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To: Senate Health and Human Services Committee
RE: S-0325 An Act relating to Insurance – Insurance coverage for mental illness and substance abuse.

On behalf of the National Association of Social Workers – Rhode Island Chapter ( NASW- RI), I am speaking in support of Senate Bill # 0325, which would require that reimbursement paid by a health insurer for mental illness and substance abuse be comparable to that paid for similar medical services.
Requiring insurers to offer the same coverage for people battling mental and physical illnesses would help fix a broken health care system and lift a stigma associated with mental disorders. 

Having a mental health disorder can be as serious as having a heart attack or any other debilitating, life-threatening physical health disorder, and can in fact contribute to physical ailments and also affect employee performance. Yet of the roughly 54 million Americans who suffer from a mental health disorder, only a third receive treatment. According to a 2004 survey by the American Psychological Association, Americans say that lack of insurance (87%) and cost (81%) are the leading factors for not seeking mental health services. The same survey shows that 85% of Americans say that health insurance should cover mental health services. Federal Laws have been implemented and are due to expand. Other state legislatures also recognize the importance of mental health parity. Since 1991, thirty-eight states have enacted some form of parity legislation, and Rhode Island adopted broad based parity laws. This legislation amends the act to include specific language regarding reimbursement rates, which helps retain qualified treatment providers.
For example, seniors suffer disproportionately from mental health disorders, yet senior mental health is neglected by a system that divorces mental health from the network of social and healthcare services, including primary care, which older individuals most readily access. According to the landmark Surgeon General's Report on Mental Health, published in 1999, the past three decades have been characterized by the introduction of a range of effective treatments for most mental disorders.  In the face of such knowledge, there is no excuse for the fact that some Rhode Islanders face barriers regarding their insurance coverage. As research continues to demonstrate the extent to which mental disorders and their treatment are connected to physical changes in the brain, public policy must follow suit by eliminating the historical discrimination in insurance coverage for mental health compared to physical health care.
Respectfully submitted by,

Courtney Pace

NASW-RI Representative
