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Police chiefs trying to improve their departments have traditionally focused on manpower and

firepower. Whether their officers learn how to deal with people suffering from mental illness

in an effective way — in other words, getting them help instead of locking them up -~ hasn't

been among their priorities. But times are changing. And it’s a very good thing that they are —

for those suffering from mental illness, their families and taxpayers.

Consider that in 2006, police departments across Bucks County responded to nearly 500,000
calls. Of those, just 0.02 percent were dispatched as “psychiatric emergencies,” Yet 31 percent

of state prison inmates have been diagnosed with some form of mental illness, according to the

Pennsylvania Department of Corrections.

What we should want to know as taxpayers and humanitarians is how many of those inmates

would be better served by psychiatric treatment as opposed to a prison sentence.

It is a great unknown mostly because the question hasn't been asked with much frequency —a
tragic omission that has cost people their freedom, families much heartache and taxpayers a

mint.

Fortunately, we are in the midst of a great awakening, Folks in the criminal justice systems
realized several years ago that erratic and sometimes violent behavior often is the result of
mental illness, not criminal intent, Credit the increasing use of crisis intervention training
with helping police officers recognize when mental health is the issue, Thanks to the training,
officers are learning to defuse volatile situations with words of compassion and a calm

demeanor versus barking orders, drawing guns and getting out handcuffs,

“Our first impulse can'’t be to lock them up and make them someone else’s problem,” says Bucks
County District Attorney Matt Weintraub, adding that he'd like to see every police department
have an officer from every shift receive training from the county's Crisis Intervention Team.
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Commendations to the DA, the county’s highest law enforcement officer, for taking a
leadership role on this issue. That said, we challenge the district attorney and every police chief
and elected official to require all police officers to undergo the crisis intervention training. A
crisis driven by mental illness can happen at a moment’s notice and unfold rapidly. It's to the
benefit of all involved if a responding officer can recognize such situations and act

accordingly ... if forced to take immediate action.

The idea isn't to teach officers to make a diagnosis, “but it will teach them the red flags and
symptoms to watch for, where it's a person showing signs of paranoia or dementia,” explains
Sharon Curran co-chair of CIT and COO of Lenape Valley Foundation, a crisis center that has

partnered with the county on CIT training.

Fortunately, some 350 police officers across the county have received the 40-hour training

course since 2008. The more the betrer.

As reporters Marion Callahan, Christian Menno and Chris Ullery explained in their recent
story on the issue, “The goal is to get people resources so they don't end up behind bars.”
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