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Mayor Adams’ Plan Will Not Help New Yorkers With Mental Disabilities

We have grave concerns about New York City Mayor Eric Adams’ plan to increase the
involuntary hospitalization of New Yorkers with mental disabilities. Mayor Adams’ plan to sweep
people with disabilities off New York’s streets will not make the city safer, and will not meet the
needs of its residents with mental health conditions.

On Tuesday, November 29", Mayor Adams announced a new directive to New York’s police
officers, EMTSs, and street outreach workers to transport homeless individuals to psychiatric
hospitals involuntarily when it appears that they cannot “meet their basic needs.”* The Mayor
provided as examples individuals who are “mumbling,” “shadow boxing,” or merely standing on
the street for too long.?

For many reasons, the Mayor’s plan will not have its intended effect. Asking police officers,
even those who may consult by phone or video call with mental health professionals, to apply a
“basic needs” standard to sweep homeless people off the street all but ensures that people will
be sent to hospitals who don’t need to be there, and who are not a danger to themselves or
others.

It doesn’t have to be this way. Research indicates that high quality engagement of homeless
people with mental health conditions, such as that provided through New York’s Street
Homeless Advocacy Project,® which sends people with lived experience with homelessness
back to the streets to help others, helps individuals see the value of and agree to participate in
supportive services.* Safe, stable, and affordable housing, provided with voluntary supports,
has been shown to help homeless New Yorkers and others stabilize and avoid hospitalization
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and incarceration.® And longer-term services, such as assertive community treatment (ACT),
supported employment, and peer support services—delivered not in the hospital, but in the
person’s own home and community—have been shown to break the cycle of
institutionalization.®

Mayor Adams knows better than this. When it comes to mental health treatment, there is no
evidence that court-ordered involuntary treatment in hospitals is more effective than quality
community-based treatment. Although involuntary treatment has produced improved outcomes
in some places, these outcomes appear to result from the fact that there was literally nowhere
else for the person to go to receive services — in other words, involuntary inpatient treatment
was the only option.

Further, studies do indicate that people who are involuntarily committed are more likely to
attempt suicide than those who voluntarily accept treatment,” and involuntary commitment can
make young people (a significant proportion of the homeless population) less likely to disclose
suicidal feelings.® And many of the individuals Mayor Adams has identified have already been
hospitalized one or more times, and prefer staying in the street to being subjected to squalid
and dangerous conditions in hospitals and homeless shelters.

In New York and elsewhere, Black and brown people with mental health conditions are
overrepresented in the homeless population,® and so are more likely to be involuntarily
hospitalized under the Mayor’s plan—or may be subjected to traumatizing and dangerous
interactions with law enforcement that have resulted in serious harm, including death.®
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Rather than invest appropriately in a public health approach that would actually help homeless
New Yorkers with mental health conditions stabilize and maintain their housing and
employment, the city has done the opposite—and is moving in the wrong direction. A report
issued by New York City’s Public Advocate in November 2022 indicated that there were only
four community- and peer-led Respite Care Centers in the five boroughs of the city, down from
eight such centers in 2019.1! There are only 19 behavioral health mobile crisis teams (MCTs),
which can respond to calls for help instead of the police, serving the entire city in 2022, down
from 24 teams in 2019.*? “B-HEARD” teams, operating in a few Manhattan neighborhoods as
an alternative first responder to the NYPD when 911 is called, only responded to 16 percent of
911 calls in those neighborhoods, with a response time that is not competitive with that of the
police.* And the report found that the city is “lagging behind in providing supportive housing,
with an often-delayed application process,”* and “lagging in the inclusion of peers with lived-in
experiences into the city’s mental health programs.”®

It is ironic, and sad, that Mayor Adams chose GivingTuesday, a day that encourages people to
do good, born and incubated at New York City’s historic 92" Street Y, to announce a policy
that is so ungenerous to people with mental health conditions. The Mayor’s policy and rhetoric
will stigmatize these New Yorkers—who are more likely to be the victims of violence than the
perpetrators of it!’—and subject them to inappropriate and potentially dangerous interactions
with the NYPD.

It is also sad that the Mayor announced his involuntary commitment directive only days after the
passing of Lois Curtis, the plaintiff in the historic Supreme Court decision Olmstead v. L.C.,*®
which held that the unnecessary institutionalization of people with disabilities is discrimination
under the Americans with Disabilities Act.?® Like Lois Curtis, virtually all homeless and housing
insecure New Yorkers with disabilities do not need to be hospitalized, but can be served in their
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own homes and communities if they are engaged in appropriate and voluntary services and
supports.

We join the disability community in New York in calling on Mayor Adams to reject an expansion
of involuntary commitment, and instead to develop a comprehensive plan to provide homeless
New Yorkers with the housing and voluntary services they want and need.?

This should be New York City’s “moral obligation,”?* Mayor Adams, not more hospitalization,
institutionalization, and incarceration.
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