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Nature and Topic of Activity:

On October 11, 2002, the Rhode Island Department of Corrections and the Rhode Island Department of Mental Health, Retardation, and Hospitals jointly sponsored a conference under the title, “Mental Health in Corrections: Where We’ve Been, Where We Are, and Where We’re Going.” Initial interest in presenting this conference came from the recently hired clinical director at the Department of Corrections, who was able to gain support from others in the department’s administration, as well as from the administration of the Department of MHRH. The conference was held in Warwick, Rhode Island. Attendees at the conference came from across a wide range of stakeholder groups, including mental health consumers and family members, providers, and administrators, as well as probation and parole officers, corrections health and mental health providers, state legislators, and others (see attached attendance list).

The Department of Corrections assumed the role of prime conference organizer, establishing a committee to identify topics and presenters for the daylong conference. The conference committee requested assistance from NASMHPD in developing a plenary presentation on nationally recognized models for collaboration between the criminal justice and mental health communities. NASMHPD, in turn, drew on contacts made in the course of its participation in the Criminal Justice/Mental Health Consensus Project coordinated by the Council of State Governments and identified several speakers appropriate for the panel. They included: Captain John Caceci, Director of Programs, Monroe County Jail, Rochester, NY; State Representative Michael P. Lawlor, Co-chair, Joint Judiciary Committee, Connecticut House of Representatives; and Michael Thompson, Director, Criminal Justice/Mental Health Consensus Project, Council of State Governments. In addition, William Emmet, Project Director, NASMHPD, participated in the panel.

At the request of conference organizers, panelists discussed both the need for collaboration between criminal justice and mental health systems at the policy and practice levels and examples of such collaboration in their experience. Captain Caceci, for instance, highlighted the need he sees for mental health treatment among those who are brought to the jail he helps to manage, while Rep. Lawlor discussed the challenges state legislators face because of fragmentation in services for people with mental illness who become involved in the criminal justice system.

Panelists then described the organization and process followed by the Consensus Project, focusing on the call for collaboration that lies at the heart of the project’s report. Mike Thompson and Bill Emmet provided a PowerPoint presentation (attached) giving an overview of the project and samples of the policy statements, recommendations, and program examples it generated. 

Follow-up:

On Friday, November 1, 2002, William Emmet traveled back to Rhode Island to make two follow-up presentations at the annual “Bridging The Gaps” conference sponsored by NAMI Rhode Island. The purpose of the follow-up activity was to develop greater awareness at Rhode Island’s grassroots level of opportunities and efforts to address the “criminalization” of mental illness. In consultation with the Department of Corrections and others, it was determined that the follow-up visit would help to build an advocacy base for some of the changes in practice being sought by policy makers.

The conference is the largest annual gathering of consumers, family members, providers, and administrators in the state. This year it was attended by approximately 300 people, only a small percentage of whom had attended the earlier conference sponsored by the departments of Corrections and MHRH. The first workshop examined the options of people with mental illness who have been arrested and was presented jointly with the state’s Mental Health Advocate, who is directed by statute to protect the rights of persons with mental illness and to promote improvements in the system. The second workshop looked at collaborative projects at the national, statewide, and local levels. Co-presenters included the director of mental health programs at the Department of Corrections and several representatives of a provider agency offering transition services to people with mental illness leaving the Rhode Island’s correctional institutions. 

Anticipated Outcomes:

The chief outcome of this activity is continuing development of a stronger relationship between the Department of Corrections and the mental health community. The directors and staffs of the two state departments meet regularly, and clinical and administrative staff members from the Department of Corrections are a more visible presence in meetings of mental health providers and advocates. Practitioners and advocates in both the corrections and mental health fields recognize that continued development of their relationship is critical to any success they hope to see in advocacy for greater funding and improved services. 

The most visible outgrowth of this relationship is a re-entry project operated at the state prison by a non-profit community provider with funding from the Department of MHRH. It is hoped that exposure to expertise and experiences from outside Rhode Island will result in a stronger commitment to this re-entry program on the parts of both state departments and the development of greater capacity in this area.

