Why a Law Is Needed

Dramatizing the results of mental health systems’ failure are reports showing that the incidence of
mental illness in state prisons and local jails is from three to eight times that in the general population.’
Corrections officials are overwhelmed. James Turpin, spokesman for the American Correctional Association in
Maryland, argues that “correctional officials are not hired to be mental health caseworkers, and its not fair or
appropriate to expect them to perform that role.”?

Reports outlining the connection between mental illness and homelessness are equally sobering. The
National Law Center on Homelessness and Poverty reports that approximately 25% of homeless individuals
have a mental illness.3 A 1996 article by researcher Paul Koegel found that “between 20% and 25% of those
homeless people studied have at some time experienced severe and often extremely disabling mental illnesses
such as schizophrenia and the major affective disorders (clinical depression or bipolar disorder).”*

Furthermore, the lack of recovery-oriented mental health services has deprived people with serious
mental illnesses of opportunities for self-sufficiency, leading instead to their increased reliance on governmen-
tal programs. As the Surgeon General of the United States has pointed out, “people with serious mental
illnesses often become dependent on public assistance shortly after their initial hospitalization.”® An article by
del Vecchio, Fricks and Johnson states, “unfortunately, medication-focused funding incentives usually deter
systems from promoting employment as a key goal and indicator of recovery.”® The National Alliance for the
Mentally Il conducted a comprehensive study of the federal-state vocational rehabilitation program and
concluded that the system “has, for the most part, been an abject failure as a viable source of vocational
rehabilitation services for people with severe mental illness.”” As a result, the unemployment rate for this
population is approximately 90%, exceeding any other group of people with disabilities,® although at least
70% of mental health consumers have indicated a desire to work.” Compounding the human tragedy, such a
level of lost productivity imposes heavy costs on federal and state governments—funds that could be redirected
to promoting recovery and economic independence.

Fortunately, such grim statistics are not the end of the story. We know that services directed at helping
people achieve independence and employment can alleviate institutionalization, homelessness and involve-
ment with criminal justice. For example, a program in three California counties that provides housing, counsel-
ing, drug rehabilitation and assistance in employment to nearly 1,000 homeless mentally ill individuals shows
a 75% drop in hospitalization and an 85% reduction in arrests.'® The National Mental Health Association
notes that “just as significant [as the reduction in bad outcomes] are the improvements in the members’ living,
working and social lives.”"" California recently passed legislation (see Appendix 1) expanding the program.

Although we know that such programs work, states continue to limit services that would promote
recovery for people with mental illnesses. Even in California, it is sobering that some 50,000 homeless people
with mental illnesses don’t have access to any help, and the increased funding for the demonstration projects
will still leave many without assistance.'?
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