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grandjury@scgrandjury.org

Diagnosing the Crisis in Behavioral Health

Underfunded, Understaffed & Overworked

Summary

The Grand Jury investigated the Santa Cruz County Behavioral Health Division (BHD)
of the Health Services Agency to ascertain how well they were handling the additional
demands on their services caused by the Covid Pandemic. It found the BHD to be
seriously understaffed - as much as 30% - including management, clinicians and
support staff. It also found many other problems, including inadequate crisis stabilization
capacity, lack of step-down capability, and insufficient outreach to the Latino/a
community, but the BHD cannot be expected to improve in these areas until it gets
significantly more staff.

The statistics point to a disturbing reality. Santa Cruz has more homeless people per
capita than anywhere else in California; some 2300 of our residents are without
housing. An estimated 37% of the BHD’s clients are homeless. About 67% of homeless
residents experience chronic substance abuse, and 43% of BHD’s substance use
disorder clients are involved with the criminal justice system.

The Grand Jury urgently recommends increasing BHD'’s staffing to meet the
overwhelming demand for mental health services in this county. It further recommends
increasing the capacity of the crisis stabilization program and transitioning the Mobile
Emergency Response Teams for adults and youth to 24/7 availability. It finally
recommends improving service to marginalized populations, especially homeless
people, those involved with the criminal justice system and the Latino/a community.
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Background

The United States has been in the midst of a mental health crisis since long before the
Covid Pandemic, which has made it even worse.!"'?l Mental health struggles and rates
of substance use disorder have been dramatically escalating for more than two years in
Santa Cruz County.® A longstanding shortage of mental health workers in the country,
combined with the now increased demand for mental health services following the
pandemic, has impacted all parts of the country, including Santa Cruz County. What
makes the problem even more pressing here is Santa Cruz’s distinction of having the
highest number of homeless persons per capita in the state, along with a very high
incidence of substance use disorder."!

The County’s Behavioral Health Division (BHD) is the primary provider of mental health
care for low income adults and children who lack private health care coverage. BHD is
one of four divisions of the Health Services Agency, the others being Clinic Services,
Environmental Health, and Public Health. BHD has four subdivisions: Adult Mental
Health, Children’s Mental Health, Substance Use Disorders, and Quality Improvement.

BHD services are designed to address the most significant mental health needs of the
County and to ensure services and access for all residents, with an emphasis and
priority focus on serving individuals at highest risk for experiencing mental health
service gaps and access barriers. This population includes individuals who are
experiencing homelessness, those who do not speak English as their primary language,
racial and ethnic minorities, low-income people and inmates being released from the
county jails. Santa Cruz has continued to see increased community need for behavioral
health services, especially for serving Spanish speaking residents and individuals
experiencing homelessness.”

The County has a complex network of preventive and mental health treatment options

for adults and children. Approximately 34% of the services are provided directly by the

County and 66% are provided by private contractors.”’’. Based on examination of their

website,!”! the BHD oversees many programs, including but not limited to the following:
e Two county mental health clinics, one in North and one in South County

A Crisis Stabilization Program for adults and children

A 16 bed Psychiatric Health Facility for adults

Crisis response teams: Mobile Emergency Response Teams for Adults and Youth

in North and South County, known as MERT and MERTY

A mental health liaison program to local law enforcement

Homeless support programs such as the Downtown Outreach Team

A locally staffed 988 Suicide Crisis Line

A 24 hour line for referrals to local mental health services

Jail mental health program

Residential step-down programs - sub acute and residential

e (Case management services for severely mentally ill persons

BHD’s annual budget to accomplish this diverse mission is over $100 million, including
both County money and State funding such as Medi-Cal.®!
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Scope and Methodology

The Grand Jury wanted to investigate how BHD was coping with the increased demand
for mental health services resulting from the pandemic. Specific questions that the Jury
addressed include the following:

e Is the County’s Health Service Agency adequately staffed and resourced to
address mental health problems in the County?

o If staffing is not adequate, what are the difficulties in recruiting, hiring, and
retaining staff?

¢ Are the mental health facilities in the County adequate to address demand?

e Are services sufficient for other marginalized groups such as persons
experiencing homelessness or those being released from jail?

e Are there some ethnic groups in our county who may underutilize these
services?

e How do people know about and access mental health services?
e How long do people have to wait to receive these services?
e What are the challenges in providing mental health services in our community?

The Grand Jury interviewed key leaders and personnel in the mental health system. It
attended monthly Mental Health Advisory Board meetings. It also reviewed important

articles, including published reports from the County regarding mental health, mental

health related documents found online, the mental health medical literature, and local
newspaper articles regarding mental health.

