me and my mum find it hard to sleep. I feel its victimization, because it’s like targeting, they stick on that person.”

The long-term approach to preventing adults from being vulnerable to such abuse is to address the broader social problem of discrimination. In focus groups, people felt it was essential to educate people about mental health issues – beginning at school, and also through mass advertising and via the media.
Mind, in partnership with Rethink, has been leading ‘Time to Change’, England’s most ambitious programme to end the discrimination faced by people who experience mental health problems. The programme has so far included local community projects, a national high-profile campaign through media, advertising and online, an annual mass participation physical activity week, legal test cases, training for student doctors and teachers, and a network of grassroots activists combating discrimination. The aim is to work with all sectors and communities to tackle a lingering taboo and one of the greatest social injustices.

New evaluation findings from the Institute of Psychiatry (IOP) at King’s College London (KCL) reveal that Time to Change is already having a positive effect on reducing discrimination towards people with mental health problems. The overall level of discrimination reported by people with a mental health problem has dropped by four percent in the last 12 months. The levels of discrimination people face when searching for a job dropped by 9 per cent and there is a six per cent reduction in the number of people who report losing their job due to a mental health problem.
 Crucially, there has been a 2.2 per cent improvement in public attitudes to mental health between 2008 to 2010 — with a significant 1.3 per cent improvement in attitudes from 2009 to 2010, following the start of the Time to Change campaign,
 and 35 per cent of people who attend a Time to Change event leave with a more positive impression of people with mental health problems.
These positive findings suggest that the Time to Change programme is on track to achieving its target of a five per cent positive shift in public attitudes towards mental health problems and to achieving a five per cent reduction in discrimination by 2012.

Programmes such as Time to Change are crucial to tackling stigma, which is the root cause of disability-related harassment and hate crime. Strategies based on crisis intervention or prevention of escalation at a local level must be accompanied by a wider anti-stigma narrative to address ingrained prejudice which perpetuates low level incidents and harassment. A campaign to tackle prejudice and promote positive relations must be targeted at the wider public, not just professionals formally involved in addressing hate crime.
Mind’s recommendations
(4) The EHRC should engage with the Time to Change programme and develop its own anti-discrimination policies as a crucial part of preventing disability-related harassment.

(5) Mind urges the Government and the EHRC to consider funding Time to Change to continue its work into the next phase. The Government should also review the campaign, which was endorsed by the Prime Minister when he was Leader of the Opposition, to explore how it might be replicated on a larger scale.
(6) The EHRC should consider how it can take forward good practice initiatives like the previous Government’s SHIFT anti-discrimination project to wipe out coverage of mental health issues in the media which stigmatises those people experiencing mental health problems, which regrettably is due to come to an end in the coming months.
3. Involving disabled people in the prevention and elimination of disability-related harassment, addressing its causes and improving responses where it does occur.

The Office for Disability Issues’ draft working paper on hate crime recognised that empowerment of communities and individuals is crucial to address the barriers to justice that currently exist for disabled victims of hate crime. User involvement and co-production of local policies to identify and tackle hate crime was a key recommendation of that document.

Removing the barriers to justice for disabled people is a two-way process and disabled people should also play their part in that change. They should be empowered to understand the structures the justice system works within and to work in partnership with the legal system, to raise awareness of disability issues among criminal justice staff but also to improve disabled people’s understanding of the criminal justice system.

As part of this, local Crime and Disorder Reduction Partnerships (CDRPs) and other statutory agencies and networks should place user involvement at the core of their local hate crime action plans, which are the mechanism recommended in the cross-government Hate Crime Action Plan to tackle hate crime. This is particularly important given the duty on bodies performing a public function under the Disability Discrimination Act (now Equality Act) to involve disabled people in the preparation of Disability Equality Schemes.

The current low reporting rates derive from the fact that disabled people feel disempowered by the criminal justice system. Any new local hate crime action plans must be drawn up in consultation with community groups and individuals representing the different hate crime strands, if the action plans are to have the confidence of those affected by hate crime and therefore lead to successful outcomes.

Mind’s recommendation
(7) The EHRC should monitor local CDRPs and use new guidance and enforcement powers linked with the Equality Act to ensure disabled people, including people with mental health problems, are involved in the development and implementation of hate crime strategies at a local level.

