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Chairwoman Harp, Chairwoman Wood, members of the committee:

My name is Kristina Ragosta, and I am an attorney for the Treatment Advocacy Center in Arlington, Virginia. The
Treatment Advocacy Center is a national non-profit organization whose focus and expertise are state civil
commitment laws. Our mission is to eliminate barriers to the timely and effective treatment of severe mental illness
before tragedy occurs. Many of our supporters are victims of untreated mental illness and families who have loved
ones with severe mental illness they have been unable to get help for, oftentimes due to restrictive civil commitment
laws.

I was asked to address the court’s role in the mental health delivery system. Civil commitment laws are incorporated
in every state’s law in order to provide a mechanism for intervention when individuals with severe mental illness are
so ill they are unable to seek mental health treatment voluntarily. The vast majority of individuals with mental illness
who are receiving treatment are no more dangerous than the general population. The role of the court is often a
function of how thoroughly and effectively any state chooses to provide treatment to this small subset of individuals
(who are too ill to seek treatment voluntarily) through its civil commitment law.

The role of Connecticut’s courts is quite limited in this regard because the state’s civil commitment standards are
among the more restrictive. As a practical matter, this means judges are far more likely to see individuals with
untreated mental illness in court on a criminal matter, including a violent act that occurred because of behavior
resulting from symptoms of illness, than in the course of ensuring treatment of the illness before the act.

Although it is not yet clear what led to the unspeakable events in Newtown or whether the state’s laws would have
come into play, it is clear that Connecticut’s civil commitment laws are in need of reform. Connecticut’s law is
restrictive in three ways that differentiate it from states with better laws, which limits judicial imvolvement in the
prevention of consequences associated with not providing timely and effective treatment for mental illness:

s Anindividual needs to be dangerous before intervention is possible. Your standard requires that an
individual be a danger to self or others or a danger due to grave disability before commitment is possible.

o The state’s standard for commitment does not take into consideration an individual’s past psychiatric history,
such as repeated hospitalizations, a history of violence or atrest and/or symptoms of psychiatric deterioration
that could culminate in violence or other consequences of non-treatment.

s The law provides no option for qualifying individuals to receive court-ordered treatment in the community.
This makes Connecticut one of only six states that does not provide the option of assisted outpatient
treatment (AOT or outpatient commitment) as a mechanism for helping those who are living in the
community to better adhere to treatment. By omitting this option, Connecticut is denying individuals with
severe mental illness a less-restrictive treatment alternative that has been shown to reduce consequences and
save governments money.




Assisted outpatient treatment laws typically combine a court order and a comprehensive treatment and services plan.
When implemented, they require the individual patient to follow his or her treatment plan. The court’s role and the
legal procedures related to outpatient commitment laws vary from state to state. Typically, the court commits the
patient to the treatment system but, more importantly, it commits the treatment system to the patient.

The Department of Justice in 2012 deemed assisted outpatient treatment an evidence-based practice for reducing
crime and violence based upon findings from multiple studies that show AOT laws reduce rates and incidents of
hospitalization, arrest, emergency room utilization, victimization, suicide attempt and other violence. For example,
one study of results under New York's law found that:

77 percent fewer experienced hospitalizations compared to before participation.
74 percent fewer experienced homelessness compared to before participation.
83 percent fewer experienced arrests compared to before participation.

88 percent fewer experienced incarceration compared to before participation.

A 2010 Columbia University study found that individuals under outpatient commitment — who were more violent to
begin with — were nevertheless four times less likely than members of the control group to perpetrate serious
violence after undergoing treatment.

It is time for the state to the reform its civil commitment laws so they prevent dangerous situations, rather than
require them. Tt is not about civil rights. There is nothing civil or right about waiting for someone to be so ill — that
they are dangerous — before you can intervene.

Last session, Judge Killian presented a bill that sought to improve Connecticut’s mental health treatment law. The
bill was met with overwhelming opposition within the mental health community. While the Treatment Advocacy
Center did not support the specific language in the bill, its goal was laudable and logical: to ensure timely and
effective treatment for people suffering from untreated mental illness in your communities.

Now the legislature — for the second time in a year — is looking at ways to address the underlying issue that the
mental health community has failed to resolve: how the state of Connecticut can make it easier for families and other
caregivers to get help for a loved one experiencing psychiatric crisis before revolving-door consequences of non-
treatment such as homelessness, arrest, incarceration, hospitalization, suicide or violence occurs?

The mental health community has failed to do its job in providing treatment to some of its most vulnerable citizens.
Our prisons and jails are overflowing with people suffering from severe mental-illness as a result. In Connecticut, a
person with serious mental illness is twice as likely to be in jail or prison as in a psychiatric hospital bed.

While the current discussion is largely a response to Newtown, your law enforcement agencies, emergency room
directors, homeless officials and others would likely tell you that smaller, less pubhc}zed tragedy occurs routinely in
Connecticut as a result of untreated severe mental illness.

Improving your state civil commitment laws will not solve all of the issues with the mental health system and will
not prevent all tragedies, but it is a critical component to any discussion of accessing your mental health system and
public safety.
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