Mental health crisis in ERs statewide

A shortage of psychiatric beds is taking a toll on medical patients and hospital personnel

BY LAWRENGE RAGDNESE
STAR-LEDGER STAFF

A rising number of severely mentally ill
people in need of psychiatrc commitment
are overwhelming emergency rooms state-
wide, stressing hospital staffs and budgets,
and violating patients’ rights, according to
medical and mental health professionals,

A lack of available paychiatric beds, espe-
cially for short-term care,-has tumed emer-
gency rooms inte holding areas for in-crisis
patients with no place else to go, officials
said.

In some emergency rooms across the
state, as many as 256 percent of beds are oe-
cupied by psychiatrdc patients waiting for
placement, the New Jersey Hospital Associa-
tion reported last week.

“Conecemns you are hearing from emer-
gency room-professionals are right on all

counts,” said Kerry McKean Kelly, spokes-'

woman for the assoctation. “It's a problem
that needs to be addressed for the sake of
the patients.”

The medical and psychiatric community
in Morris County recently issued a “white

paper” to mental health and state officials
asking that the state address the backlog of
psychiatrie patients, which has worsened
over the past three years.

Mental health professionals and state offi-

- eials say the problem is the result of a combi-
.nation of factors: increasing state popula-

tion, efforts to downsize state hospitals; the

closing of some general hospital veluntary-

psychiatric Units to make space for more u-
crative specialties, such as cardiac care units;
and a lack of affordable housing for former
state hospital patients.

The white paper — a collaboration of
Morristown Memorial, Saint Clare’s and
Chilton Memorial hospitals, plus county
mental health agencies and county jail off-
cials — identified & host of systemic
problems, including:

W Insufficlent beds to meet growing psy-

chistricneed

B Failure to hold and treat clients in a
safe, secure environment, which wviolates
their right to dignity and privacy

[See CRISIS, Page 21]
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M Planned downstzing of avail-
able beds in the state mental hos-
pital system.

B Difficulty in moving forensic
cases — psychiatric patients with

legal charges or violent criminal
— to appropriate state

the forensic system isn't big
enough to handle the state's
needs.”

The white paper called the
practice of “stacking” in-crisls psy-
chistric patients in emergency
rooms, partitioned only by thin eur-
tains from medical trauma cases,
potentially dangerous.

“These patients cannot recefe
adequate treatment, medication
monitoring or counseling,” accord-
ing to the document. “There is In-
ereased risk of clients ‘acting out
behaviors' caused by this environ-
ment. It also leads to increased risk
of assault of hospital emergency

Coordinator Laurie Becker, who
participated in creating the white
paper, said there have been some
cases in which psychiatric patients
have spent seven or eight days in
emergency rooms waiting for
placement in her county.
“Certainly, a person with a
heart attack would not be handled
this way," =ald Becker, “But per-
sons in distress that involves men-
tal health don't always get the
treatment they deserve.”
Distressed psychiatric patients
who come L0 emengency rooms are

“It's quite & challenge to our
system, thaxing on our resources”
sald Thomas Zaubler, chairman of
the psychiatry department at Mor-
ristown Memorial Hospital, “We do

addition of needed psychiatric
beds. b

“Certainly, a person with a heart attack would not be
handled this way. But persons in distress that involves
mental health don’t always get the treatment they

deserve.”

LAURIE BECKER, Morris County mental health coordinaror

the very best we can to meet their are considered a danger to them-
needs. But they require full-time selves or others, according to the
psychiatric care, not to wait a few state Division of Mental Health

days in an emergency room.”
MORE PEOPLE, BIGGER PROBLEM

It is especially difficult to move
patients with criminal charges or
violent backgrounds to an appro-
priate setting at the state's most
secure psychiatric facility, Anne
Klein Forensic Center in Trenton,
which has & 10-day waiting period
for placement, according to offi-
vials. Many troubled patients in-
stead are held In emergency rooms
under police puard, causing safety

problems and running up police
overtime costs, officials said. Oth-

ers who are incarcerated are held

over, without proper mental health

care, at county jails, they added.
Assistant State Human Services

Bervices.

The state is reviewing how
many more short-term care beds
are needed and where to locate
them and is trying to find hospitals

willing to partner with the state in
adding these beds. These would

provide shorter-term care, from
geveral days to a few months. Pa-
tients could be stabilized without
placement in state institutions,
freeing up emergency room beds,

But such an expansion would
require more money or a realloca-
tion of state funds, Martone said.

A $20 million mental health
subsidy fund pays for the shorl-
term care system statewide, To
add beds without boosting that
fund would mean hospitals would




receive lower reimbursements for
each patient added to the sys-
tem, he said.

Meanwhile, the state is work-
ing on & community care project
to provide more expansive and
comprehensive oputpatient serv-
ices statewide that could prevent
patients from flooding emergency
TOOME,

"Prevention I8 the key," said
Martone, “But while we are work-
ing on that effort, we must ensure
the infrastructure is in place to
gdequately meet the needs of our
clients, "

TIME IS OF THE ESSENCE

The white paper also was criti-
cal of the admissions process to
Anne Klein Farensic Center and
other state psychistric hospitals,
ineluding Ancors, Greystone,
Hagedorn and Trenton psychiat-
ri¢ hogpitals. It called the system
cumbersome — taking too long to
process patients, adding to the
backup, Administrators at state
hospltals, it sald, are not respon-

“We are all frustrated by this
situation,” said Jean Zaccone,
vice president and chief nursing
officer at Saint Clare’s Hospital in
Morris County. “Patlents’ rights
and safety are at issue here.
These patients are going through
very stressful times and need
praper and timely help.”

The white paper and mental
health experts offered a host of
recommendations to improve the
situation:

B Add more beds to mental
health sereening centers

B Streamline the admission
process to state hospitals

B Implement a backup plan
for when beds are not available at
Anne Elein Forensic Center

B Streamline communications
between local hospitals and state
facilities

B Create ntermediate-level
beds for those who have “decom-
pensated,” and need help for a
fow days to a few months

evaluating the pact between Mor-
s County and the state, which

Short-term care facilities
Designated facilities statewide by region
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prohibits criminal and violent pa-
tients from being sent to
Greystone Park Psychistric Hos-
pital,

Martone said his agency s care
working with the mental health
community to deal with these is-

sues. For example, he said a new

34-bied unit will open by late sum-
mer at Trenton Psychistric Hos-
pital for patients who normally
would go to the Anne Klein Fo-

rensic Center, but who t
mﬂmﬂxmmmd
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accessible and quality system of
care (for) folks in need. But it has
to be done within the resources
given to us by the Legislature,”
said Martone, “That is a chal-
lenge "

or (873) 539-T910. -




