April 30, 2010
The Honorable Barbara Mikulski

Chair, Subcommittee on Commerce, Justice, Science, and Related Agencies

Committee on Appropriations

144 Dirksen Office Building

Washington, DC 20510

The Honorable Richard Shelby

Ranking Member, Subcommittee on Commerce, Justice, Science, and Related Agencies

Committee on Appropriations

123 Hart Office Building

Washington, DC 20510

The Honorable Alan Mollohan

Chair, Subcommittee on Commerce, Justice, Science, and Related Agencies
Committee on Appropriations

Room H-309, The Capitol Building

Washington, DC  20515

The Honorable Frank Wolf
Ranking Member, Subcommittee on Commerce, Justice, Science, and Related Agencies

Committee on Appropriations

1016 Longworth House Office Building

Washington, DC  20515

Dear Chairmen Mikulski and Mollohan and Ranking Members Shelby and Wolf:

Our diverse organizations have come together to express our strong support for continued funding of the Mentally Ill Offender Treatment and Crime Reduction Act (MIOTCRA) in FY 2011.  We represent a broad spectrum of stakeholders working to improve the lives of people with mental illnesses involved with the criminal justice system.  
MIOTCRA was signed into law in 2004 and authorizes a $50 million grant program to be administered by the United States Department of Justice (DOJ).  The bill received unanimous, bipartisan support in both chambers of Congress and is supported by a broad spectrum of leaders representing the diverse fields of law enforcement, corrections, the courts and mental health. 

The majority of people with mental illnesses who are arrested and incarcerated are low-level, nonviolent offenders who are essentially exhibiting in public the symptoms of untreated mental illnesses. A study released in the June 2009 issue of Psychiatric Services confirms what corrections and community leaders have long known: people with mental illnesses are significantly overrepresented in jails.  The study finds that nearly 15 percent of men and 31 percent of women in jails have a serious and persistent mental illness.  Too often there are people incarcerated who have serious mental illnesses, oftentimes for minor offenses, who would be better served in the community.
The Mentally Ill Offender program provides assistance to states and communities to create new programs or expand existing programs that can both reduce costs and help these offenders return to productive lives.  States and local governments can use the grants for a broad range of activities, including mental health courts, mental health and substance abuse treatment for incarcerated mentally ill offenders, community reentry services, and cross-training of criminal justice and mental health personnel.  The grants also promote improved training of local law enforcement officers to help them identify and improve their response to people with mental illnesses.
The grants available through the MIOTCRA program are in high demand.  Of the 250 grant applications submitted in 2006, only 11 percent were funded, awarding only 28 jurisdictions in 19 states with additional resources to design and implement or improve upon their mental health programs.  In 2007, 27 jurisdiction in 16 states received grant awards.  In 2008, of the 211 grant applications submitted, again only about 11 percent were funded, awarding 23 jurisdictions in 18 states with JMHCP grants.  In 2009, of the 217 applications submitted, 20 percent were funded in 43 jurisdictions in 30 states.

The President’s 2011 budget proposed the consolidation of the MIOTCRA program and the drug court program into a single problem-solving courts initiative.  While a problem-solving courts initiative has merit, this policy change would not include many of the key elements of MIOTCRA, especially the law enforcement initiatives funded under the program.  
One of the specialized law enforcement responses funded under MIOTCRA are Crisis Intervention Teams (CIT) – a pre-booking jail diversion program designed to improve the outcomes of police interactions with people with mental illnesses. By diverting people with serious mental illness from jails, CIT helps ensure that jails are used to incarcerate criminals, not people who require treatment.  CIT also saves public resources by preventing people from deteriorating to the point they are incarcerated or require costly emergency services. Finally, CIT saves police time and money by creating an efficient system for transferring people from law enforcement custody to mental health treatment.
We strongly urge you to continue these efforts by supporting the entire MIOTCRA program this year and in future budget cycles.  If we can provide additional information, our organizations would be happy to meet with you or your staff or provide examples of the work being done in communities through the MIOTCRA program.
Sincerely,
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