National initiatives like Stop Hate UK work most effectively when they are delivered through local community groups, which can effectively involve disabled people in tackling hate crime in their area. For example, Hunts Mind has supported their local police to implement the new way of reporting hate crime through Stop Hate UK, by promoting the service locally to their service users and ensuring that information about hate crime is easily available to the community in accessible places, such as GP surgeries, local libraries, information centres and children's centres.
 However, currently Stop Hate UK only provides local services in around 20 areas across the country so many disabled people are not seeing the benefits of this scheme.

Mind’s recommendation

(8) The EHRC should support national initiatives like Stop Hate UK to ensure they can deliver their service at a local level, particularly through community groups that can involve people with mental distress and other disabilities in tackling harassment and hate crime.
Police surgeries at local Minds or similar voluntary groups, as outlined above (p.5), are also an important way to embed involvement of victims or potential victims in local strategies to tackle disability-related harassment and hate crime and particularly to assess and improve responses by the police and other agencies when crimes are reported.
4. Enabling disabled people to effectively report disability-related harassment

It is well documented that reporting rates for disability hate crime are very low. Mind’s research has found that a significant barrier to reporting is the tension and mistrust that can exist between people with mental health problems and the police. A quarter of people surveyed for ‘Another Assault’ chose not to report a crime (26 per cent) because they felt their problem was not a priority for the police. People with mental health conditions and other disabilities are therefore more likely to report incidents to a third party rather than to the police. Yet, as research by the EHRC has found, these third parties are under-studied and their potential contribution to tackling the issues identified is under-explored.

From Mind’s research it is clear that people with mental health problems have a severe lack of confidence in current systems for reporting abuse and crime.
 The primary reason for this is low expectations of being taken seriously by the authorities, because of their diagnosis. This is supports previous research carried out by Mind which found the main reason why victims of crime who have a mental health problem did not report the incident was because they did not think they would be believed.
 Respondents felt that being a victim was part of living in the community with mental distress and people did not have a sense that justice would be done.
This has several damaging consequences for victims of harassment or abuse. It perpetuates the stigma around mental health problems and increases the vulnerability of those at risk of abuse, as individuals feel they have no right to safety or access to justice.

“The biggest fear I have is that if abuse were to occur when I’m unwell I wouldn’t be believed due to my mental health problems. That makes me more vulnerable.”

“I have experienced sustained sexual abuse from another person with mental health problems [but] the police couldn’t prosecute because the CPS said I wasn’t a credible witness as I had mental health problems.”

“The problem is that documentary evidence is not always accurate, it can be changed and there are loopholes. The record system at the moment is not fit for purpose.”
“The police make you feel like you are making a fuss. That you are mad and silly, that you are lying. Then they try and make you feel guilty and patronise you.”
An important way to build public confidence in the police is to facilitate effective third-party reporting schemes. As stated previously, victims and witnesses with mental health problems can be reluctant to report crimes directly to the police owing to fear, mistrust or a lack of confidence that the police will take the appropriate action. Third party reporting helps overcome this barrier and increase reporting rates. 
In our focus groups, we asked people if they would feel more confident if they could report incidents to a third party, rather than directly to the police:

“I would have more confidence with a third party, but you still have to deal with the police in the end.”

“If it was anonymous, they could assist you.”

“It would need to be someone who understands lots of different problems.”

“If I had an advocate – someone who got to know me, who could provide a character reference, who was respected by the police – that would be helpful.”

Examples of third-party reporting schemes driven by local and national activity demonstrate the value of this model. Until recently, Hunts Mind in Cambridgeshire ran a reporting centre for the Open Out Scheme – a third-party reporting scheme which gave victims and witnesses of hate crime the opportunity to report and resolve incidents without police involvement. They offered a safe environment for reporting, provided information and advice, facilitated police relations and supported victims through investigations. Sadly, the scheme recently ended due to finding constraints. Sarah Isaacs from Hunts Mind told us of the merits of the scheme.
“By reporting a hate crime through the Open Out officer, the victim felt relieved, safe and supported throughout the process. The scheme was really valuable and a number of crimes came to light as a result and were investigated. Without the scheme, these crimes may have remained unknown to the police or other organisations available to support the victim appropriately and sympathetically.” 

Local Mind associations across Cumbria function as third-party reporting centres, which can liaise with the police to help identify and investigate crimes against people with mental health problems. Bolton’s Be Safe partnership between the council, police and local voluntary groups operates a network of community venues across Bolton designated as hate crime reporting centres. These include disability groups, religious centres, housing offices and victim support services, offering a range of access points for people to report crimes in environments that they are familiar with and where they feel safe.

