Time to Take on Depression
Depression and associated mental illnesses have become one of the most pressing workplace concerns of the modern era and are now the major causes of illness and disability claims in both the public and private sector. The loss of human energy, productivity and capacity through depression is costing the Canadian economy over $51 billion dollars a year. It is so bad within some sectors, including the federal public service that some people are calling Ottawa the depression capital of Canada. But it is in Ottawa that hope is finally arising that some answers may be found to why this is occurring and more importantly what can be done about it. 

Researchers at the Royal Ottawa Mental Health Centre and the University of Ottawa Institute of Mental Health Research are being asked to create a living laboratory that develops new treatments for workplace depression. This call comes from unions, employers and the influential Global Business and Economic Roundtable on Addiction and Mental Health. Its co-founder Bill Wilkerson says that with the federal government's support these facilities in Ottawa could transform the way depression is diagnosed, prevented and treated, not just for the benefit of the federal public service, but for the Canadian economy as a whole.

In Wilkerson's view the large number of federal workers with depression and other mental health concerns makes it an ideal test case to try out new ideas and develop new solutions to a growing problem. This has been a source of growing concern within the federal public service for a number of years and the problems are getting worse and not better. Half of all disability claims in this sector are depression or mental health related compared to thirty five per cent in other sectors and the rate of absenteeism due to sick leave is about double the private sector rate. 
Since Ottawa has a large number of federal workers and since the federal public service appears to have been a breeding ground for creating high rates of depression it only makes sense to Wilkerson that this would be a good place to research how it got to be such a big problem in the first place. One suggestion that many have offered to move this idea forward would be for the federal government to allocate a portion of the $600 million it already spends on health benefits to employees to a special project that partners with the experts in Ottawa on this issue. Treasury Board Canada is already working on a "wellness strategy" to deal with rising mental health claims and this could be an ideal initiative that helps solve problems and save money at the same time.
Mental health researchers in Ottawa seem excited at this prospect. The chief of psychology at the Royal Ottawa Mental Health Centre, Dr. Rajiv Bhatta has said that his team of researchers and clinicians are well placed to carry out a major project with the federal government that could be a model for other workplaces. And his counterpart at the University of Ottawa Institute of Mental Health Research, chief executive D. Zul Mercali appears to agree. He has noted that combining teams from both centres could create new modalities of treatment and synergies that can open up the dialogue on these important issues.
In addition to new treatment methods one of the key areas that researchers at both centres will be working on is to try and identify depression and mental illness at an early stage. If it can be diagnosed earlier then the researchers and clinicians believe that they will have a much greater chance of positive treatment and outcomes, similar to what other researchers have found in problems like heart disease or cancer. New technology at their facilities will make this job much easier as well and that is why there is a major fundraising campaign underway to buy an MRI system that can detect abnormalities in the brain that can assist in early diagnosis and treatment. 
The challenges of dealing with the depression and mental illness that has found its way into the Canadian workplace are daunting, but to not do anything and to rely on past solutions would be worse. It is estimated that every day in Canada over half a million people do not go to work because of mental illnesses like depression. The cost in lost human potential is staggering and it is a tide that must be reversed, particularly as this country deals with economic downturns and the need to increase productivity in the face of a globalized economy.

