BY R DRAKE EWBANK

VieWRoiNT/opinion
Mental Health Disaster

Lane County shuts down a cost-effective service

ane County Health and Human Services’
recent surprise massacre of all programs
of Oregon’s oldest and most successful

peer-run mental health agency, SAFE,

has caused little stir save for maybe

those several hundred mental health
"consumers” and trauma survivors who

were helped by the services. Many of

these consumers were people served

by Valia, a modest SAFE-owned Medicaid

program that kept clients well supported in

the community. These outreach services were
designed by peers from adapted clinical principles.
Valia's services were also shaped by values the system
is supposed to promote, though seldom achieve: individual
choice and recovery.

However, talkingaboutthosefewhundredconsumersdoesn'tacknowledge
the national attention. Advocates and consumers everywhere still want
to know how Valia's choice-based and creative use of resources stack up
against an antiquated Medicaid system. More particularly, many wonder
why the county never even asked about the outreach service innovations
and measurable outcomes, talked to the current clients or even so much as
visited the Valia facility while it existed.

How public funds are now used. Medicaid mental health funding is still at
the mercy of an often costly and recovery resistant pharmaceutical regimen.
Mostly it wants to pay for exotically expensive drugs, hospitalizations
at $1,000 a day or office therapy at up to $287 an hour. Valia's outreach
alternative costs 25 percent of that current county office rate. “Peer”
providers everywhere are interested in competing for those fundsin a system
that truly values outcomes and recovery instead of learned helplessness.

Recent research shows community-based mental health care, as opposed
to the institutional care favored by Medicaid, significantly reduces the risk of
suicide. SAFE's statistics validate this and are much higher than the county
average — it has only lost one client with whom it had worked intesively in
its entire history, and this happened after the county closure notice forced
termination of the client’s counselor. Sadly, the county hasn't even bothered to
collect Valia's data.

Public and private agendas. Some of Valia's affected “clients” were also
some of the same people who showed up at an April town hall forum covering the
planned closure. In a series of dramatic presentations, they asked Rob Rockstroh,
county Health and Human Services director, to explain why he felt Valia's Medicaid
services absolutely must go. Backpedaling from the obvious popularity of the
program which both Kitty Piercy and Bill Morrisette at the same meeting called
exemplary and a “service that had to be saved,” Rockstroh, who has final authority
on any closure, promised in front of 80 people and CTV cameras that no other
SAFE programs would be affected. Because it was just a matter of “paperwork
compliance,” just the fee-for-service program Valia would be retired.

The backdrop to all of this is that Valia, two weeks later, had to file suit
to stop its closure mostly because the county refused an independent
examination of the errors in the site review used for closure.

So, frustrated since April by slow negotiations and with a looming court
examination of any county misdeeds, Rockstroh did an “end around” of the
court case.On Sept.14, without any apparent concern for the clients, Rockstroh
cut offallfunding and destroyed SAFE even beforeits dayin court. The county’s
"weapons of mass destruction” approach withheld thousands of dollars
already owed and all future payments, citing contract “emergency clauses.”
The county justified its actions by suddenly alleging $50,000 Valia spent
of its own money on client needs, i.e. housing, medications, transportation,
emergencies and food, somehow now constituted a “misuse of public funds.”
Paperwork previously reviewed was suddenly so out of compliance that the
county immediately must act. Facing a large payroll, the cash-flow impact
collapsed SAFE instantly, immediately eliminating outreach services to about
30 high-risk clients as well as others. An unjustifiable disaster.

Public accountability. Rockstroh's reckless decisions in creating this
situation shouldn’t go unaddressed. Calmer voices at county administration
were overridden when he pulled the trigger that destroyed forever an entire
organization which had simply asked for an impartial hearing.

Rockstroh, by some estimates, by diverting staff and other resources, has now
spent more than $200,000 of taxpayer dollars to force the closure. And all 27
persons now unemployed at SAFE's drop-in center and Valia evidently paid an
extreme price for standing on principle for their constituents and work. Perhaps
its time for county HHS to show what principles they are promoting here.

R Drake Ewbank is the former operations coordinator of Valia Health Resources. He is on the board of
Disability Rights Oregon and is a mental health advocate and service provider with 11 years of experience
providing peer-delivered mental health services. He can be contacted at op.valia@gmail.com
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TO THE TASED STUDENT

From the hearts of the concerned and
compassionate citizens of Eugene, I offer
to you our sincere and heartfelt apologies.
Please know that our city’s pride lies not in
the actions of our culturally incompetent
and seemingly corrupt officials, but rather
in our hope that Eugene be recognized as a
welcoming and understanding community.

We are sorry you’ve become a victim
of the rampant overuse of Tasers infecting
Eugene’s Police Department. Their
actions mar our vision of a beautiful city,
and now we, the concerned citizens, find
ourselves once again having to pick up
pieces of a botched situation handled with
inappropriate force.

The citizens of any municipality deserve
to believe their police are upholders of the
law, but once again their disappointing
actions have shattered that dream, tainting
the brass of their so-called “shields.”
Regardless of what happened at your
residence that horrible night, I would like
to recognize that the fault lies not with you.
The burden of guilt falls onto the shoulders
of irresponsible property management, an
overly Taser-anxious police force, cultural
incompetency and an extreme case of
miscommunication.

Did they attempt to bring in a translator
to communicate with you? Did they even
consider the fact that you were afraid,
confused and upset that people came to your
residence and trespassed for no reason at
all besides their own incompetence? I pray
that you are able to heal and recover from
the horrific trauma of Taser abuse. I wish
you the best in returning to your studies, if
staying in Eugene’s something you decide
to do.

Please do not judge our fair city on
the actions of our rogue police. We are a
welcoming, loving, respectful and diverse
community, and we can all hope that someday
Eugene’s finest will realize that as well. It will
take just leaders, a Civilian Review Board that
represents honest oversight (not just police
interest) and a whole lot of time to recover from
this tragedy. I implore the leaders of Eugene to

lead us in the right direction. For too long now
we have been traveling down a dark path and
innocent people are being abused. I am sorry
to you wode zhongguo pengyou (my Chinese
friend). May you overcome this nightmare,
find peace and realize your dreams.
Mat Beecher
Eugene

EDITORS NOTE: A Chinese version of this letter is
available on our website.

MILLING THE MONEY
The Seneca biomass wood burning
plant is the real clunker. What a mistake by
EWEB and LRAPA! And how ironic to see
those cute children on television claiming
that LRAPA is providing them with
clean air to breathe when the American
Lung Association in their 2009 report
claims that almost half the Lane County
population suffers from breathing our air
pollution. Maybe because today’s rain
does clean the air they have the nerve to
put such commercials on TV and ignore
the additional 500 tons of pollution Seneca
will add to our air pollution problem.
Taxpayers will be subsidizing dirty
air to breathe and using a very inefficient
method to produce electricity. Efficiency for
electricity from biomass is 15-25 percent,
coal is 45 percent and natural gas is 60
percent. How could LRAPA compare air
pollution to burning slash when they should
know that slash is a valuable nutrient of soil
for growing healthy trees and shouldn’t be
removed from the forest? I believe everyone
understands that this is a money grab for
stimulus money from taxpayers. A biomass
plant in Massachusetts is to receive $400
million in public handouts. How much for
Seneca? It is a horrible deal for the public.
Ruth Duemler
Eugene

NO IMMINENT THREAT

In response to Jim Byrd’s letter, there is
one major flaw in your logic behind police
Tasing Ian Van Ornum. When the cops
arrested him, there was nothing quick about
it. According to witnesses, after the cop was
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