At a national level, the True Vision Disability Hate Crime Pack was rolled out in 2009. While we welcome this in principle, dissemination of the pack rests solely with police forces therefore ignoring the vital role local community groups and disabled people’s organisations have reaching disabled people and building awareness and trust. It is highly likely that many police forces will not know how to reach some communities of disabled people so it is vital they work with disabled people’s organisations to ensure the True Vision Pack reaches as many people as possible.

Mind’s recommendations
(9) Third-party reporting schemes should be set up as an independent, effective and locally accessible recourse for both inpatients and those receiving care in the community to report abusive incidents. The EHRC should encourage the Government to fund such initiatives as part of the ‘Big Society’ agenda.

(10) The EHRC should recognise and encourage local community groups and organisations, run by disabled people themselves, to play an important role in supporting disabled victims of hate crime and in running third party reporting sites. The EHRC should issue guidance for local statutory agencies on facilitating and engaging with third party reporting sites.
Historically, criminal prosecutions involving people with experience of mental distress have had an extremely low success rate. Very few cases go to trial, often because the police and other criminal justice professionals have little confidence in the victim’s ability to give credible or reliable evidence. In addition, police and prosecutors often fail to identify incidents as hate crimes early enough, so they are not addressed with sufficient severity and higher sentencing options are not taken advantage of. Our ‘Another assault’ research found that where people tell a careworker or health professional about harassment or abuse, their report is sometimes brushed under the carpet because it is either not believed or seen as just ‘part of the territory’. 
Mind believes that the key to tackling crimes against people with mental health problems is empowerment. It is the disempowering experience of using mental health services, coupled with stigma and discrimination, that leaves people with low expectations, which allows harassment and abuse to flourish unchecked and prevents incidents from being addressed effectively. To overcome some of these barriers, a mental health advocate can help people know their rights, understand what reporting procedures and criminal justice processes involve, feel more confident to report crimes, and ensure they are taken seriously by police and other professionals.
Mind’s recommendation
(11) The EHRC should support Mind’s call for victims of disability-related harassment or abuse to have the right to an independent advocate, to support them in reporting the incident and ensuring that it is handled through the appropriate channels.

Mind is aware of a number of local initiatives, run by police forces, where victims are able to report hate crime anonymously online. The EHRC should review current practice such as the pilot run by Northern Constabulary in Inverness to assess what works. Mind would support a national system which goes some way towards encouraging more reporting of hate crimes. However, it must be acknowledged that many vulnerable groups targeted for hate crime may not have internet access, so this should not be viewed as a panacea for improving reporting rates.

Mind’s recommendation
(12) The EHRC should investigate the feasibility of introducing a national online hate crime reporting system, which enables people to report their experiences anonymously.

If the channels for reporting disability hate crime are to be improved, it is also crucial that the national data on hate crime is sufficient to capture this data, monitor trends, demonstrate the actual levels of disability hate crime – and therefore provide the impetus for changes in policy and practice. Mind was disappointed to learn that the British Crime Survey (BCS) has not begun recording disability hate crime from 2010, as the last Government committed to. We are also concerned about the low levels of hate crime reported to local police forces; for example just 100 hate crime reports were made to the Metropolitan police last year, which is clearly not reflective of the true situation in a city such as London. Moreover, while there have been improvements to recording of hate crime reports by the Crown Prosecution Service, this only looks at disability hate crime as a whole and does not break it down into impairment groups.

Mind’s recommendations
(13) The EHRC should urgently investigate the failure of the BCS to record disability hate crime and call on the Government to initiate this as soon as possible.

(14) Where this is not being collated or recorded consistently, the EHRC should gather evidence of disability reporting rates at a local level by police forces, and assess the feasibility of the CPS recording disability hate crime broken down into impairment groups, to get a truer picture of the situation.

5. Experiences and needs of disabled people experiencing harassment related to their impairment type, age, gender identity, race or ethnicity, religion or belief and sexual orientation. 

5.1 Ongoing targeted harassment
Mind’s research shows that for too many people living with mental health problems, neither their home nor their neighbourhood is a safe place.
 Support workers who responded to our surveys agreed that clients with experience of mental distress were more likely than the general population to be victims of crime. Respondents also cited their age, gender, sexuality, ethnicity, religion, physical disability or sensory impairment as significant factors. 
People with disabilities can experience various types of abuse, but for people with mental health conditions three particular types of abuse emerge as being highly significant: physical incidents, targeted antisocial behaviour and incidents perpetrated by statutory agency staff. 27 per cent of respondents to Mind’s ‘Another assault’ survey had been sexually harassed and 22 per cent had been physically assaulted. 62 per cent had been called names or insulted; 41 per cent had been bullied or continually targeted; 29 per cent had been followed, pestered or chased, or had things thrown at them; 26 per cent had had their home targeted; 17 per cent had received hate mail or prank phone calls and 13 per cent had been spat at.

