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EDITORIAL: The public has a right to know
about changes

Published: Tuesday, February 21, 2012 at 3:30 a.m.

The plan to upend mental health services across
Alabama caught local officials by surprise last week. Their mood wasn’'t improved
when Mental Health Commissioner Zelia Baugh failed to show up for a meeting.

A spokesman for the Mental Health Department explained that Baugh, although she
had driven to Tuscaloosa, backed out of the meeting because the size of the group
had grown. Initially, Baugh agreed to meet with Mayor Walt Maddox and three other
local officials. By Friday afternoon, more than 10 members of the local legislative
delegation and other officials had come. So had television camera crews and
newspaper reporters.

“She didn’t feel that the meeting would be productive,” according to Tony Thompson,
Baugh'’s executive assistant.

We suspect it was the presence of the media that made Baugh balk. After all, she had
met with larger groups of legislators earlier in the week to explain her plan.

There is good reason for all the interest. The plan presented by Gov. Robert Bentley’s
administration would lay off nearly 1,000 state workers and close all state mental
hospitals in Alabama. Patients would be moved to community group homes.

Experts in community-based care say it takes time and money to build a system for
that many patients, and without necessary services, many of them will end up on the
streets. Bentley has since moderated the plan, saying the timeline for shutting down
the psychiatric hospitals is not definite.

That is encouraging, but it also raises additional questions of great concern to local
officials and the mental health community. What are the benchmarks for
determining when hospitals will close? Will funding for community based care be
increased enough to provide the necessary level of services and access to
medications? How will the impact on local communities be assessed?

The public has a right to know. If the meeting is rescheduled, we urge local officials to
keep the doors open.

Baugh conveyed disrespect for local officials and the people of Tuscaloosa by
canceling at the last minute without adequate explanation. It may be that the meeting
she envisioned had changed, but as commissioner of a large state agency, she should
be prepared to sit in the hot seat once in a while.

The pace and scope of changes proposed for state mental health services are
controversial. Alabama does spend a larger portion of its mental health money on
hospital care, rather than community-based services, compared with other states.
Shifting that may save money while improving outcomes for consumers of services.

We need candid discussion of the issues and strategies. One on hand, that means not
ambushing administration officials. It also means officials must to be willing to
explain their plans openly to the public even when that means answering tough
questions.
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