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Developing Neighbourhood Mental Health Centres in County
Durham: System Briefing Note

The national direction

Neighbourhood Health Centres (NHCs) are part of a national shift towards
neighbourhood-based health and care. The aim is to move away from fragmented services
and crisis-driven responses, and towards joined-up, community-focused support that works
alongside primary care, local authorities, voluntary sector organisations and community
assets. Mental health is a core part of this wider neighbourhood health approach.

What are Neighbourhood Mental Health Centres?

Neighbourhood Mental Health Centres (NMHCs) are intended to be local,
community-based places where people can get mental health support when they need it,
without complicated referral routes or multiple assessments. They are designed to be
welcoming, easy to access, and rooted in local communities. People should be able to seek
help for their mental health in one place, and be supported over time by teams who know
them and understand their wider circumstances. NMHCs focus on prevention, early help
and continuity of support, while also providing help during times of crisis. They aim to offer
more coherent, local support across the 24/7 period. This very much builds on all the work
over recent years in relation to community mental health transformation.

Our approach in County Durham

In County Durham, we have been successful in securing a level of national capital monies
to develop 2 NMHC:s in the first instance — one in the South Durham area and one in the
North Durham area. To design these, we are taking a place-based and co-produced
approach. Rather than imposing a single model, we are designing neighbourhood mental
health centres that reflect local communities, geography and needs. This means:

o Working at neighbourhood level, not just organisational level

« Designing services with people who have lived experience, not just for them

« Building on what already exists across NHS, local authority and voluntary and
community organisations

« Making sure mental health is fully integrated with wider neighbourhood health plans

Our initial focus is on developing a Neighbourhood Mental Health Centre in South
Durham, and design events are well underway with partners, including people with lived
experience. Work to develop plans for a centre in North Durham will start in the autumn of
2026. Whilst we have not currently secured dedicated capital for a NMHC in East Durham,
we are working closely with partners to try to integrate models into the wider neighbourhood
health centre approach so that a similar offer can be established.



What work has taken place so far
So far, the work has focused on creating strong foundations:

o Aclear shared understanding of what a neighbourhood mental health centre is,
based on national guidance and local priorities. People have said a local,
welcoming, non-clinical support hub should include (and avoid). The emphasis is on
a single point of access for all ages, where people can be listened to, quickly
connected to the right help, and supported to address the wider factors affecting
wellbeing—alongside mental and physical health needs.

e Astructured co-design process, bringing together people with lived experience,
practitioners, commissioners, primary care, local authority and voluntary sector
partners

« Early population and needs analysis, alongside mapping of existing services,
community assets and potential estate options

e Learning from national pilot sites while shaping a model that works for County
Durham’s size, geography and communities

e Beginning to develop a design model for a centre with key features including:
integrated mental and physical health support; crisis response and home treatment
links; care coordination/navigation; social care input; peer support and lived
experience roles; practical advice on benefits, debt, employment, housing and
homelessness; family and carer support; and a stronger overnight/out of hours offer
to better support people when more traditional services are not available.

This work is helping us agree the principles, priorities and practical next steps needed to
develop centres that are accessible, inclusive and sustainable

What happens next

Over the coming months, this work will continue to move from design into delivery. This
includes confirming locations, refining the service model, and working together across the
system to make neighbourhood mental health centres a reality for local people.
Discussions with partners in East Durham have already started, linked to wider
neighbourhood health developments, and NMHC design work will start in North Durham in
the autumn. This is with a view to all 3 areas being ‘live’ by the end of 2027/28.

Additional Information

If you would like additional information please contact Jo Murray, Associate Director
MHLDN Partnerships and Strategy (jo.murray1@nhs.net ) or Shaun Mayo, General
Managed, Adult Planned Care (shaunmayo@nhs.net ).

Links to videos of pilot sites:

Information about the London and Sheffield pilot sites can be found here: Rethink Webinar
Information about the Whitehaven pilot site can be found here: Everyturn’'s NHS 10-Year
Plan webinar series 2: iliness to prevention | Everyturn
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