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Senator Crist: For Access to Care, Cost Should Compare
Legislation Requires Equal Access to Treatment for Mentally Ill

Tampa, FL—Lawmakers are determined to remove the disparities plaguing Florida’s mental health care system. In a major step forward to improving access to healthcare for those with mental illnesses, Senator Victor Crist (R-Tampa) has filed legislation (SB 164) which requires insurance companies to provide the same co-pay, deductible, and visit limitations as they do for traditional medical care. State Representative Ed Homan, MD (R-Tampa), an orthopedic surgeon at the USF medical school, has filed an identical bill in the House of Representatives.  Currently, mental health benefits in Florida are restricted to specific service areas, require higher insurance premiums, and are capped at certain levels regardless of patients’ needs. As a result, patients with diseases such as bipolar disorder or Alzheimer’s are prevented from obtaining needed treatment—and Senator Crist and Representative Homan are demanding a more equitable standard of coverage.    

“As we lower the barriers to treatment for those with a mental illness, we will enable them to obtain proper care, and ultimately, we will detain fewer in the criminal justice system”, explained Crist, who is also Chairman of the Senate Committee on Civil and Criminal Justice Appropriations. A report issued recently following a mental health summit at Florida’s Supreme Court highlights the disparities in the state’s coordination of services for people with mental illness, emphasizing the cost of untreated mental illness to society, which includes increased substance abuse, incarceration rates, and homelessness. The report also noted that Florida’s lack of “parity” laws for mental health coverage places further restrictions and increased demand on facilities that are funded by the public sector.

The high cost to society of untreated and under treated mental illnesses is the greatest cause of disability in our country and the total costs to society for mental health care is more than from cancer, heart disease, respiratory disease and AIDS – added together.  Proactively improving mental health coverage will help lift the stigma of mental illness and encourage employers to seek effective treatment.  Removing obstacles to good mental health care makes good sense for the state, the company, the family, and most certainly, the individual.  Senator Crist believes that Florida has abandoned those who suffer with brain disorders for far too long and Florida should join the 46 other states that have already enacted laws for mental health “parity” to treat disorders of the brain like any other medical and physical illness.
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