Physical incidents were most commonly reported by people with mental health conditions. These ranged from one-off physical attacks to sustained and prolonged abuse, such as domestic violence.

As the EHRC itself has found, harassment against people with mental health conditions in particular is more likely to be persistent and the ongoing nature of harassment was found to be a key characteristic of targeted antisocial behaviour and abuse.

“It all started when my mum had a nervous breakdown. People used to tease my mum. I saw her being strangled and beaten by my dad, I was abused by my stepbrothers and I suffered an attempted rape in the area by a shopkeeper. I thought I had good neighbours but then they found out my personal business and my mental health problems. My son’s been strangled, frogmarched, dragged by his ear. We’ve had our door spat upon, rubbish left outside our door and the flat upstairs have purposefully flooded us.”
Mind’s recommendation
(15) The EHRC should ensure local authorities and other statutory agencies conduct assessments of the experiences of disability-related harassment in their area – as part of their duties under the new Equality Act to gather research to inform their actions to promote good relations and tackle discrimination, and publish data on their progress.
5.2 Welfare reform – harassment through the media and political agenda
Recently, disabled people and organisations representing them, including Mind, have become deeply concerned with the increasing numbers of negative and derogatory reports appearing in the media about Incapacity Benefit and Disability Living Allowance ‘benefit cheats’. It has become commonplace for media and tabloid reports to employ demeaning language and target those who are legitimately claiming support from the state for disabilities, including mental health conditions, which are beyond their control.
Mind has received numerous calls, as well as comments on blogs and social networking sites, that suggest the rhetoric used by both the media and politicians is publicly humiliating, discriminatory and, for many people, leading to a witch hunt of ‘scroungers’ and ‘cheats.’ People have spoken of their feelings of worthlessness and the rising hostility towards disabled people, including people with mental health problems. This is creating a biased, unjust and misrepresented view of a group who are already vulnerable and marginalised in society. The publicity for increased opposition towards disabled people is serving to further exacerbate levels of mental distress and stoke stigma towards people who are continuously living in fear of targeted abuse and disability-related harassment. 
“What I feel sad about is how the media and our political leaders are using negative derogatory language that if it was against other groups, then they would have a legal right of protection but it only reinforces, well to me anyway, that the sick and disabled are seen as third class citizens and […] we can not fight back. The imagery which is given to the public, to me, is tantamount to incitement which can only lead to unlawful acts. We are living in sad times. Until people are educated, not the benefit system, things will get worse”.
“I am personally also concerned about the result of the ever increasing "war" on benefit claimants. Many of which suffer mental illness. Tabloids […] are actively […] encouraging people to shop the apparent easy-to-spot cheats directly to the paper. With mental illness, it is not that easy and this targeting feels unacceptable. I fear this will increase hate crime and further alienate those with mental illness who are on benefits.”

“Life is barely tolerable for me. I no longer feel like a 'person', I have lost my dignity and the positive outlook I used to work very hard to keep and I feel like an object of hate and derision with no escape. I worked for as long as my body could stand it and I do not need someone with no comprehension of my daily life, telling me that I am a 'scrounger' and languishing on benefits. Even when I have a relatively 'good' hour or maybe a day I now feel too apprehensive to make the 'best' of it in case someone 'sees me' and assumes that I am 'faking' my disability the rest of the time. Frankly I am horrified that a section of the community (sick and disabled) can, in this day and age, be singled out and a campaign waged against us when we are the least able to defend ourselves. As a person who has only developed mental illness since the government and media began the hate campaign, my heart goes out to the people already suffering from mental illness and hidden disabilities to now find themselves the victims of an orchestrated hate campaign and what I can only describe as institutional bullying.”

