NH Public Radio - April 25, 2017
Sununu Tells Lawmakers Fixing State's Mental Health System not an Option - a Mandate
By Paige Sutherland
New Hampshire lawmakers are trying to push through a last-minute effort this session to address the
state’s ongoing shortage of treatment for those battling severe mental illness. The proposal has the
strong support of Governor Chris Sununu. So much so, that at its public hearing Tuesday, Sununu
advocated for the measure himself, telling lawmakers that providing these additional services was "not a
option but a mandate.”
“To be blunt about it, these problems could have and should have been addressed long ago and I can’t
speak for previous administrations but I can tell you in my first 100 days here it has come to stark light
to me just how in disarray our mental health system truly is,” Sununu told the Senate Health and Human
Services Committee. On average 45 people a day in New Hampshire are waiting for inpatient psychiatric
care. The measure calls for 20 new beds for those with severe mental illness as well as 40 new
transitional beds in the community and an additional mobile crisis unit.
But in a fiscally conservative state, passing these initiatives tends to come down to money. And
currently, the bill does not have an exact dollar amount on how much these new services would cost.
When asked about the financials, Sununu told committee members, "Dollars cannot get in the way of
quality services and quality outcomes in mental health." Ken Norton, the Executive Director of New
Hampshire’s chapter of the National Alliance on Mental Illness, says addressing the state's lack of care is
long overdue. “As I’ve said before, it's wrong medically, it’s wrong legally, it’s wrong ethically, it’s wrong
morally and it’s wrong economically. And it’s time we move forward to do something about it,” said
Norton, who helped craft this legislation.
Those who also spoke in favor of the bill included the state's Health and Human Services Commissioner
as well as the President of the New Hampshire Hospital Association.
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Lack of access to mental health services concerns health execs
Backlog: Executives from six health care systems write letter to the governor voicing concern over
lack of “sufficient capacity” at state psychiatric hospital.
By DAVE SOLOMON
CONCORD — Executives from six of the state’s largest health care systems wrote to Gov. Chris Sununu
on Monday to express their “deep concerns” about access to mental health services in the state, and the
backlog of patients in emergency rooms awaiting admission to the state’s psychiatric hospital. “Given
the state’s insuffi cient investments in additional bed capacity at New Hampshire Hospital, our
emergency departments have become a boarding place for behavioral health patients in acute crisis,”
states the April 24 letter from Dr. Travis Harker, chief medical officer at Granite Health, a collaborative
involving Catholic Medical Center, Concord Hospital, LRG Healthcare, Southern NH Health and
Wentworth-Douglas Hospital.
4.25.17

1

The Senate is expected to hold a public hearing Tuesday on a bill to expand community mental health
beds in the hope of easing the strain on New Hampshire Hospital and local emergency rooms, but the
letter calls that an inadequate response. “Expanding community care alone is not enough to eliminate
the growing wait list,” writes Harker. In addition to more beds at New Hampshire Hospital, the letter
recommends investing in workforce development to “train and retain” psychiatric providers, add mobile
crisis units and create incentives for private investment in so-called “designated receiving facilities.”
The amendment that the Senate will review on Tuesday includes funding for a new mobile crisis unit, as
well as new beds at “designated receiving facilities” — a phrase used to describe licensed mental health
beds outside of New Hampshire Hospital. The state recently added 10 beds to the state hospital, but
that has had minimal effect on easing the backlog of individuals waiting in hospital emergency rooms,
which at times has exceeded 50 patients statewide.
Gov. Sununu toured Concord Hospital on Friday and later met with the media to describe the state’s
response to the growing crisis. Concord Hospital at one point in February had 22 patients waiting for
admission to New Hampshire Hospital, with only six beds designated for that purpose. “The six rooms
are full and you can see the beds lining the hall,” Sununu said on Friday, when 12 patients were being
accommodated at Concord Hospital. “This is not New Hampshire Hospital, and the fact that we have this
logjam, and a logjam of actual people, is the real scary point here,” Sununu said. “These are people with
families, moms bringing their kids in. They just want services and help for their loved ones. We have to
make sure we understand that, and are doing anything we can to create a new long-term solution for
this state.”
The letter from the Granite Health consortium suggests local hospitals have reached the limits of what
they can do individually. “Community hospitals are working to do their part to resolve the crisis, even
amid continued financial pressure from low public payer reimbursement,” wrote Harker. “However,
meeting the community need will undoubtedly take a community effort.”
The state is already struggling to comply with a $30 million court-ordered settlement triggered by
inadequate mental health services for adults in the state. “It’s eye-opening when you walk down the hall
and see the line of beds that you know will be filled this weekend to maintain a place for these
individuals who are not getting the help they need,” said Sununu after his Friday tour. “We’re just
housing them and maintaining them until we have space at New Hampshire Hospital; we are going to
have to get aggressive about long-term solutions.”
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