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Report of Technical Assistance Activity

$ Site: Wheeling Jesuit University, Wheeling

$ Dates of Activity: August 11, 2003

$ Type of Assistance Provided:  
Training Session on mental health court policies and procedures (including an overview of those used around the country) and interaction of mental health courts with other prevention and diversion activities.
Ongoing Resource for administrators and advocates working on to develop mental health court.

$ Specific Topic Area: Role of mental health courts in addressing the criminalization of people with serious mental illnesses and establishment of appropriate policies and procedures.

$ Outcomes Anticipated: Between 1990 and 1998, West Virginia had the second highest rate of increase in the state prison population in the country.  A sampling of 2002 data from the West Virginia Regional Jail Authority indicates that 16% of inmates in the state=s jails received psychotropic medications daily, a 6% increase over the past five years.  Over the past five years, 14-23% of jail inmates have seen a psychiatrist.  The state applied for and received a federal grant to create a mental health court to help reduce the number of jail inmates with serious mental illnesses.

As a result of the technical assistance visit, the West Virginia Supreme Court (with participation of prosecutors, defense attorneys, advocates, consumers, and providers) will develop  policies and procedures for the mental health court that take into account concerns for individuals= civil rights and utilize best practices from both mental health and criminal justice. The court will also design a data collection system to evaluate the court=s effectiveness and document any unintended consequences.

The West Virginia Supreme Court organized the second of two, day-long training sessions focused on preparing for the implementation of a federal grant to start a mental health court. The state has organized a planning and review committee for the project that includes behavioral health providers, consumer advocates, corrections, law enforcement, the judiciary, court staff, prosecutors, public defenders, and others.  Of particular interest was Bazelon=s study of 20 existing mental health courts= policies and practices.  The court specifically requested information and recommendations in the following areas:  

$ existence of written procedures;

$ voluntary participation;

$ appointment and role of counsel;

$ plea arrangements;

$ types of offenses covered;

$ scope and length of judicial supervision;

$ consequences of non-compliance;

$ accountability of mental health care and other program providers; and

$ unintended consequences.

The training organizers expected that the information provided by Bazelon would assist those involved with planning the mental health court as they continue to modify and refine the plan for opening the court this fall.

$ Organizational representation and involvement: The West Virginia Supreme Court=s Office of Judicial Education and Department of Adult Mental Health invited members of the planning and review committeeCbehavioral health providers, consumer advocates, corrections, law enforcement, the judiciary, court staff, prosecutors, public defenders, and othersCas well as members of the public.  Both NAMI, the state and Wheeling chapters, and the state affiliate of NMHA had representatives at the training. 
In addition to the Bazelon Center, the training featured national expert Bruce Winnick, Professor at the University of Miami, who presented on therapeutic jurisprudence.  This fall, Professor Winnick is co-editing, along with Susan Stefan, an issue of the journal Psychology, Public Policy and Law that will be devoted to the topic of mental health courts.  Tammy Seltzer has been invited to submit an article.

$ Description of Activity: On August 11, Tammy Seltzer presented an overview of mental health court policies and procedures from the Bazelon Center=s survey of 20 operating mental health courts across the country.  For each area of interest, she described the potential legal and practical issuesCe.g., impact of the Americans with Disabilities Act and other laws, importance of making the voluntary diversion option attractive and useful to consumer defendantsCdescribed the successes and challenges faced by already existing courts, and made recommendations for the West Virginia court.

Tammy also discussed the importance of creating a successful system of prevention and intervention to ensure that people with serious mental illnesses do not unnecessarily end up in the criminal justice system, even in the mental health court.  Participants discussed the importance of having services and supports available to ensure the success of the mental health court and asked about the role of psychiatric advance directives in a mental health court setting.  Organizers showed a video of a session in the Akron, Ohio mental health court that also prompted discussion.

The mental health planning committee is using the information provided during the training to develop proposed policies and procedures for the new mental health court.  Organizers of the training also expressed interest in obtaining assistance with designing a data collection system that would track the effectiveness of the court and document any unintended consequences.  Bazelon is prepared to have an ongoing role in assisting the planning committee in its efforts.

$ Evaluation: The training organizers utilized their own evaluation forms.  Attached is a letter from the court and the Department of Mental Health Services that shows participants rated both the substance and the form of the presentation as Aexcellent.@
