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New Parity Legislation Will Help Thousands Of Families, Hundreds of Communities Across Colorado

Investment Will Ease Demands On Health Care, Corrections

DENVER – Friday’s passage of the Mental Health Parity Act of 2008 will help thousands of families across Colorado. It will end the inequity between benefits for mental health/substance use disorders and medical/surgical benefits covered by group health plans with more than 50 employees.  

When the law is enacted, 113 million people across the country will have the right to non-discriminatory mental health coverage, including 82 million individuals enrolled in self-funded plans (regulated under ERISA), who cannot be assisted by State parity laws. 

About 17 percent of the people in Colorado do not have health insurance of any sort. Even fewer have coverage for mental health and substance abuse needs. Although the details of the plan are complex, the benefits will be numerous to individuals and families, but they could impact entire communities and the state of Colorado. For example, improved mental health coverage will help taxpayers in many ways: 

1. Emergency Services: Reduce demand for emergency services and fewer write-offs by hospitals – an impact that could help stabilize rising health care costs.
2. Health Care Providers and Insurers: Reduce demands on our health care providers due to earlier intervention and integrated care (which hopefully will be encouraged under the model to improve care, improve outcomes, and reduce overall healthcare costs due the impacts of co-morbidity and the benefits of earlier intervention and integrated care -- for example, the coincidence between depression and heart disease, and between depression and diabetes are well documented. Many other impacts also are known. In many cases, behavioral health intervention can reduce other health care costs by 50%. This could help stabilize rising health care costs.
3. Corrections and Courts: Reduce demands on our community and state correctional systems. Colorado has approximately 35,000 inmates in state prisons and county jails. According to Colorado Department of Corrections estimates, almost 40 percent of the current inmate population has some type of mental health disorder and about 17-18 percent of all inmates have a serious mental illness. In contrast to DOC’s $599 million in General Fund expenditures, Colorado spends only $37.5 million in General Funds on community mental health services for medically indigent people. Treating these individuals in the community costs about $6,000 - $8,000 per year, while incarcerating them costs up to $60,000 per year and offers minimal, if any, remedial benefit.  Initial findings show that inmates with mental illness in the seven-county, Denver-metro area have an average jail stay of 121 days vs. an average of about 25 days for other inmates. They also have much higher rates of recidivism. 
4. Veterans: A June 2007 report from the DOD Mental Health Task Force highlights the growing psychological problems that troops returning from Iraq and Afghanistan are experiencing. The report found that nearly 50 percent of National Guard members and reservists report symptoms of mental disorders and many find it difficult to access military-provided clinical care and support groups. Their children and spouses also are in need of more care, especially in rural areas. 
Colorado’s community mental health system served a record 84,500 people in 2007 due to rising demands and increased access to services. Despite the progress, Colorado still has a huge unmet need that includes hundreds of thousands of people. The percentage of people with employer sponsored insurance plans continues to decrease. 
“We can’t afford to ignore the thousands of people who are not currently served,” said George DelGrosso, Executive Director of the Colorado Behavioral Healthcare Council (CBHC). “We are thankful to Sen. Salazar and other leaders from Colorado for making this important accomplishment possible.” 

In 2007, 15.1 percent of Colorado’s residents reported receiving some form of mental health treatment from public and private providers according to the report “Ranking America’s Mental Health.” However, the lack of mental healthcare is compounding physical health problems and contributing to suicide, lost productivity, criminal offenses, and homelessness for about 600,000 individuals across Colorado who went untreated last year. 

“For the millions of Americans suffering from mental illness, this day has been too long in coming,” said Senator Salazar.  “Signing this bill into law means that 113 million people across the country, including more than eighty million people who are not protected by State parity laws, will have the right to non-discriminatory mental health coverage.  This is the right thing to do.” 
“We all have a stake in serving unmet mental health needs in Colorado,” DelGrosso said. “People with untreated mental illness consume up to twice as much medical care as the average individual. That drives up the cost of health care for everyone. This unmet need also is driving up costs within our courts and in the criminal justice system – it’s impeding productivity in the workplace and within our schools. People with mental illness occupy more hospital beds than persons with cancer, diabetes and heart disease occupy combined.”
CBHC is a nonprofit membership organization that represents Colorado’s statewide network of community behavioral healthcare providers (including 17 community mental health centers, two specialty clinics, and five behavioral health organizations). Members contract with the State of Colorado and others to provide comprehensive, community-based behavioral and psychiatric services to more than 84,500 people across the state. CBHC members provide a network of skilled therapeutic and community resources to meet the mental health need of individuals and families.  Thousands of people, once isolated and disabled by mental illness, are now leading productive and satisfying lives thanks to Colorado’s award-winning community mental health system. For more information, visit www.cbhc.org.
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