Investigation

The Grand Jury began this investigation by examining documents that evaluated
whether goals set by BHD for itself were met. It soon discovered that nearly all goals
were not met, even those representing very small improvement. Of 14 goals in their
Integrative Behavioral Health Quality Improvement Work Plan, FY 2021-2022, only two
were met, and these were not directly related to service quality. Goals not met included
access to services, response times to service requests and cultural responsiveness.!"”!

In March of this year, BHD released a draft of their Mental Health Services Act (MHSA)
FY 2023-2026 Three Year Plan and FY 2023-2024 Annual Update.® This plan includes
results of the Community Program Planning Process, a structured method of soliciting
community input to identify local needs and funding priorities for Behavioral Health. The
results of this process are startling. The plan states, “Community members and
providers alike shared concerns about staffing shortages throughout the county system
of care, including psychiatrists, therapists, counselors, and specialty mental health case
managers.”
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The report highlights the lack of enough beds in higher-level care facilities that can lead
to people with serious mental illness repeatedly cycling through the system. Patients
and families report delays in receiving needed services, or inability to find services when
they need them.["" The report states that homeless people and those involved with the
criminal justice system have unique needs and barriers, and experience long wait times
to access BHD services. When looking at the county’s Medi-Cal population, BHD serves
a lower percentage of the eligible Latina/o residents than any other ethnic group. The
major service gaps highlighted in this draft report became the focus of the Grand Jury’s
investigation.

While the scope of mental health care overseen by the county is commendable, the
complexity of the system, with each program having its own eligibility requirements,
makes understanding and accessing services difficult for patients, especially the
marginalized people the County serves. Gaps in continuing care are particularly difficult
for these vulnerable persons. Studies show that a delay in diagnosis, a delay in
appropriate treatment, and a lack of continuity in care make achieving successful
outcomes more difficult and increases the overall cost of mental health care.!'? 314115

The Crisis in Behavioral Health Staffing

Currently the Santa Cruz County Behavioral Health Division has approximately a 30%
staff vacancy rate. (See Table 1 below.) At the time of our investigation, 4 out of the 10
director positions were vacant, filled by interim employees who were performing the
tasks of at least two positions.'"® In response to this critically low staffing in senior
management, the department hired a consultant to consider structural changes to the
organization.!"! There are vacancies at every level of staffing, including psychiatrists,
psychiatric nurses, licensed mental health practitioners, and other direct service
practitioners, especially bilingual staff. While the Grand Jury did not directly interview
them, the contractors providing mental health services for the county are reported to
also be struggling to fill open positions. Behavioral Health and Personnel staff point to
limited pools of applicants for licensed mental health clinicians.!"®["? At the time of the
investigation, despite holding all licensed mental health job classifications as open,
there were no available candidates in the pipeline.''® The BHD is also suffering from
lack of analyst positions which would allow them to analyze tracking data more
efficiently, to evaluate contracts and to financially plan.’”
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Recruitment Status unfilled (Multiple ltems)

26%
Unfilled positions FTE % Vacant
Access and Crisis 11.00 31%
Adult Mental Health 17.30 27%
Behavioral Health
Administration 265 2%
BH Support 5.00 18%
Children's Mental Health 14.30 24%
Quality Improvement 1.75 11%
Specialty Mental Health - 1495 119
FQHC
Substance Use Disorder 8.00 29%
Grand Total 74.25 26%

Table 1. Behavioral Health Vacancy Rate on March 15, 2023.1%"

Critically low staffing levels have had a negative impact on access to and quality of
treatment across many programs. From interviews the Grand Jury learned that the
Crisis teams—the Mobile Emergency Response Team (MERT) and the Mobile
Emergency Response Team for Youth (MERTY)—are frequently understaffed by as
much as 50% and are unable to expand to weekend coverage due to lack of staffing
despite having the funding to expand.??*®l Year over year Quality Improvement reports
reference low staffing as the reason for not meeting performance goals.?12!1261 27] Staff
shortages are also impacting contractors' ability to meet contracted goals. Telecare, the
contractor that runs the only Crisis Stabilization Unit Program in the county, has
frequently had to close for admissions due to staff shortages. These closures cause
recurring diversions to local hospital emergency rooms.?®

Also, the vacancies in BH administration have created a lack of clarity about contract
oversight. Multiple interviewees (all high level managers) did not know who was
responsible for oversight of each contract.!?? 1201 B11 22 B3 B4 BSIE6] This may be due to
temporary staffing in these positions or unfamiliarity with the oversight hierarchy.

