Ending the Stigma of “Mental Illness”
This is the presentation I made to the Health Innovation Committee where this bill 
passed unanimously.

Colleagues, I am here to present HB 291, the Mental Health Parity Act.

I think nothing could compare to the heartbreak endured by a family whose loved ones suffer from diseases such as cancer or AIDS, but the darkest and most devastating illnesses often deal with the brain.  Why? Because of the stigma, ignorance, and pathetic healthcare/legal policies that surround what we call “mental illness”.  Unfortunately, this phrase makes it sound as if it is all psychological.  The fact is that brain diseases are just as physical as heart diseases, diabetes, or any other illness of any other organ. 

Unfortunately, I know much more about this issue that I would like.  My oldest son suffers from a bipolar illness.  Brain disorders bearing the names of bipolar, depression, schizophrenia, and others aren’t about emotions or having “down days”.  They are conditions that affect judgment, mood, actions, relationships, finances, employment, integrity, and every other aspect of a person’s life.  It is about time that our great country addresses the tragic human and social consequences of “mental health” policies that are more akin to something you would expect out of Transylvania in the dark ages. 

Every seventeen minutes in America someone commits suicide.  Where is the public outrage? If you have not been touched by one of these tragedies, you cannot understand the desolation, confusion, and guilt experienced by parents, children, and friends of those who have killed themselves. 

In 1955 a half million Americans were patients in state mental hospitals.  If you take the patient per capita ratio that existed in 1955 and extrapolated it based on today’s population you would expect to find almost a million patients in mental hospitals today but there are fewer than 50,000.  Where are the others?  More than 300,000 are in jail and prisons.  Another half million are in court ordered probation. The largest public facilities for the mentally ill are not our hospitals; they are our jails and prisons.  They have become our new asylums.  We need to fix this problem and the way to help do that is to provide equivalent insurance coverage for severe mental illness, i.e., Mental Health Parity.  That means giving equal coverage for brain diseases as for other diseases.  A person suffering from a serious mental illness may be as debilitated as someone with a serious physical illness and both should have adequate coverage and access to care.
“Parity” means insurers cannot charge higher co-payments or impose stricter limits on psychiatric care than for medical illnesses.  Recently a study was published in the New England Journal of Medicine that found when health plans implemented “parity” under the federal employees health benefit program that insurance coverage for mental illness equal to physical illness did not drive up the cost of care as many insurers feared and no significant increase in mental health spending was found relative to ongoing expenses and health care spending.  The federal employee program is the nations largest employer sponsored health insurance program providing over $29 billion in benefits to 8 million federal employees and their dependents through 250 health plans across the country.  This study confirmed that treatment of mental illness and substance abuse is affordable for health plans. 

Some facts to consider about mental health are that:

1. 18 million Americans were affected by depression on an annual basis, twice as many as are affected by coronary artery disease.

2. Individuals with mental illnesses face blatant health insurance discrimination by nearly 98% of private sector health insurance plans that pose some form of unfair discriminatory limits on mental illness treatment.
3. The high cost to society of untreated and under treated mental illness has been documented to be over $300 billion dollars a year. That is more than cancer, respiratory disease, AIDS, and coronary heart disease added together. 

4. Parity and mental illness coverage helps states save money as determined by a report to Congress by the National Mental Health Advisory Council that concluded that “parity” coverage for severe mental illnesses resulted in a net savings of $2.2 billion dollars a year.
5. A.  Recent studies have shown that full parity for mental health coverage in
       the private health insurance plans increase insurance premiums less than 1%.

      B. There are now forty-six states that have enacted various types of parity 
       laws.
      C. A large managed care organization in Minnesota, Allina Health System,
       reported that that state’s parity law adds only 26 cents per member per month
       for its 460,000 enrollees.  Also in Minnesota a year after the parity law took
       effect Blue Cross Blue Shield had a premium reduction of 5 to 6% in its small
       business health plans. 

D. 11 to 18 insurance carriers in New Hampshire representing the majority

of commercially covered lives in the state found that no health plan reported concern about the implementation of the mental health parity law, nor did carriers attribute any change in premium to the parity law. 

E. Since North Carolina’s parity law for state employees was implemented in 1992 mental health payments as a portion of total health payments have decreased from 6.4% to 3.4%.

Representatives, the facts are in, the evidence is clear.  It is time for us to come out of the dark ages and recognize that the brain is an organ and it can get sick just like any other organ.  Great advances in treatment of the common mental health disorders have been made in the last twenty years and our citizens with these problems would do so much better if we do not hinder access to them getting the proper treatment.  The overall cost to society would be so much less for just a minimal investment. 

We owe it to our future to get this done.  Mental illness is a cruel disease.  No one knows who it might strike or why.  It lasts forever.  My oldest son has it and because he is sick he will always be dancing on the edge of a cliff.  I cannot keep him from falling.  All I can do is promise that I will never abandon him.  America has abandoned those who suffer with brain disorders for far too long.  We can and must to better.   I would appreciate your support of HB 291.    

Thank you. 
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