
 

AT  THE FOREFRONT OF  

CUTTING  EDGE ISSUES: THE 

FLORIDA  ANNUAL  MEETING 

BY CRISTINA ANDREOLI 

I attended together with Curtis Russ, NAMI Co-

President, Elinor Siklossy, Past President, Dorothy Kel-

leher , Past President, and Bob Scheff, the NAMI Flor-

ida Annual Meeting held in Tampa on December 3-4 . 

The Annual Meeting, which was organized by NAMI 

State, featured luminaries and experts including leading 

researchers and providers in the field of recovery. It was 

very substantive, well organized and well attended by 

NAMI National speakers too. Chief amongst the speak-

ers was Dr. Joyce Burland, from NAMI National, who 

made insightful and inspirational interventions. She judi-

ciously stated that one of the major inhibitors to the ob-

tainment of treatment is stigma. Other speaker inter-

ventions added that this happens because disclosure ef-

fectively signifies the halting of dreams and a career. Dr. 

Joyce Burland stated that peer support is very important 

because disclosure to other peers comes about more 

readily than that to the families. She added that, as edu-

cation and awareness on mental health issues are not 

prevalent in the community, NAMIõs task of educating 

and advocating for the community acquires a tremen-

dous significance. NAMI has a role to play with the fam-

ily since it can assist by providing appropriate òtoolsó.  It 

was suggested that, in the face of mental illness, families 

have to act quickly and with a ògame planó. It was auspi-

cated that the family and peer attend NAMI support 

groups, educational courses and conventions to obtain 

information on groundbreaking practices and that they, 

also, set up working relationships with providers and 

case managers. 
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The Annual meeting made a strong 

case for the regular screening of children 

and young adults especially during the 

critical 18-22 year risk period. Indeed, 

DCF mentioned that in other countries 

there are early intervention systems set up 

for children, and that the USA ought to 

institute this system too. 

In the final analysis, the consensus of 

the multi-disciplinary experts presiding at 

the Annual Meeting was that the mental 

health system is a òbroken systemó.  There 

is a need for compassion in the face of the 

adversity that mental illness brings. Whilst 

there is, yes, a need for funding, the sad 

reality is that no community mental health center is 

currently available with appropriate òaccess, continuity 

and integrationó. What is more, the system was not set 

up for cases of acuity, at which level relevant action on 

the part of health care agencies ought to be deployed. 

The results are that people with more serious cases end 

up in jail and that is where you find the largest statistical 

numbers of the mentally ill. To compound matters, the 

funding and focus goes to the jails and related diver-

sions instead of to the system of care. This requires leg-

islative action on the part of NAMI advocates. 

The experts auspicated a number of improvements 

to the system, including an ER system that can recog-

nize and treat trauma, since there is a link between 

trauma and mental illness, and treatment as a follow up 

to the Baker Act. Whilst the Meeting stated that the 

Crisis Intervention Training (CIT) modality for law 

officers was ògoodó, and certainly preferable to criminal 

action intervention, it was stated that there should be a 

revamped community system of care. Judge Leifman, 

himself one of the highlights of the Annual Meeting, 

stated that pathways for action open to the community 

should include legislative advocacy in favor of homeless 

children and adults, since the criminalization of the 

homeless is an extensive problem.  Recovery works and 

should work for the homeless too. He added that the 

mental health community ought to embrace the 

plight of the homeless in recovery issues and be 

guided by the Miami center for the homeless, a 

model which was created by Miamiõs Judge Leif-

man, in order to deal with their housing, em-

ployment and educational issues. Interestingly, 

this center is financed by a Miami city tax paid 

by the commercial community for the homeless. 

Other cities should set up such a model too, he 

said. 

In conclusion, the meeting recommended that 

recovery be achieved through a non-profit sys-

tem of care offering alternatives to prison and 

covering case management, housing, cognitive 


