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Florida Hospital is ceding most of its psychiatric care to Lakeside Alternatives, according to Friday's Sentinel. I cannot imagine Florida Hospital ceding cardiology or general surgery to another hospital system. Why would a hospital give up most of a service?

Twenty-five million people in the U.S. are severely underinsured by virtue of discriminatory coverage by insurance companies, for treatment for mental illnesses including substance abuse. Many people with treatable mental-health problems, such as depression and anxiety, are denied access to care by a system that discriminates against them. Even those with excellent insurance may find treatment unavailable to them -- for instance, when psychiatric units close.

Both the state of Florida and Congress now have the chance to end this practice by passing legislation that will require insurance companies to bring mental-health treatment "on par" with physical illnesses and injuries. Or they can do nothing, perpetuating the unjust status quo.

As a psychiatrist in Florida for 28 years, I am encouraged to see Florida's Legislature joining this trend in introducing legislation requiring mental-health parity within health insurance coverage. The legislation would end discrimination against people with mental illnesses, who are required to pay higher co-payments, allowed fewer doctor visits or days in the hospital, or made to pay higher deductibles than those that apply to other illnesses.

It would bring health-insurance coverage for mental illness on equal ground with coverage for those patients with physical illnesses and injuries. It would also improve health outcomes and save health-care dollars. Most states have passed parity laws. Many people are unaware of their poor mental-health coverage until they need help. The tremendous advances in treatment may be unavailable to them.

The National Institute of Mental Health has found that patients with depression enjoy treatment success rates as high as 80 percent, where patients with heart disease may respond to treatment only 50 percent of the time. Study after study has shown that treating a patient's mental-health concerns improves the patient's physical health, especially in cases in which there is elevated risk for heart attack or stroke. Parkinson's disease and schizophrenia are both brain disorders involving dopamine, a neurotransmitter. However, one is covered by insurance, the other often covered to a lesser degree.

Cost studies of state parity laws have shown that these protections raise premium costs by only a few percentage points at most while providing families with mental-health needs crucial assistance.

In fact, according to the Employee Benefits Journal, mental-health concerns are the cause of more absenteeism than physical illness or injury. There is also a business case for giving people equal access to care. A study of one corporation found a four-to-one return on investment after considering medical claims, absenteeism and turnover.

With the toll of untreated mental illnesses high, the benefits of treatment clear, and the price tag on parity low, it is essential that discriminatory access to care end for people with mental illnesses.

Encourage your legislators in Florida and in the U.S. House and Senate to work together and pass this critical mental-health parity legislation. The costs of permitting parity's defeat in Florida and in Congress are simply too high.
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