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Out of jail and into treatment

Stakeholders in a Texas county work to improve the lives of offenders with serious mental
iliness

BY GILBERT GONZALES AND MEENA DAYAK

Paul Eisenhauer trains police officers on how to handle offenders with schizophrenia. Once, an
officer came up to him and said, “A lot of people are scared of schizophrenics.” Eisenhauer
responded, “A lot of people are scared of cops.”

Eisenhauer certainly knows how people with schizophrenia react in encounters with the justice
system, for he suffers from the disorder himself. Years ago, Eisenhauer frequently was arrested
and jailed, often for minor offenses such as trespassing. Some arrests happened during psychotic
episodes. One time an officer who knew about mental illnesses arrested Eisenhauer and took him
to the Bexar (pronounced “bear””) County (Texas) Jail Diversion Program's Crisis Care Unit. That
day the road to recovery opened. Eisenhauer got into a treatment and support program that helped
him reintegrate into the community. Today he is helping the community understand offenders
with mental illnesses.

A Nationwide Need

According to the Bureau of Justice Statistics, every year nearly 200,000 individuals with mental
illnesses—about 16% of the jail population—languish in our country's jails instead of being
connected to proper treatment and supports. Nearly half of these individuals were incarcerated
for nonviolent and victimless offenses such as public drunkenness, vagrancy, trespassing, or even
attempting suicide. An arrest episode costs taxpayers up to $2,295, and serving an inmate for a
day in jail costs up to $300. Once incarcerated, individuals with mental illnesses generally do not
have access to adequate treatment, and they often serve up to four times longer than the general
prison population for the same offenses.

Making an Impact in Bexar County

Four years ago, Bexar County became an exception to this national trend when the Center for
Health Care Services (CHCS), the county mental health authority, started the Bexar County Jail
Diversion Program.

“We want to ensure that all those in our community with mental illness and addiction disorders
have access to quality care. This means we can’t ignore those in our county's jails. They don’t
need to be there simply because there is nowhere else for them to go,” says Leon Evans,
executive director of CHCS.

Since 2002, the program has diverted more than 4,000 individuals with mental illnesses from
incarceration to treatment and has saved the county an estimated $5 million annually.

The Bexar County Jail Diversion Program is a comprehensive, coordinated service delivery
system that focuses on diversion from jail and access to care for individuals with mental illnesses
that are about to be or have been incarcerated. The program provides comprehensive screening,
increased access to treatment, continuity of care, and support for community reintegration—all




within the least restrictive and most clinically appropriate setting.

“We don’t want to send people to jail if they are not a threat to society, and thanks to the county's
Jail Diversion Program, we now have many other options,” says Bexar County Judge Polly
Jackson Spencer.

Points of Diversion. The Bexar County program comprises three major points of diversion:
before, during, and after incarceration.

Diversion point one. First, the program seeks to divert offenders with mental illnesses before
they are arrested or booked in the county jail. Deputy Mobile Outreach Teams, in which deputies
partner with mental health clinicians, screen offenders for mental illnesses and refer them to the
24/7 Crisis Care Center. CHCS was instrumental in starting this center, which has ten 23-hour
holding beds and offers joint medical and psychiatric screening. The center has reduced wait
times for screening from 14 hours to 1 hour.

Crisis Intervention Teams, staffed by specially trained police officers, help to resolve conflicts
during encounters with individuals with mental illness. Officers on these teams receive training
(provided by CHCS in partnership with the San Antonio Police and Sheriff's Office) on how to
handle offenders with mental illnesses.

Diversion point two. The Bexar County Jail Diversion Program identifies persons with mental
illness already in jails and tries to have them released to treatment through mental health bonds
(judicial orders predicated on the persons’ compliance with treatment).

In accordance with a Texas State mandate, CHCS runs public data on individuals arrested against
its own database of consumers with mental illnesses and alerts the state if offenders have prior
mental health indicators that warrant special handling, screening, and intervention.

A pretrial services component helps to identify individuals in jail who are nonviolent and have
no history of major crimes but suffer from severe mental illnesses and co-occurring mental health
and addiction disorders. The program provides for such individuals to be diverted from jails and
linked to available mental health treatment and support services. Charges are usually dropped,
but this is subject to judicial discretion.

