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Report of Technical Assistance Activity

$ Site: Las Vegas

$ Dates of Activity: May 8, 2003

$ Type of Assistance Provided:  
Presentation by Tammy Seltzer, Bazelon staff attorney, on prevention; jail diversion options (including those used around the country); creation of mental health courts and alternatives to them; discharge planning to ensure that inmates have their benefits and medication and other vital services and supports in place upon release; how to leverage resources for all of the above programs and services.

Small group work facilitated by Joe Bevilacqua, former mental health commissioner in Virginia, Rhode Island, and South Carolina, to involve people from different stakeholder groups in developing a vision for the mental health and criminal justice systems they want to see in Las Vegas and around the state.

$ Specific Topic Areas: Preventing the criminalization of people with serious mental illnesses, diversion of people with serious mental illnesses, discharge planning for those being released from jail and prison, and the role of the mental health system in all three areas.

$ Outcomes Anticipated: As the nation=s fastest growing state, Nevada=s current mental health delivery system is experiencing difficulties in keeping pace with the mental health needs of its increasing populace. These unmet needs are having an inordinate impact on the criminal justice system.  According to a recent news article, Las Vegas has Aidentified 25 people in the downtown area who have accumulated 8,113 arrests among them since 1985 . . . and . . . local jail administrators rank mental illness among inmates as their top challenge in managing their facilities.@ 

It=s estimated that almost two-thirds of the significant homeless population have a serious mental illness, substance abuse disorder, or are dually diagnosed.  Nevada=s Strategic Plan for People with Disabilities reports that the homeless are Arepeatedly being arrested for misdemeanor crimes of survival (such as stealing food) and consequently jails are reported to be the most utilized mental health facilities in the state.@
As a result of the visit, it was anticipated that people working on the issue from diverse perspectives would leave the mini-conference with a greater understanding of the issues in general and the motivations and positions of those working on the same issue but in different roles. The training was designed to encourage a coordinated and collaborative effort to develop services that best meet the needs of those with mental illnesses who come into contact with the criminal justice system.  More specifically, the organization that requested the technical assistance hoped that greater discussion on the issue of diversion would allow stakeholders and policymakers to make an informed decision regarding whether a mental health court is the best means by which to accomplish the common goal of jail diversion as well as how it should function and what other options might be used instead of or in conjunction with such a court. 

Discussion on developing an effective, community-based mental health system would provide policymakers and stakeholders with the tools necessary to identify the components of a healthy mental health system and allow them to work towards moving the state in that direction.

$ Organizational representation and involvement: This activity brought together representatives from a number of Nevada agencies and organizations, including: 

Consumers

Family members

Protection & Advocacy organization

Community Corrections

Juvenile Justice

Dept. of Corrections

Adult and Family Services

Acute Care Hospitals

Community Mental Health Programs

Mental Health Organizations

Alcohol & Drug Programs 


Mental Health Planning Advisory Council
· State=s Division of Mental Health and Developmental Services

· Commission on Mental Health and Developmental Services

$ Description of Activity: Although the entity requesting the TA visit, the Nevada Disability Advocacy and Law Center (NDALC, the protection and advocacy office), anticipated 50 participants, advance registrations quickly surpassed their prediction.  On May 8, Tammy and Joe met with approximately 160 participants for an all-day workshop on the criminal justice system and people with mental illnesses.  The presentation included an overview of the criminalization problem, prevention strategies, diversion programs, and discharge planning.  Particular attention was given to successful programs and practices from other communities, and participants received copies of Bazelon publications such as Finding the Key and Building Bridges (model benefits law).  Attendees were also made aware of the Council of State Government=s Consensus Project report, of which many were unaware.  An in-depth presentation on mental health courts was also included because it is an option that has been raised by some in the state to address the criminalization issue.

After lunch, participants were divided into small groups to focus on creating a vision for an effective public mental health system and identifying barriers to develop such a system.  People from different agencies and perspectives worked together to answer four questions posed by Joe: 1) What does a well-functioning mental health system look like? 2) How should the mental health system relate to the criminal justice system? 3) Should there be a task force to work on this issue and, if so, who should be represented on the panel? and 4) What outcomes would you hope such a task force could achieve, with your assistance?

The small groups shared their thoughts, finding much agreement and many new ideas.  A number of participants stayed after the conference=s conclusion to share with Tammy and Joe how needed the conference was and how exciting it was to be talking across agencies and with consumers, advocates, and family members.  Many were hopeful that the conference would be a catalyst to build on their recent legislative success in securing additional mental health funding at a time when most states are cutting their mental health budgets.

The document developed by the group, attached in draft form, will be used to guide future work in the area of criminalization.

$ Evaluation: Evaluation forms were distributed to the participants in the all-day training. According the NDALC, they have Areceived nothing but positive feedback from the attendees.@  (NDALC letter, attached).  Eighty of the participants responded. Below are some excerpts from the participants= responses:

A realistic approach toward improving mental health resources in the State of Nevada.
I enjoyed hearing about how other states have approached the issue of mental health and various projects that have been successful in other cities.

It was awesome.  So comprehensive.

I enjoyed the opportunity to collaborate and design a comprehensive mental health system.

Presenters showed a real understanding of mental illness from perceptive, consumer and family members= points of view.  Real World - not theory.

The evaluation summary is attached.

