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Nature and Topic of Activity:

On September 10 – 12, 2002, the Pennsylvania Department of Corrections, the Office of Mental Health and Substance Abuse Services (OMHSAS) in the Pennsylvania Department of Public Welfare, and the Judiciary Committee of the Pennsylvania House of Representatives jointly sponsored a conference the diversion and re-entry of mentally ill offenders. The conference was held in Camp Hill, Pennsylvania, just outside the state capitol of Harrisburg. Attendees at the conference came from across a wide range of stakeholder groups, including mental health consumers, family members, providers, and administrators, as well as county and state corrections administrators, sheriffs, probation and parole officers, corrections health and mental health providers, state legislators, academicians, and others (see attached attendance list).

OMHSAS requested assistance from NASMHPD in developing a plenary presentation and workshop on the development of links to effective community services for people with mental illness returning to the community from jail or prison. To provide the perspective of a community provider, OMHSAS identified Dr. Rob Weisman of the University of Rochester (NY) and Project Link, part of Strong Ties Community Support Program in Rochester. 

Project Link is a program is a program that was established in 1995 by the University of Rochester Department of Psychiatry to provide coordinated services to an identified group of individuals with mental illness who had experienced repeated stays in the local jail and hospital over a period of three years. A prominent component of Project Link is a mobile treatment team employing the principles of Assertive Community Treatment in serving approximately 40 Project Link clients with the greatest need. 

Started with grant funding, Project Link has been the subject of several studies and has collected its own data to demonstrate the effectiveness of the program. Among other measures, Project Link has shown a substantial drop in the number of days its clients spend in jails and hospitals. One result is a correspondingly steep decrease in costs associated with serving this population. Project Link has been nationally recognized for its work. 

Dr. Weisman agreed to assist OMHSAS in several ways. At the conference, he participated in a panel at a plenary session of the conference, he conducted a workshop, and he consulted informally with conference attendees at a gathering convened to allow him and other presenters to discuss their projects with key corrections and mental health administrators, advocates, and policy makers. Dr. Weisman’s presentations were complemented by others at the conference, most particularly presentations detailing the applicability of Assertive Community Treatment programs to the population of adults with mental illness returning to the community from jails and prisons.  

Also attending the conference on behalf of NASMHPD was William Emmet. In addition to his work directing the Targeted Technical Assistance project, Mr. Emmet was a contributor to the Criminal Justice/Mental Health Consensus Project coordinated by the Council of State Governments. Though not a presenter at the conference, Mr. Emmet consulted with the Chair of the State Senate Appropriations Committee, the Director of Corrections, the Deputy Secretary of Public Welfare, OMHSAS and Corrections staff, and consumer and family leaders attending the conference. 

Anticipated Outcomes:

As a result of Dr. Weisman’s presentations and the discussions he was a part of, it is anticipated that the State of Pennsylvania will embark on development of more comprehensive links between jails and prisons and community mental health services. In particular, OMHSAS expects the development of Assertive Community Treatment initiatives for formerly incarcerated adults with mental illness in one or more counties in the state. It is hoped that development of such services will represent the product of collaborative efforts of the corrections and mental health systems. 

It is expected that OMHSAS will include funding requests for such programs in its FY2004 budget recommendations. It is also expected that pilot programs will be started within the current fiscal year. 

A further result of the activity, more broadly, is that advocates and others in Pennsylvania now have a standard against which to measure community integration efforts for adults with mental illness returning from incarceration. In jurisdictions where the will to develop ACT teams per se is lacking, MH providers and advocates will be able to point to the presentations by Dr. Weisman for support and comparison. Project Link’s data present a compelling case for implementation of similar programs in other jurisdictions and, most particularly, for the upfront expenditure required to get such a program started. 

The audience response to the presentations on Project Link and Assertive Community Treatment and the intense interest of OMHSAS in this area lead to the conclusion that this technical assistance activity will result soon in establishment of intense community programs for individuals with mental illness with histories of criminal justice involvment.
