August 27, 2008

Secretary Dr. JudyAnn Bigby

Executive Office of Health and Human Services Reggie Lewis Center, 1350 Tremont Street, Roxbury, MA

   via email to eohhshearings@massmail.state.ma.us

Good morning, Dr. Bigby and members of the Executive Office of Health and Human Services. Thanks for giving me the opportunity to submit written testimony to you.

My name is Howard D. Trachtman.  I became a client of the Department of Mental Health (DMH) in 1985 when I was a patient at Metropolitan State Hospital in Waltham.  Upon my discharge I was provided with a case manager and became a resident in a group home.  Today I still have a case manager but live in my own supported housing apartment and have had success working as and advocate for people with mental illness.  I serve as the corresponding secretary for the National Alliance on Mental Illness of Massachusetts, a grassroots nonprofit organization dedicated to improving the lives of people who are affected by mental illnesses.  I am also the co-founder and Vice President of NAMI Greater Boston Consumer/Affiliate Network (NAMI GB CAN, www.namigbcan.org ) which has over 100 members, primarily people in recovery themselves.

I am grateful for the services I have received from DMH which have enabled me to have some successes as well as see my friends with mental illness recover as well.  Unfortunately, so many people who have need assistance with their mental illness are on waiting lists for services.  I support increased funding for DMH to to help people obtain treatment, housing and assistance going back to work.  

However, my recovery also was helped greatly by the peer movement in Massachusetts:

other people in recovery helping each other.  Some of this is informal such as people making new friends and social connections that are so important for everyone.

More recently, more and more people with lived experience are now working in human services.  I hope that this trend continues.  What has excellerated the peer movement has been the important and noble decision of the DMH to fund Recovery Learning Communities in each DMH area to connect and grow peer activity and allow more peers to actually deliver services.

I am the founder of the Boston Resource Center which is now part of the Metro-Boston Recovery Learning Community.  We recognized the lack of a warmline in the Metro-Boston area and allocated significant funding to create a new peer-run listening and information and referral line.  We also work closely with Vinfen's Dorchester Bay Recovery Center and Baycove's PERC (Peer Education Resource Center).  We are providing entry-level peer support jobs and additional DMH funding would allow us to serve more DMH clients and provide advancement opportunities for peer workers.  We also plan to pay peers to be with people who are undergoing psychiatric evaluation in order to help that process occur more smoothly.

Also, so many of the clients we serve struggle with addictions and many others have encountered the criminal justice system.  I believe there is need for a major push to provide additional appropriate supports to individuals struggling with addictions and/or leaving the jails and prisons.  Housing first is one model that works.  A peer-run respite that provides a place to go for people in transition would be very helpful and save much money in the long run.

Thank you for your attention.
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