This is the presentation I gave to introduce the Mental Health Parity bill to the Senate Banking and Insurance committee.
Good morning, and thank you for allowing me to talk to you briefly about the issue of health insurance “parity” as it relates to mental and physical health.

Until the mid 90’s, the insurance companies had treated their insured with mental illness as second class citizens compared to those patients with physical illnesses.  If you had meningitis, Parkinson’s disease, or a brain tumor, those brain illnesses were considered and covered as a physical illness.  If your brain didn’t work right because of an imbalance of the chemicals serotonin and norepinephrine and you had a severe depression, then you were not really sick and you were just supposed to “shake it off”.

We have made tremendous strides in the field of psychiatry in just the time I have been in practice and we can successfully treat major depression and other illnesses of the brain in 65-80% of the cases, exceeding the success physicians have treating some other chronic illnesses, and success doesn’t come by asking patients to “shake it off”.  Mental illness is no different than other diseases in that the patients require careful evaluation, effective treatment, and sometimes prolonged follow-up just like we do for diabetes and hypertension. 
Fortunately, at least in 46 of the 50 states, but not including Florida, the health insurance companies have discovered that treating mental illness like other physical and medical diseases does not drive up the cost of premiums, and in fact, if the patients have their mental problems stabilized then their overall health gets better and the overall costs go down because they remember to take their medicines, keep their doctors appointments, eat healthier, exercise more, and have better self esteem. 

Good psychiatric care saves money in other areas as noted in a recent study by Dow Chemical Company.  After mental healthcare was added to their health insurance as a covered benefit, absenteeism dropped by an average 9 days per year and the medical costs dropped by an average $882 per employee.  This study showed that there were more missed days from work because of depression than any other illness.  Treating their work force for their mental health made the employees more productive and more likely to stay with the company.  In California in the MediCal program studies have shown that for each $1 spent on mental health saves $7 in taxpayer expenses in unemployment compensation, other medical illnesses, juvenile justice, and prison expenses.  In most prisons, 40 to 60% of the prisoners have mental illness.

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 and for mental health care has been documented to be over 300 Billion dollars a year.  This is more than cancer, heart disease, respiratory disease, and AIDS – added together.  150 Billion of that is from lost productivity alone.
Senators, the facts are in, the evidence is clear.  This bill is simple – treat brain disorders the same as all physical and medical illnesses.  The wealth of this country is directly related to the health of the country.  It is time 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.  Enough studies have been done, and the experience of other states with “parity” has been recorded.  The dire predictions made 10 years ago of uncontrollable cost increases of providing mental health benefits in health insurance have proved to be unfounded.  Premiums have remained level or increased slightly, less than 1% to treat mental health equal to all other physical illnesses. 

This is the 21st century.  It is time to stop discriminating against people with mental illnesses and allow every one to have access to highly effective treatments that will save lives, families, and all of us a lot of money.  Florida has abandoned those who suffer with brain disorders for far too long.  46 other states have figured this out. 

It is time we have HB 291 for “Parity” in Mental Health.

Thank you.  

The bill passed with a unanimous vote in this committee.
