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Testimony of Faith Behum
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.  We bring together lawmakers and advocates to make sure people with developmental disabilities are included in public policy decisions.  The Council works with legislators and policymakers to serve as an impartial educational resource to inform public policy at both state and federal levels to better meet the needs of individuals with developmental disabilities and their families.

Part of my role as a Disability Policy Specialist is to staff the Governor’s Special Commission Relative to Autism.  For two and a half years I facilitated all the Autism Commission’s meetings and documented the conversations about the needs of the autism community amongst advocates, parents, and individuals with autism.  One of the issues the Commission was charged to investigate in its legislative resolve were mental health services.  Access to effective and appropriate mental health services was a reoccurring topic discussed by the Commission and its subcommittees.  When we filed the Autism Commission report in March 2013, assuring those with autism and a co-occurring mental health condition have equal access to and appropriate services from the DMH was one of our top priorities. The passing of SB 909/HB 1794 would accomplish this priority by changing the DMH’s statutes and regulations to specifically say that an individual with autism and a co-occurring serious mental illness who meets DMH’s other eligibility criteria will receive emergency, crisis, acute care, ongoing treatment, and support from the Department.
Serious mental illness is one of the challenges many individuals with autism deal with on a daily basis. Due to these challenges, individuals with autism seek assistance from the DMH.  DMH service approval is a two-step process.  In order to be approved for DMH services individuals must first meet DMH’s clinical criteria, which means that the individual must be determined to have a qualifying mental health diagnosis and significant functional impairments that are primarily the result of that diagnosis.  Second, the individual must be in need of a service that DMH provides and has available.  DMH’s primary mission is to serve individuals with serious and persistent mental illness; their community services are designed to meet the needs of that population.  Those services are often not suitable for individuals with autism who require specialized services to address their needs as individuals with a developmental disability and a serious mental illness.
SB 909/HB 1794 would rectify this by both changing the DMH’s statutes and regulations and by requiring DMH to design services to meet the needs of the autism population.  By doing this, individuals with autism will not only be found eligible for DMH’s services but will also receive the specialized services they need to function as contributing members of society.
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
Disability Policy Specialist/Staff to the Autism Commission
The Massachusetts Developmental Disabilities Council
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