In response to the serious behavioral health staffing shortage at the state level,
Governor Newsom and the State Legislature have recently passed large initiatives
focusing on more funding and more streamlined funding for mental health support.®”
But factors specific to Santa Cruz County heighten the staffing crisis:

e The extremely high cost of living, especially housing,*®

e Increased competition with both private and public mental health providers and
hospitals,
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Competition with wealthier local counties,
Lower salaries
The difficulty of the work, and

The large homeless population which makes delivering mental health treatment
very challenging.* 014111421

In our investigation, multiple interviewees also pointed to Santa Cruz County’s hiring
practices and lower salaries as a barrier to their ability to be competitive in the job
market. Some noted that it takes as long as two months between the interview and the
final hire. These practices are outdated and out of alignment with current hiring
practices. They pointed to the need for more automated application processes and
more responsiveness in updating hiring classifications to suit a younger workforce that
wants more flexibility.[*? 441 (4511461 [47]

County Personnel Department

Despite these issues, the County Personnel Department does not recognize a staffing
shortage in Behavioral Health*®! and maintains that Behavioral Health salaries are
locally competitive by pointing out that Santa Cruz County behavioral health salaries are
average in comparison to six other Bay Area counties.”? The closest county where
workers can comfortably commute is Santa Clara, where in 2020, they paid Sr. Mental
Health Specialists $10,000 more per year.*” The Personnel Department does not
regularly conduct competitive analysis of salaries, only as needed or prior to
negotiations with the union.® In trying to verify the hiring practices, the Grand Jury was
told that the Personnel Department does not collect key human resources data by
department such as Time to Hire, Acceptance Rates, Turnover Rates, and Retention
Rates. They only collect data for the county as a whole, so they have very little means
for analysis of their practices by department. Data collection about hiring is left to each
department. What they did report is that “a typical process could be 30-90 days”.*"

While some hiring incentives have been introduced for psychiatrists, psychiatric nurse
practitioners, and physicians and medical directors, currently there are no incentives for
licensed mental health practitioners such as Licensed Clinical Social Workers (LCSW)
and Marriage, Family and Child Counseling (MFCC)."" Santa Clara County, on the
other hand, has a $5,000 signing bonus, loan repayment, workforce tuition, and public
service loan forgiveness for open MFCC and LCSW positions. ! 521 53]

Recruitment and retention is also a problem. 431 |t js difficult to recruit and retain
people in a county with the second highest housing costs in the nation without
commensurate salaries. The University of California, Santa Cruz does not offer Master’s
degree programs in psychology or social work. San Jose State University and Cal State
University at Monterey Bay are the nearest universities to offer these degrees.
Interviewees pointed to the need to develop connections to these university programs
such as internships or stipends to strengthen the professional pipeline for licensed and
unlicensed mental health clinicians in Santa Cruz County.®

Diagnosing the Crisis in Behavioral Health published June 12, 2023 Page 7 of 27



124 Santa Cruz County Civil Grand Jury

The Crisis in Crisis Stabilization

Crisis stabilization services are needed for people who are experiencing an acute
mental health crisis. These services assess a patient’s mental health status, providing
the initial steps in diagnosis, treatment, and determination of their mental health needs.
While MERT and MERTY can provide some screening assessments in the field,*” *®]
this initial evaluation is meant to be provided by the Crisis Stabilization Program (CSP),
which is located at the Psychiatric Healthcare Facility or PHF. Some call this portion of
the PHF the Crisis Stabilization Unit. A patient may stay up to 24 hours in the CSP!*”
which is considered an outpatient setting. Since an overnight stay is not allowed,
patients are considered to be in chairs and not beds. If a patient is deemed to not be
gravely disabled or a threat to themself or others, they can be discharged to outpatient
care. Otherwise they remain on a mental health hold, which is also known as a 5150 for
adults and a 5585 for minors."” This is an involuntary 72 hour mental health
hospitalization, which for adults could take place at our PHF if beds are available. The
County’s CSP and PHF are currently operated by Telecare, a company that is based in
Alameda and has been treating mental iliness since 1965."

[62]

Figure 1 The Psychiatric Healthcare Facility.

