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Nb FOLKS OF THEIR OWN

Under the above title the Mental Welfare Commission for Scotland* publishes a survey
of adult mentally defective males boarded-out with unrelated persons. These are patients who
have, for one reason or another, no relatives willing or able to care for them—no folks of their
own. The report reveals a situation which is at best disturbing, and at worst alarming.

In Scotland, boarding-out has a long and honourable tradition, and there is no doubt that
for mentally-subnormal persons a properly safeguarded method of this sort is far preferable
to a sterile and possibly over-protected institutional life. These patients are traditionally sent
to crofts or farms, and, within their capabilities, work with or for their guardian. In ideal
circumstances they are accepted into the family and the community, and live as useful and
contented a life as their limited abilities permit. Those formally placed under guardianship
are protected to some extent by statutory annual visitations which comprise three visits by a
mental health officer of the local authority, one by a doctor appointed by that authority, and
an unspecified number of visits (usually two) by a medical officer of the Mental Welfare Com-
mission. Visits are unannounced, and the patient is given the opportunity for a private inter-
view. This means at least that the man is under supervision for approximately three to six hours
per year. Better than nothing; and compared with the position of the man who, since the
Mental Health (Scotland) Act, 1960, is admitted informally to guardianship, this is a positive
luxury of protection. The informal patient has no such statutory supervision, and it is not
hard to conceive of a defective being placed with a stranger who could exploit him; yet this
placing may be at the discretion of one person, who might well be deceived by a bad guardian;
there are no statutory requirements as to the number of visits to be organized by the local
authority, and the patient is never visited by any independent person. As these men, by the
very nature of their disability, are not good at looking after their own interests, such boarding-
out could prove to be a long, arduous and hopeless sentence.

By reason of their remit, the Commissioners were restricted in this survey to visiting the
formally boarded-out patients. As was to be expected, they found all gradations of care from
excellent to unsatisfactory, and werz able to report that only 21 of the 153 men visited were
in conditions which they classified as definitely unsatisfactory, but it is disturbing to note that
of these 21, 12 are still in the same guardianship two years after the survey. The Commission
has no power to act; it can only reccommend. The Commissioners point out that since 1961
only four patients have been formally boarded-out, and they make the fair assumption that
since the 1960 Act a much larger number of informal placings have probably been made; they
doubt whether the mental subnormality rate in Scotland has fallen in quite such a dramatic
fashion.

Several recommendations are made which seem to be urgent and important if the time-
honoured and sensible Scottish practice of boarding-out is not to fall into disrepute. They
suggest that informal placings with unrelated persons should cease, and that residential assess-
ment centres should be improvised where the capabilities and temperaments of these un-
fortunates could be measured, in the event of difficulties between guardian and patient, what
went wrong or who went wrong might be more easily determined. They are strongly of the
opinion that a central register of guardianship homes is essential; at present there is nothing
to stop a bad guardian who has come to grief applying to another authority to replace the cheap
labourer who works in his byre and may sleep in his bothy. Other recommendations age
made to regularize the present chaotic system of payment and pocket money ; there is more than
a hint that the small amounts intended for the patient’s pocket or savings-book are not always
arriving at their correct destination.

With safeguards such as these it is obviously good practice and good humanity for these
unfortunates to be given the littie satisfaction of earning their bread and bed, and it should not
be impossible to ensure that all who can, do so in tolerable and sympathetic surroundings.
Whole men need no champion; but it is the prime duty of a civilized society to defend the
defenceless. These are everybody’s folk.
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