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SUBJECT

A MOTION in support of the federal Mental Health ACCESS Act of 2012.
SUMMARY

Proposed Motion 2012-0377 calls for County Council to approve and support Congressional passage of the Mental Health ACCESS Act of 2012. 
The Mental Health ACCESS Act of 2012 seeks to address a number of issues related to improving access to support mental health services and care for members of the Armed Forces and veterans and their families.
BACKROUND

According to various sources, the rate of suicides among veterans and active duty personnel outpaced combat related deaths in 2012 and veterans have higher rates of mental illness and substance abuse than the US population as a whole. Studies find that 20 percent of veterans report symptoms of a mental health disorders. Veterans have high rates of Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD) and Traumatic Brain Injury (TBI), as the conflicts in Iraq and Afghanistan have resulted in increased numbers of Veterans who have experienced TBI. The Department of Defense and the Defense and Veteran's Brain Injury Center estimate that 22 percent of all combat casualties from these conflicts are brain injuries, compared to 12 percent of Vietnam related combat casualties. PTSD and TBI often co-occur with mental health problems, such as depression, substance abuse, and TBI
. 
While the Department of Veterans Affairs (VA) and the Department of Defense (DOD) have increased its focus on mental health, suicide, PTSD, and TBI, gaps in services exist for active duty members of the Armed Forces and veterans alike; neither the DOD or VA provide mental health services to spouses or family members. As a result, in 2011, the US 9th Circuit Court of Appeals found that the VA had violated veterans’ constitutional rights by denying them guaranteed health care and benefits. The Judge further noted that some veterans with severe depression or PTSD were forced to wait eight weeks or more for a mental health referral. In February, A Madigan Army Medical Center psychiatrist who screened soldiers for PTSD has been removed from clinical duties while investigators look into controversial remarks he made about patients and the financial costs of disability benefits. 
Military service members transitioning to civilian life encounter many challenges and the numbers of veterans in this region are expanding. King County is home to an estimated 137,000 veterans and according to Joint Base Lewis McCord (JBLM) director of Human Resources. There are on average 6,000 service members transitioning out of JBLM each year, with an increase of 1,000 each year due to the draw down
. In King County, the voter approved Veterans and Human Services Levy (VHSL) provides services to veterans and their families, including mental health services. 
ANALYSIS
The federal legislation that is the subject of this motion seeks to address problems with DOD and VA mental health care. Specifically, The Mental Health ACCESS Act of 2012 would require DOD to create a comprehensive, standardized suicide prevention program, expand eligibility for a variety of VA mental health services to family members, improve training and education for health care providers, create more peer to peer counseling opportunities, and require VA to establish accurate and reliable measures for mental health services.
Mental Health ACCESS Act calls for:
Enhancement of Oversight for DOD Suicide Prevention and Resilience Programs: Would require DOD to create a comprehensive, standardized suicide prevention program. It would also require the Department to better oversee mental health care for service members, and ensure that medical best practices are being used, and allow outside experts to help DOD provide quality care. 

Expanding Services for Families: Would expand eligibility for a variety of VA mental health services to family members. 

Improvement of Training and Education for Providers: Would develop and implement continuing education programs for providers as well as other personnel who a service member could seek assistance from including chaplains and medics. 

Creation of more Peer to Peer Counseling Opportunities: Would establish a more formal relationship between the VA and DOD to give service members an opportunity to serve as peer counselors to fellow Iraq and Afghanistan veterans. It would also require VA to offer peer support services at all medical centers. 

Requiring VA to Make Critical Improvements to Mental Health Services: Would require VA to establish accurate and reliable measures for mental health services, and to implement a staffing model that better meets the needs of veterans. 

The Mental Health ACCESS Act would help King County veterans and their families by addressing unmet mental health needs and by providing services that increase the self-sufficiency of veterans. 
Adoption of Proposed Motion 2012-0377 appears to be a reasonable action by the Council. 
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