Santa Cruz County is the primary provider of mental health crisis stabilization services
for all adults and children, regardless of payor class.® Unfortunately, the demand for
acute crisis services often exceeds the capacity of the current 12 chair CSP and 16 bed
PHF.% The capacity of the CSP/PHF is dependent on two factors, the number of
chairs/beds that they have and the staffing that they have available to treat patients in
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crisis.[®1Ce171188] Since the facility often lacks the capacity to take new patients, patients
are diverted to the Emergency Department or ED of local hospitals. In 2022 the average
number of CSP patients at the Dominican ED was 29.1 per month, and it was 8.8 per
month at the Watsonville ED."*”! Patients may have to wait up to 24 hours in the ED to
be evaluated.”” This evaluation can be performed by MERT or MERTY."""2 However,
currently these teams are only available from 8am to 5pm on Monday through Friday.
As previously noted, efforts to expand their availability have been hampered by staffing
shortages.””?® Qutside of those hours the hospitals must rely on their own resources to
assess the patient. If the patient cannot be released for outpatient mental health
follow-up, the arrangement for a 5150 or 5585 psychiatric inpatient stay becomes the
responsibility of the hospital.”*!"* This placement can take days and is generally
outside of our county, since our PHF is often full.”*! According to the nonprofit Treatment
Advocacy Center our current 16 bed PHF falls far short of the number of beds needed
to serve this county’s population. They estimated that 50 beds are needed per 100,000
population,”® which means that for the county’s population of about 270,000, there
should be about 135 beds, vastly more than are actually available. Even considering the
County’s current efforts to treat patients in the least restrictive environment possible,!’”
more beds are needed.

The occupied ED bed negatively impacts the hospital’s ED, which is already very busy
dealing with patients who do not have a mental health related emergency.'”® Patients
brought into the ED by law enforcement require continuous supervision by an officer to
protect against violence or possible escape until a mental health assessment. This
practice not only ties up an ED bed but also pulls law enforcement away from other
critical duties. Also, the patient’s assessment, diagnosis, and treatment is delayed
when they are diverted to an ED.

Issues with the Psychiatric Healthcare Facility

The current PHF is a free standing facility and is therefore limited to 16 beds to be
eligible for Medi-Cal and Medicare reimbursement for services.®!"? Also, since there
has not been a separate unit for children or youths needing crisis support, up to four of
the 12 CSP chairs at the PHF have been held for youths under 18.%% However, patients
under 18 who need inpatient psychiatric treatment must ultimately be placed in a facility
outside of our county, since our current PHF is for adults only.

The County has acquired a building in Live Oak and plans to open a PHF specifically for
children and youths, which will include 8 CSP chairs and 16 inpatient beds, by late 2024
or early 2025.B1B21E1 B4 Ynfortunately, starting on July 1, 2023, patients under 18 will
no longer be accepted at the current PHF for CSP services.®®®” While this will free up
four chairs in the current CSP, which are presently reserved for patients under 18 years
of age, the BHD says that the total number of chairs at the adult CSP will remain 12. To
minimize the potential 18 month gap in youth crisis care, the BHD is trying to open a
temporary four chair CSP for children and youths by the fall of 2023.1%

Due to ongoing issues at the PHF currently run by Telecare, the County sent out a
request for proposal or RFP to see if there are other vendors who could run the current
adult CSP/PHF programs. While about a dozen groups received information about the

Diagnosing the Crisis in Behavioral Health published June 12, 2023 Page 9 of 27



126 Santa Cruz County Civil Grand Jury

RFP, as of the March 2023 Mental Health Advisory Board meeting, only one group had
responded to the RFP. Some in the Health Service Agency feel that many groups did
not submit a proposal due to the staffing challenges in this county.*"*°! To support crisis
services, in February of this year the County increased payment to Telecare, because
they have had to increase their wages to attract and retain clinical staff.®” Since that
time, the percentage of time that the CSP is on diversion to the hospital ED has been
falling.”" In the final quarter of 2022 the percentage of time on diversion for children
was 86.7%, and for adults it was 44%. During February through April of 2023 this has
dropped to 50.3% for children and 11.8% for adults.”"! Presumably, this means that the
diversion rate is also falling. However, other factors could be involved in this trend, such
as seasonal variation, which may affect the demand for crisis services.

The Impact of High Cost Beneficiaries

The FY 2021-2022 Medi-Cal Specialty Behavioral Health External Quality Review
revealed that Santa Cruz County has three times the number of mental health High
Cost Beneficiaries (HCBs) than the state average for calendar years 2018 through
2020.°? This review defined a HCB as a Medi-Cal patient who has approved treatment
claims of $30,000 or more in one year.”” There are many possible reasons for this.
High cost of care typically occurs when a beneficiary repeatedly requires intensive
treatment. This may result from failure to provide timely appropriate care, especially
step-down care, discussed later in this report.”? Furthermore, HCBs occupy treatment
slots and may cause a cascading effect on other beneficiaries, who in turn cannot
receive sufficient care. This places them at risk of becoming a high utilizer
themselves."