Diversion point three. The final point of intervention focuses on providing appropriate mental
health services to individuals upon their release from jail.

CHCS established a 60-bed residential "step down" program and a 100-bed drug abuse treatment
facility, resulting in a jail-to-treatment option for local judges. "We pave the way for people in
jail to get into active treatment upon their release, and we help them find jobs and housing. Our
goal is to help them reintegrate into the community," says Evans.

In addition, CHCS reengineered Bexar County's mental health docket system to advise the court
on the assessment of individuals, treatment, and continuity of care. This has significantly reduced
the rearrest rate of offenders with mental illnesses.

CHCS representatives also visit individuals with mental ilinesses in their homes, helping them
order their lives through cognitive adaptive training (CAT). CAT helps them keep track of all




they need to manage their lives and stay on their medications. CAT employs individuals
recovering from schizophrenia.

Funding. Initial funding for the Bexar County Jail Diversion Program came from CHCS and
program collaborators. The San Antonio Police Department contributed $100,000. Funds also
came from the sheriff's office and the San Antonio Metropolitan Health District.

Bexar County was 1 of 26 community sites nationwide funded by SAMHSA's Targeted Capacity
Expansion Grants for jail diversion programs. SAMHSA's Center for Mental Health Services
awarded the grant to Bexar County in 2003. Participating communities receive up to $300,000
annually from SAMHSA for up to three years and must contribute at least $100,000 a year from
local resources.

Results. Since its inception, the Bexar County Jail Diversion Program has emphasized outcomes
measurement and the program's economic and social costs and benefits. The program is
estimated to have saved the county up to $5 million in costs, such as support for jail inmates and
expensive emergency room use. These savings help to offset the increase in mental health costs,
which are expected to diminish in the long term.

AstraZeneca Pharmaceuticals provided $200,000 for a two-year economic impact study for the
Bexar County Jail Diversion Program. The study is under way and is being conducted by Dr.
Alex Cowell of the Research Triangle Institute of North Carolina.

Outcomes data provided by the Bexar County Jail Diversion Program have influenced key state
policymakers, who declared this an essential and model program for the entire state. The program
also served as a model in getting the Texas legislature to require state-approved jail diversion
plans for all community mental health centers.

Most of all, the Bexar County Jail Diversion Program's success story is evident in the lives of
Paul Eisenhauer and many others with mental illnesses, who live safely in the community, not in
jail.

Gilbert Gonzales is the Jail Diversion Director at the Center for Health Care Services (CHCS) in
San Antonio, Texas. For its work with the Bexar County Jail Diversion Program, CHCS received
an Excellence in Service Delivery Award from the National Council for Community Behavioral
Healthcare in April. Meena Dayak is Director of Communications at the National Council for
Community Behavioral Healthcare. For its work with the Bexar County Jail Diversion Program,
CHCS received an Excellence in Service Delivery Award from the National Council for
Community Behavioral Healthcare in April. To send comments to the authors and editors, e-mail

gonzales0806(@behavioral.net.




Strength in Collaboration

CHCS brought together 22 community partners in the Bexar County Jail
Diversion Program, including: city, county, and state governments; the
University of Texas, San Antonio, state and local private hospitals; community
medical directors; law enforcement; criminal and civil courts; and mental health
advocacy organizations. All partnered with CHCS to strengthen the program.
These partnerships helped CHCS expand service capacity and educate the
community about the benefits of jail diversion.

Here are just a few examples of collaborative efforts spearheaded by CHCS:

CHCS staff often act as liaisons between individuals receiving care and courts,
hospitals, and outpatient treatment teams.

CHCS provides intensive case management, psychiatric services, and
rehabilitation training for offenders on probation and parole, in collaboration
with local and state probation and parole departments.

Weekly program planning and operational meetings are held with law
enforcement, mental health, and multiple stakeholder organizations.

The University of Texas Health System and the University Physicians Group
partnered with CHCS to establish, fund, and staff the 24/7 Crisis Care Center.

"CHCS opened our eyes to the real needs of our county's jail inmates with mental
illnesses. We are grateful to the center for leading the massive effort to make life

better for these inmates and to make the community a better, safer, happier place

for everyone," says Bexar County Deputy Sheriff David Kilcrease.




