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Mental Hospital Commissioners
The findings of Mr. Geoffrey Howe's committee of inquiry
into the allegations made about Ely Hospital at Cardiff are
disturbing. Its report, published last week as a White Paper,'
shows that most of the alleged incidents of ill-treatment
actually occurred; ward staff pilfered some of the patients'
food; and two qualified nurses who had complained about
the situation were dismissed. The committee holds the hos-
pital senior staff, hospital management committee, and the
Welsh Hospital Board responsible for what it describes as
" serious deficiencies in standards of medical and nursing
services and of administration." It says that the procedure
for dealing with complaints in general is inadequate, and
recommends establishing a system of inspection for mental
hospitals in particular.

Fortunately this investigation acquits the nursing staff of
actual cruelty to patients, though it criticizes the acceptance
of lax and old-fashioned standards of nursing, reminiscent
in too many ways of the old era of " custodial care." It
should also be remembered that the findings apply only to
four wards and one villa for children in a single hospital.
Nevertheless, by its detailed description of overcrowding and
of shortage of properly trained staff, this report will cause
further unease about conditions in certain parts of the Health
Service, particularly geriatrics and mental health. For years
these specialties have been starved of funds-both absolutely
and relatively to the remainder of the hospital service. For
years articles have appeared in both the medical and lay press
drawing attention to the shortage of doctors and nurses ; to
gross overcrowding of patients ; and to a situation in which
doctors and patients feel abandoned. There have been some
improvements, but not enough, and too often it has seemed
that authority at all levels was concerned only to whitewash.
The wonder is that standards in these specialties have been
maintained as high as they are, by devoted people working
against great difficulties and for scant material reward.

Conditions in mental hospitals are the responsibility of
regional hospital boards. For good reasons these boards
cannot be directed by the central Government to spend their
funds in a particular way. Theoretically, however, if enough
people feel strongly about an individual situation they should
be able to change it at a local level without too much diffi-
culty. Hospital management committees represent the
" consumer," and it is their responsibility to assure them-
selves that the service to the patient is adequate and up-to-
date. But the lack of response to Ely Hospital Management
Committee's repeated pleas recorded in the Howe committee's
report raises the question of why so many people agree to
serve on management committees at all.
The committee of inquiry suggests that a system of inspec-

tion of these hospitals would deal with many of the problems
they encountered, and Mr. Crossman seems to have in mind
a small independent inspectorate composed of medical men
with experience in the field. Inspection would be a continu-
ous process and the inspectorate would be directly responsible
to the Minister.
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Something of this kind seems essential, but the practical
aspects of it need careful thought. The emotive word
" inspectorate " would best be avoided altogether. Some-
thing like the more neutral " commissioner "-which was
abolished by the Mental Health Act-would be preferable.
The word inspectorate, after all, conveys a sense of snoop-
ing. The prime aims should be to remedy inadequacies in
staff and plant (which the previous tedious process of recom-
mendations to the regional board and to the Health Depart-
ment has often failed to achieve), and to prevent hospitals
such as Ely from continuing to sail " along a course on which
it remains entirely out of the main stream of progress."

Clearly several safeguards will be needed if this proposal
is to be acceptable to those working in mental hospitals, is
not to lower their morale any further, and is not to deter others
from entering the specialty. It should be made plain from
the outset that in no circumstances will clinical freedom be
tampered with. Whoever is responsible for inspection should
deal only with the broader issues, and not with complaints
that should be handled at hospital or regional board level. The
commissioners should submit an annual report to the Secre-
tary of State, which should be published. With these provisos
this system might do much to raise standards in our mental
hospitals and improve the quality of life for both patients and
staff. Direct factual reports to the Secretary of State might
enable him to draw the attention of regional hospital boards
to specific areas of need. Finally, it might also lead to the
Government laying down minimum standards for matters
such as accommodation and staff-patient ratios. The
enforcement of such standards will inevitably cost a lot more
money. But the alternative is that the same sort of incidents
reported in the White Paper will all too probably be repeated
elsewhere.

Clearer References
Departing from a tradition that is causing ever more con-
fusion in medical and scientific papers, the B.M.7. this week
begins printing in full the titles of journals cited in references.
A carefully controlled experiment has shown that only a
trifling amount of extra space is needed to provide what is
believed will be a helpful service to many readers. Journals
that have identical titles to others will be suitably distin-
guished when necessary.

So numerous have medical journals now become, and so
similar are many of their titles, that deciphering the correct
name from its abbreviation can sometimes puzzle anyone but
a trained librarian. Confusion is added to the reader's labours
by the existence of at least three widely used but slightly
different systems of abbreviation and a multitude of systems
peculiar to individual journals. In making this change we
would invite contributors to help us by avoiding abbrevia-
tions in their papers.
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