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National Mental Health Association 

Report for On-Site Technical Assistance

Site 

Tarrant County, Texas

Topic

Mental Illness in the Criminal Justice System

Date

April 19, 2002

Organization Requesting Assistance

Lauralee Harris, Executive Director

Mental Health Association in Tarrant County

3136 West 4th Street

Fort Smith, TX 76107

NMHA Facilitators

Cecelia Vergaretti, Vice President of Consumer Services and Advocacy

Lynn Bauer, Policy Analyst, Healthcare Reform

Overview of Assistance

This event simultaneously delivered technical assistance around both services and policy issues related to the overrepresentation and criminalization of individuals with mental illness in the criminal justice system. It served to educate participants about the issue and help to organize them to build capacity to address the issue of diversion of people with mental illness from the criminal justice system. The event also served as a vehicle to jumpstart the consensus building process in the community by examining relevant practices around the country and by reviewing existing federal and state law and polices that effect persons with mental illness in the criminal justice system.

The initial meeting consisted of a subset of the County’s existing mental health and justice coalition, as well as representatives from other parts of the state, and was convened as the first of what will be a series of on-going broader discussions among the larger coalition. Approximately 70 people attended the meeting. 

Summary of Training Activities

The meeting began with a brief orientation by the MHA’s Executive Director and NMHA staff, which proceeded to a discussion facilitated by NMHA staff on continuum of care in the criminal justice system. NMHA supports diversion from the criminal justice system at the earliest possible point but in the event that diversion from the system is not possible, we recommend that the appropriate services are in place to meet the needs of consumers of mental health services (e.g., medication, psychotherapy, support group services). NMHA staff continued by discussing our position on mental health courts, and initiatives set forth by the Department of Justice and the Council of State Governments.

Following this discussion, local stakeholders gave an overview of the Tarrant County Jail Diversion Program, pretrial release program and their method of educating law enforcement officials, attorneys and judges about the issue of consumers of mental health services who come in contact with the criminal justice system.  Over lunch, NMHA staff presented an analysis of broader national trends related to appropriations for mental health services, and then staff from the state MHA in Texas discussed state specific trends in Medicaid and criminal justice. This discussion aimed to address the broader issue of the need for and quality of community based services at a time of fiscal crisis at both the state and federal levels. 

NMHA staff then facilitated a discussion of model mental health court and diversion programs around the country, including the nine sites highlighted by a SAMASA study. This lead to an in-depth discussion of the Psychiatric Assertive Identification & Referral (PAIR) Program in Marion County, Indianapolis. Three representatives from Marion County were present, including a Supreme Court judge, the Deputy Prosecutor and the PAIR replication consultant. Participants found this session to be incredibly useful in determining the feasibility of replicating a similar program in Tarrant County.  

The day concluded with a brief discussion and wrap-up facilitated by the Executive Director of the Mental Health Association in Tarrant County.  Immediately following this discussion, a pre-selected group of stakeholders gathered to discuss action-planning strategies over dinner. 

Action Planning

The Tarrant County forum was designed specifically to address legal representation of individuals with mental illness in the criminal justice system. The coalition began by identifying two key needs that they will convey to the broader group:

(1) Tarrant County does not have a pretrial release diversion program that is accessible to defendants who have a mental illness. The forum was used to explore pretrial diversion programs that are working well in other communities and to agree upon a format that would work in Tarrant County. 

Over the course of the next several months, the MHA will work with the Tarrant County Pretrial Release Program to develop a proposal that will meet the needs of defendants with mental illness and substance abuse/co-occurring disorders and will engage the District Attorney’s office, judges, mental health/mental retardation (MH/MR) and the Hospital District psychiatric program in the design and implementation of this program. Finally, the MHA will work to make recommendations for legislation changes to encourage Counties to implement Pretrial Release programs specifically for defendants with mental illness. 

(2) The court system in Tarrant County has no provisions for assuring    appropriate disposition for defendants who have a mental illness.

The MHA will explore options for more adequate court services for people with mental illness and substance abuse/co-occurring disorders and work to enhance court disposition by enlisting Tarrant County judges, the District Attorney’s Office and the Tarrant County Administrator’s office in developing a proposal for innovative and specialized court services for defendants with mental illness. The coalition will develop recommendations for the implementation of new policies that do not require county funding, as well as make funding requests for any necessary court changes that would require additional County funding. Finally, the MHA and criminal justice coalition will develop recommendations for legislation that would encourage counties to implement specialized court programs specifically for defendants with mental illness.

These two action-planning goals highlight a greater concern in Tarrant County – the need for system collaboration.  Tarrant County currently lacks an inter-agency partnership to address the overrepresentation and criminalization of individuals with mental illness in their justice system. The presentation given by leaders of the PAIR program provided a blueprint for the Tarrant County justice coalition to follow in developing such collaboration. 

Finally, the MHA and coalition formed consensus that individuals who are not diverted, and who do serve a prison term, should be qualified for Medicaid upon their release into the community. The MHA and justice coalition will develop recommendations for legislation around presumptive Medicaid eligibility and discharge planning services and work with state legislators, the Texas Department of Health and Human Services and fellow affiliates who have proven success in this arena in order to implement change. 

Agenda

See attached agenda

Outcomes (also see attached evaluation form summary)

Technical assistance from NMHA resulted in four distinct types of outcomes:

· Initial collaboration among a subset of the County’s larger mental health coalition;

· An on-going opportunity for enhanced dialogue and strategic planning among the broader coalition;

· An opportunity for Tarrant County to emerge as a leader in the state in addressing mental health in the criminal justice system; and

· Recommendations will be developed for state level legislation that will encourage counties to implement pretrial release and specialized court programs specifically for defendants with mental illness.  The planning of strategic meetings with key state stakeholders is underway. 

· The success of this event will also result in future cross-departmental collaboration for on-site technical assistance within NMHA. 

Meeting Participants

See attached participant list

Follow-up to Technical Assistance Visit

NMHA facilitators are currently filling technical assistance requests generated during this meeting. Participants present, as well as members of the larger coalition, will be provided with this information. Cecelia Vergaretti and Lynn Bauer will address on-going technical assistance needs from the MHA as they relate to criminal justice and mental health services and policy, respectively. All coalition members will also have full access to the NHMA Advocacy Resource Center. NMHA will schedule a six-week follow-up call with members of the larger coalition to discuss the status of implementing the action plans, and to provide additional technical assistance needs and/or strategies to address any problems the coalition may be encountering. 

