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Testimony of Kate Ryan
Presented by Faith Behum, MA Developmental Disabilities Council 
To the Joint Committee on Mental Health and Substance Abuse
September 10, 2013
RE: SB 909/HB 1794
Dear Chairpersons and Committee Members,

Thank you for giving me the opportunity to address you on Senate Bill 909/House Bill 1794: An act to ensure access to services from the Department of Mental Health for individuals with autism spectrum disorders and related conditions who otherwise meet the eligibility criteria for DMH services.  My name is Faith Behum and I am a Disability Policy Specialist for the Massachusetts Developmental Disabilities Council.  The Council is mandated by federal law to identify methods that improve the system of supports for individuals with developmental disabilities and their families.  Today I will be presenting a testimony on behalf of our Council member, Kate Ryan who was not able to attend today’s hearing. The following are Kate’s words:  
“Which came first: the chicken or the egg?

Which came first: the Aspergers or the mental health diagnosis?

For many adults on the spectrum, there is no doubt that their autism came first, as it was present from birth.  However, like in the age-old question of chickens and eggs, it was often our mental health problems that came first and took foremost importance.  The egg – in this case, the autism – caused the chicken, or the mental health problems – to be, but then the mental health problems grow so big that it is hard to believe that the Aspergers diagnosis was really at the root of everything.

The vast majority of adults on the autism spectrum also have some co-occurring mental health diagnosis, myself included.  For many of us, these mental health issues are a direct result of not being properly diagnosed for years.  The variety of services for kids on the spectrum today in Massachusetts makes it hard to believe that as little as fifteen years ago, people such as myself were shunned to special-ed classrooms or labeled with behavior problems.  The basic fact is that the world didn’t know what to do with us, and it still, in many ways, doesn’t.  As a result, we were treated badly, and our natural tendency to worry often blossomed into full-blown anxiety disorders or obsessive compulsive disorders.  

Today, I struggle with not only Aspergers, but depression, obsessive compulsive disorder, generalized anxiety disorder, dermatillomania and post-traumatic stress disorder.  Yet because my primary diagnosis is Aspergers syndrome, I do not qualify for services through the DMH.  I have had years of trouble finding and keeping good psychiatrists and therapists and the only reason I can afford my own medications, which keep me functioning on a daily basis, is due to my own low income and Commonwealth Care.

People with Aspergers want and need to be happy, healthy, productive members of society, but years of rejection and social difficulties have left us with some enormous problems.  We need help to get out into society and learn how to function despite our depression, our anxieties and our obsessions.  We need help that is not available now.  We love the teeny, tiny details but can’t see the forest for the leaves on the trees, and things like person-centered planning, support groups, access to good therapists, club houses, and psychiatric case management would cost the state little, yet help us so much.  Please support this bill.” 
In summary, the Massachusetts Developmental Disabilities Council supports SB 909/HB 1794.  The Council supports policy initiatives that help people with developmental disabilities lead successful lives in their communities.  We applaud Senator Flanagan and Representative Kay Khan for introducing such an important piece of legislation and thank members of the Joint Committee on Mental Health and Substance Abuse for your continued support on behalf of people with developmental disabilities.
Thank You,
Faith Behum (on behalf of Kate Ryan) 
Disability Policy Specialist/Staff to the Autism Commission
The Massachusetts Developmental Disabilities Council
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