Jo Helen Graham

July 28, 14

Dear Honorable Los Angeles County Board of Supervisors Gloria Molina, Mark Ridley-Thomas, 

Zev Yaroslavsky, Dan Knabe, Michael Antonovich:

Mental Illness is as it is labeled, an illness.  Albeit that it is an illness of our brain, a major organ that controls our thoughts and our behaviors, it is an illness, a disease, a sickness. Why then do we have laws that limit and measure the treatment for individuals who have the diagnosis of a disease, a sickness, an illness of the brain?  Why don’t we simply treat the diseases of the brain similarly to the manner in which we treat cancers of the body, diabetes of the body, heart disease and any other illnesses that affects a major organ of the body?  Why are there limitations to the scope, the breadth and depth of our treatment for mental illness?   Why is it such an enormous challenge to obtain mental health treatment for those suffering from diseases of the brain? 

Why do we promote a Mental Health Medical Model that waits for a person with a Medical Mental Illness  to decompose, become homeless, or commit a crime before they are eligible to receive Medical Treatment?  Can you imagine waiting for Stage I Cancer to advance to Stage 4 Cancer before it is treated?  Why, before they are eligible for treatment, do we require that the mentally ill acknowledge their Medical Mental Illness and take medication, when statistics show that 50% or more of the population with the disease have an impaired awareness of their Medical Illness and refuse to take medication?  Why are licensed psychiatrists, who are medical doctors, forbidden by laws from sharing medical information about mentally ill individuals?
Why do we imprison, jail, and categorize as felons those with a medical mental illness, a disease, a sickness of a major organ of the body for behaviors that are a manifestation of their illness and in most cases, illnesses that are un-medicated and untreated because of laws that give rights to the individual’s psychosis rather than rights to the individual to live a productive life.

Why do we accept jails and prisons as surrogate mental health hospitals for our mentally ill citizens and loved ones rather than build (as the prison industry does) clinics and hospitals to care for the treatment of the mentally ill?  If you have the mentally ill as a captive audience in our court systems, why do they all not receive mental health treatment?

Why do we dump our mentally ill clientele on the doorsteps of the Criminal Justice System?  Why aren’t all mentally ill individuals sent to the Mental Health Court for adjudication and treatment?  Why aren’t LPS Conservatorships given to all loving and responsible family members who desire to care for their mentally ill loved ones so that they can receive mental health treatment? Why do we have gatekeepers for treatment of this vulnerable population?  

There are many unanswered questions that defy logic revolving around the treatment of our most vulnerable citizens and loved ones.  Today, we need you to take a step forward to address the most inhumane of all, the criminalization of our mentally ill, and support Supervisor Mark-Ridley Thomas’s proposal to allocate $20. Million to District Attorney Lacey’s plan to set up a comprehensive mental health jail diversion program.  Statistics show, according to E. Fuller Torrey’s Treatment Advocacy Center, that in Los Angeles County jail, 90% of the mentally ill inmates are repeat offenders, with 31% having been incarcerated ten or more times.  Mentally ill inmates cost more than non-mentally ill inmates for a host of reasons, including staffing needs states Dr. Torrey.  Spend the money more wisely and adopt a Jail Diversion Program.  States who have participated in this type of solution have seen a reduction in arrests, i.e. 45% to 12% in North Carolina, 30% to 5 % in New York to name a few.  

Thank you for your time and commitment to the needs of your community.
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