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POINT OF VIEW

Restructuring OMH Sex Offender Management Program
Can Save State Dollars

In the release of New Yook State’s 2009-
10 Executive Budget on December 16, 2008,
the Office of Mental Health (OMH) an-
nounced that it will be reducing a proposad
increase in funding to the Sex Offender
Management and Treatment Act (SOMTA)
program. SOMTA is Mew York State’s civil
confinement program to house recidivist sex
offenders after they have completed their
prison sentences or parole terms. It admits
the most dangerons sex
offenders to an inpatient
hospital ward in a Stat
psychiatric facility, or
in some casas, offend-
ers live in the commu-
nity under Strict and
Intensive  Supervision
and Treatment (SIST).
In the case of the inpa-
tient model, there is lim-
ited evidence of clinical
success for a hospital-
based, sarvice intensive
program, and it is not
cost-effective for MNew
York tax payers—most
especially in a fiscally
impoverished ensiron-
ment. Mot incidentally,
having sex offenders in
State hospitals increases the stigma for peo-
ple who Live with mental illness.

With the State’s budget deficit grow-
ing and considerable budget cuts being
proposed, Governor Paterson was asking
State agencies to look far areas in which
they conld make efficiencies without im-
pairing their core missions. The Coalition
of Behawioral Health Apgencies and other
mental health advocates are calling for
svstemic restructuring of the sex offendar
program. According to The Coalition’s
analysis, in fiscal year 2008-09, the Office
of Mental Health spends about 338 mil-
lion to run the sax offender program. Cur-
rently, 172 people are treated as inpatients
in OMH beds, costing over $600 a day per
inmate or %225, 000 per vear. This is a very
costly program, especially where evidence
of a psychiatric care is not clear.

While there is not substantiated proof
that psychiatric treatmant can core recidi-
vist sex offenders, in Mew York State the
demand for the building of new facilities to
confine sexuval predators continuas. Since
its implementation, OMH now faces a ris-
ing number of sex offenders entering the
mental kealth system (currently about 11
new people per month). When OMH"s sex
offendar program was initiated, mental
health stakeholders wers assured that this
program would not place a financial drain
on the mental health system. Now the svs-

“There is limited
evidence of clinical
success for a
hospital based,
service intensive

"
program.

tem is experiencing an increasing demand
for civil confinement, while commmnity-
based mental health programs that serve
Mew York's most vulnerable citizens are
strugeling to make ends mest.

Sex offender confinement in the OMH
system will not only require new construc-
tion, but increased staffing costs as well.
Currently, sax offenders ars housed in two
facilities. One is located at Central MNew
York  Psychiatric
Center in  MMarcy,
Mew York, which
has a 125 bed ca-
pacity; and the oth-
er is situated at St
Lawrence Psychi-
atric Center near
Opdensburg, MNew
York, which has
an =20 bed capac-
ity. A third facility
is scheduled to be
boilt adjacent w0
Central Mew York,
which  will also

have a capacity
of 150 beds. This
wiould amount to a
total operating ca-
pacity of 355 beds
statewide. Without program restructuring,
of greater utilization of Strict and Intensive
Supervision and Treatment (SIST), the de-
mand for building new facilities is likely to
contine,

The Division of Parale clossly super-
wvises those offenders on SIST, ensuring that
they obew the terms of parole and recejve
jproper outpatient treatment and supports.
If an offender violates any of these condi-
tions, he or she may be placed in custody.
When the SOMTA program was conceivad,
it was estimated that 2/3 of the offendars
deamed o require post-incarceration su-
pervision would be placed under SIST. In
practice, only 40 offenders {roughly 23%)
are in the SI8T program, largely doe to
the preferences of mental health clinicians
and criminal justice officials for inpatient
hospital stay and the willingness of sex of-
fenders o consent. Furthermore, only 12
of tha 172 offenders in inpatient cara have
actually gone through the full process of
4 jury trial, the remainder are pre-trial or
voluntary placemants. To date, nona of the
offenders in civil confinement have been
released. At some point, appropriate: inpa-
tients will need to progress to heavily su-
pervisad outpatient or SIST models if we
are to alter the expensive path that MNew
York State is on.

Although OMH proposes saving $14.3
millicn in SOMTA funding in the State’s

2009-10 Executive Budget, SOMTA is pro-
jected to grow by 523 million dollars in fis-
cal year 2009-10, meaning a % million net
increase. One way in which OMH plans to
meet its 5143 million savings target is by
reducing staffing levels to be in line with
current standards wsad in civil confinement
programs in other states. OMH currently
mses a 201 staffing ratio. By switching to a
L5:1 ratio, costs per bed would decling to
R175,000 par year, a 22% reduction. Cur-
rently 19 other states have some sort of civil
confinement law. According to the "Wash-
ington State Institute for Public Policy, in
2006, Pennsylvania estimated its annoal
cost to be 550,000 per bed, while New Jer-
sey spent $67.000 per sex offender place-
ment as comparad to New York's 5225000,
Texas operates an outpatient model, which
costs §17, 391 per offender each vear. New
York should look at the Texas model.

In addition, OMH proposes to realize
budgetary savings by having sex offenders
remain in the custody of the Department of
‘Corrections during pendency of court pro-
ceadings. Praviously this cohort was being
transferred to OME facilities prior o adju-
dication. The Coalition advocates for this
change in policy as it is placing an extra
burden on the mental health system. OMH
will also encourage the use of video tele-
confersncing of certain judicial proceadings
to reduce transportation and staffing costs.
If these measures are implemented, OMH
projects that the costs of 217 fulltime squiv-
alent positions (FTE) will be saved. That
money could be reinvestad in needed com-
munity services for behavioral heath con-
sumers. Perhaps some of these proposals
can be used as a way of saving state dollars
in other areas of the criminal justice s ystem
or State programs.

Treatment, in this ¢ase, is about chang-
ing a person’s deviant behavior. Right now,
the evidence is not thers to support a cure by
civil confinement in OMH psychiatric facili-
ties. If it were, a betier case could be made
for investing more money into intensive in-
patient psvchiatric services for sex offend-
ers. In the current economic environment
and post reinvestment world) it seams inaf-
ficient and fiscally irresponsible to continue
with the systam as is. Sex offenders can and
should receive treatment in a setting that
provides sacurity, but less costly than profes-
sional staffing and the huge other expenses
in State hospitals. New Yodo State can look
into the possibility of confining offenders to
4 group residence on the outskirts of a pris-
on or other sacure location, wtilizing ankls
bracelets and GPS monitoring capabilitiss,
‘Offenders can be committed to such an envi-
ronment with limited community access for
outpatient treatment in a closely suopervised
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program like the SIST model. Through pro-
grammatic adjustments, further cost savings
can be achisved and redirected into comimu-
nity-based mental health services,

Phillip A. Saperia is Execufive Direc-
tor ar The Coalirtion of Behavioral Health
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