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‘They forced medication on me’:
Support for curbs on
controversial treatments
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Barbara Birthisel still has no idea why she was forced to undergo compulsory
mental health treatment.
In 2018 she thought she was being transferred from one hospital to another for a
scan after having an epileptic seizure.

Barbara Birthisel says she was left traumatised after being put on a compulsory
treatment order. JASON SOUTH

“When I got to [the hospital], they actually took me into the psych ward, didn’t
tell me anything, just took me in there and left me. They didn’t tell my children or
anyone where I was going.”
Eventually, with the help of someone from the Independent Mental Health
Advocacy service, Ms Birthisel was told by a psychiatrist that she had been put on
a compulsory treatment order.
“I don’t know why, I still don’t know why,” Ms Birthisel says.
The 50-year-old welcomes a recommendation by the Royal Commission into
Victoria’s Mental Health System, which delivered its ﬁndings on Tuesday, urging

the state government to act immediately to ensure compulsory treatment is used
only as a last resort.

Five key recommendations
The Royal Commission into Victoria’s Mental Health System published its 3195page ﬁnal report on Tuesday. Premier Daniel Andrews has committed to
implementing all 65 recommendations made in the report, which include:
Establish dozens of local adult, youth and child mental health services in a
variety of locations, reducing the need for people to travel a long way from
home.
Create new crisis facilities and “safe spaces” for adults and young people,
designed with the help of people with personal experience of psychological
distress.
Create a new non-government agency led by people with personal
experience of mental illness and psychological distress.
Throw out the old Mental Health Act and enact a new one preferably by the
end of the year, with a primary objective to achieve the highest attainable
standard of mental health and wellbeing for all Victorians.
Immediately reduce the use of seclusion and restraint in mental health,
with the aim of eliminating the practices within 10 years. Immediately
ensure compulsory treatment is only used as a last resort.

It also calls for the introduction of targets to reduce the use and duration of
compulsory treatment on a year-by-year basis.
The 3195-page royal commission report said people still had their human rights
breached through compulsory treatment and the use of seclusion – conﬁnement
of a person to a space from which they cannot escape – and restraint.
“We are not convinced compulsory treatment is used as a last resort,” royal
commission chair Penny Armytage told Parliament after the report was tabled.
The royal commission also recommended the government act immediately to
reduce the use of seclusion and restraint, with the aim to eliminate these
practices within 10 years.

Royal commission chair Penny Armytage says seclusion and restraint should be
eliminated. JASON SOUTH

“We made the recommendation that seclusion and restraint should be eliminated
from our system,” Ms Armytage said.
“We thought long and hard about that, and we had many, many opportunities to
discuss with the workforce why in Victoria it was used as frequently as it was.
“But we also talked to those who both had to administer it and those who were
the recipients of it, and the harrowing impact that it had on their wellbeing,
setting back their recovery, abusing and creating trauma for them throughout it.
We believe there’s got to be a better alternative.”
The royal commission called for the regulation of chemical restraint in a new
Mental Health and Wellbeing Act. The government has committed to adopting all
65 recommendations in the report.
Ms Birthisel, who told her story to the royal commission, said she was encouraged
by a social worker to report an abusive ex-partner to the police when she was
discharged from hospital.
“Unbeknownst to me, if you’re on an order and you have contact with police, they
take you back to the hospital.”
Ms Birthisel said she had her arms put behind her back, was searched and was
then taken back to the hospital in a divvy van.
“And then they kept me in that time and forced medication on me as soon as I got
in there. They said to me, ‘[You] take this,’ and I said, ‘I’m not on any medication,’
so they got a huge needle and four of them pinned me down and said, ‘You’re
getting this if you don’t have medication.’ It was an anti-psych. And this was in
front of two police ofﬁcers, who were shaking their head and saying, ‘I don’t think
there’s any need for you to restrain her,’ because I wasn’t objecting or anything. It
was out of this world.”

Mental health advocate Maggie Toko on Tuesday.
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Ms Birthisel said she and and her children were traumatised by her experiences
with the mental health system. “I wanted to speak up, because I know how fearful
it is, a lot of people said to me, ‘Don’t do it.’ ”
Victorian Mental Illness Awareness Council chief executive Maggie Toko has
experience of being “sectioned” – compulsorily committed to a psychiatric
hospital.
She says she was once detained for three months after checking in to hospital as a
voluntary patient for a week. “I spent Christmas and New Year’s in hospital,” she

says. “I was questioning, ‘What do you mean I can’t go home, it was the most
bizarre thing.’ ”
Ms Toko, who was given a diagnosis of psychosis, said nothing was explained. “I
knew before I got sectioned that I had human rights, and I didn’t feel they were
being respected, and I was right because they weren’t.”
She said eliminating seclusion and restraint and ensuring compulsory treatment
was a last resort was so important because these practices took away people’s free
will.
“You haven’t done anything wrong, you are put in shackles, tied to a bed and put
in a room on your own at the most vulnerable time in your life.”

If you or anyone you know needs support you can call
Lifeline on 13 11 14 or Beyond Blue on 1300 224 636.
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