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Testimony before the Joint committee on Public Safety and Homeland Security, May 18, 2005 in support of H 1912 an act establishing a Corrections Citizens Review Board.

Good morning Chairman Barrios and Chairwoman Rivera and members of the Joint Committee on Public Safety and Homeland Security. Thank you for the privilege of testifying in favor of H -1912 an act establishing a Corrections Citizens Review Board sponsored by Representative Kay S. Khan and cosponsored by 23 members of the General Court.

My name is Sid Gelb and I am public policy chair of the National Alliance for the Mentally Ill of Massachusetts. The National Alliance for the Mentally Ill is a grass roots nonprofit organization dedicated to improving the lives of individuals with biologically based brain disorders such as Schizophrenia, Bipolar Disorder, Major Depression and other persistent serious mental illnesses. We are dedicated to eliminating stigma associated with mental illness by educating the public about the nature of mental illness, that mental illness is a treatable disease and the recovery is possible. Consisting of over 2500 members in 25 statewide affiliates, we advocate for improved services, access to the much medication, supportive housing, employment and research to find the most effective way to treat these illnesses and hopefully some day to find a cure. We educate the community to eliminate the stigma and discrimination against people with mental illness  that pervades our society.  

There are serious problems in the Department of Corrections as was brought out by the Governors Commission on Correction Reform. 

In response to these recommendation, Governor Romney issued an Executive Order on September 15, 2004, creating a Department of Correction Advisory Council that would operate until September 15, 2005. The order authorized a 17 member council and specified that it would include the Commissioners of the Department of Public Health and the Department of Mental Health.The Governor charged the Council with advising the Department of Correction (DOC) on matters of concern, and monitoring the progress of implementation of the Commission's eighteen recommendations. 

The Governor initially intended to reappoint the members of his Corrections Reform Commission to be the Advisory Council. Many advocacy organizations had wanted a longer mandate, and had urged the Governor to consider appointing representatives from the public; neither of these urgings were acted on. The Commission's final report included,  as recommendations  12 and  13, that "there should be a dedicated external review of inmate health and mental health services" and "a dedicated  external review of issues pertaining to female offenders  in the Department's custody." Task forces in these two areas  have  been  operating  under  leadership  of  the  DOC  with  select members of the Council. Many who have been  interested in follow-up of the  Commission's  work  had  hoped  that  these  two  task  forces  would operate as truly external to the DOC (as the original Commission did), that they  would  be  more  visible  to  the  public,  and  that  each  would  have representation  of  service  providers  and  advocacy  groups  in  the  areas being  considered.  

Changing the mind set and reforming the DOC will take a considerable amount of time. A Correctional Review Board as envision by this act will provide a broader perspective and transparency by including advocacy groups who have an interest in supporting the Commissioner in her effort to change the system. A Citizens review board would provide the  oversight and continuity necessary for true reform to take place. NAMI’s interest is based on the large percent of inmates who have a mental illness many of whom are receiving services. Overall more than 21 percent of the inmates are currently receiving psychotropic medication and psychotherapy. More than 60 percent of the women in Framingham are receiving services.

There is a strong need for a Correction Review Board that consists of a broad array of stake holders to provide oversight and support the Commissioner in her effort to reform the Department of Corrections. I urge you to report favorably on this act.

Thank you for your attention.
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