Judging from the news stories appearing in national publications and the reactions to those stories on their websites, public officials, politicians and the media need to be extremely careful about instigating this belief that only they can stop ‘disabled benefits cheats’ by cutting all support for disabled people. It is imperative that the public and all statutory bodies act with complete responsibility and equality, and address these issues in balanced terms both in order to avoid distorting the truth and to avoid further alienating disabled groups from the wider debate. Still more worryingly, this rhetoric and media harassment already appears to be fuelling and implicitly permitting disability hate crime to continue, as it effectively becomes publicly acceptable to perpetrators to target so-called ‘benefit cheats.’
Mind’s recommendations
(16) The EHRC should call on the Government to urgently assess both its rhetoric around welfare reform and the disproportionate impact the changes will have on the living standards of people with mental health problems, both in terms of their income and the stigma they face in their day to day lives.

(17) The EHRC should work with disability organisations such as Mind to fight against the negative and discriminatory stories in the media and challenge media outlets which are perpetuating disability-related harassment.

6. Impact of disability related harassment on people’s lives

Mind conducted a focus group at City and Hackney Mind for people who had experience of hate crime. People reported the devastating impact this had – and in many cases continues to have – on their lives. Social stigma and discrimination can lead to exclusion from employment opportunities or community activities, worsening or recurrence of symptoms of distress, breakdown of family relationships, and further harassment and abuse for many people. Targeted harassment, abuse or violence can have still worse consequences –leading to withdrawal and social isolation, extreme mental distress, or in some cases, fatal outcomes. When asked if they experienced hostility and/or prejudice on a day to day basis and if there are places where they felt particularly vulnerable to hostility or prejudice, participants gave the following responses, which demonstrate the impact of disability-related harassment on people’s lives at home and in the community.
“I have bipolar disorder and my stepbrother bullies me at home. The bullying got so bad that I tried to kill myself, but Mind helped me and I’m coping better now. I used to work in a shop, I was doing well there, but when I said I had bipolar disorder the Manager made it clear he didn’t want me working there. He was always criticising me, he was rude to me in front of other staff, he said things like “you have such a bad brain”. In the end I had to resign.”
“One day five girls harassed me in the street, but I was scared to tell the police because [the girls] knew where I lived. You don’t report anything, one, because you’re frightened of retaliation and two, because you’ve got a mental illness, so the police don’t want to know. Kids play outside my house and take the mickey – because I’m slow, I don’t always say things right, I don’t meant to do it wrong, but I say the wrong things. I’ve asked the parents to get them to stop, but nothing happens.”

“My son’s been temporarily strangled, but their parents are two or three times the size of me, so I feel intimidated to go to them about it. You go to the police, they say go to the council, and the council say go to the police. You’re like a bouncy ball, hitting against two walls.”
“I’ve lost quite a lot of confidence through the bullying and I used to self-harm. Now I volunteer at a Mind shop, I feel safe there, it’s good to see others who suffer too, so you know you’re not alone. I feel unsafe at home.”
“My stepbrother has cut me, but the police have said to me ‘it’s your fault, it’s the way you dress, the music you listen to’ and ‘you have bipolar and you used to self-harm, so you’re making it up, you did it yourself’.”
“I’ve always been slow. I’ve been bullied by groups at work and at school and by my family. I’ve felt suicidal when people knocked me down. I just thought, why should I go out, so I stayed at home all the time. It’s taken me a heck of a time to come even to this group. My mum doesn’t even know she’s doing it [bullying me], my ex-husband, he used to just close the door and not let me out. It’s not my fault I’m the way I am. Now I have depression and I’m on pills.”

Conclusion
Given these experiences, Mind is concerned that, in a climate of economic austerity, with organisations and agencies setting priorities and competing for resources at a local level, stigmatised and marginalised groups like people with mental health problems will be disproportionately affected by the Government’s programmes of cuts and localisation. We are further concerned that the achievements made to date towards tackling hate crime – such as specific police officer posts, like mental health liaison officers or disability hate crime leads, and new national training for the police and the CPS – will be undermined as the cuts begin to bite. People with mental health problems already face disproportionate levels of crime and discrimination and now appear to be the scapegoats for the Government’s welfare reform programme. 
It would be a travesty if the drive to reduce the deficit were inadvertently to result in increased levels of hate crime – either because stigma and stereotypes are roused by incendiary public debates, or because cuts lead to action on hate crime at a local level being reduced.

Mind’s recommendation
(18) The EHRC should monitor the Government’s cuts programme closely, and take action where necessary, to ensure that:
· action to tackle hate crime does not lose out as a policy area;
· the impact on different groups of spending cuts is not disproportionate; and
· certain spending decisions do not provoke tension between different groups;
all of which could increase levels of disability hate crime.
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