External auditors found through their analysis of our Medi-Cal Specialty Mental Health
plan billing and claims data that our county’s Medi-Cal beneficiaries received more crisis
stabilization and intervention services than the statewide average. The auditors
postulated that this was in part due to the “robust” crisis stabilization and intervention
services that the County of Santa Cruz provides compared to other counties.**!
However, it was also reported that the County pays for the transfer of a patient from our
CSP to an out-of-county inpatient psychiatric facility and pays 100% of the cost for that
care for a Medi-Cal beneficiary. Since the County does not receive the Federal match
for any Medi-Cal out-of-county care, the shortage of in-patient psychiatric beds in this
county financially hurts the County."®®4 |t is not clear if the high cost of crisis
stabilization and intervention services is due to the “robust” services provided by the
County, to the number of patients sent out of the county for treatment, or to other
factors.

Watsonville Behavioral Health Center

In spite of the severe staffing issues and the lack of crisis stabilization in the County
noted above, and in addition to the planned Live Oak facility, there is some really good
news. Encompass Community Services has just been awarded more than $9 million in
state funds that will support continued development of a new South County mental
health facility, called the Si Se Puede Behavioral Health Center. Encompass Community
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Services is the county’s largest community-based behavioral health and human
services provider. It offers counseling, substance use recovery, and housing for mental
health patients.*"!

Groundbreaking will commence in 2023 and the new facility will include seven new
residential substance-use disorder treatment beds specifically for the 18-25 year old
age group, and 30 residential treatment beds in total. There will also be 106 annual
outpatient treatment slots available and the center will have capacity to serve an
estimated 1,300 community members annually. Encompass has also partnered with
nonprofit developer MidPen Housing to include a 72-unit affordable housing
development on the forthcoming health campus.*®

Continuing Care or “Step-Down”

Behavioral Health’s FY 2021-2022 Quality Management Plan®®” outlines significant
capability to support patients leaving mental health care either as an outpatient or from
an inpatient psychiatric facility. Their Assertive Community Treatment Team provides
intensive, wrap-around case management services for patients who are returning to the
community from locked psychiatric care. The goal is to support their psychiatric
stabilization, successful transition back into the community, increase independent living
skills and decrease the need for locked care.”® BHD works with Encompass which runs
the El Dorado Center (EDC), a community-based, short-term treatment program for
individuals who may be stepping down from locked care.

An intensive, structured residential program, EDC is an unlocked, home-like
environment facilitating the healing process in preparation for transitioning back to
community living. Staff provide individual and group counseling, crisis intervention,
structured activities, community outings, and assistance with independent living skills
and connecting to the community.®? Encompass’s funding from the County was recently
increased by $1.7 million to a total of $9.4 million.['® (This is separate from the funding
for the new Watsonville facility described above, and is in addition to Behavioral Health
funding.) As well as the El Dorado Center, Encompass runs programs for anyone
diagnosed with mental illness, including treatment, counseling, emergency shelter, case
management, outreach and education, permanent supportive housing, and transitional
housing.*”

In spite of the description in the Quality Management Plan and the collaboration with
Encompass, some of the interviewees noted the lack of step-down facilities, and the
consequent need for BHD to repeat treatment because the patient relapses.!'?" 1021103
Behavioral Health’s Draft Three Year Plan notes that for people with serious mental
illness, a lack of enough beds in higher-level care facilities can lead to a “revolving door
of insecurity, including jail and street life.”® The chronic and severe shortage of
in-patient psychiatric capacity has been described above./’® Some patients are sent to
other California counties, which, as noted previously, is expensive.!'”? Others are
released from in-patient psychiatric care with no follow-up care.!"*"1%4
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Mental Health and Homelessness

BHD'’s clients come from low income people, and about 37% of them are homeless.!"*!
Santa Cruz has a high rate of homeless individuals, at about 0.8% of the

population.! %1197l There were 2,167 people unhoused in Santa Cruz County in 2019
and 2,299 people unhoused in 2022.°11"% Nationally, 26% of homeless people
self-identify as severely mentally ill.l"* Locally, 67% are experiencing chronic substance
abuse."% Just being homeless is associated with declines in mental and physical
health. Homeless persons experience high rates of HIV infection, tuberculosis, and
other conditions as well as the mental illness and SUD that contributed to their
homelessness. A homeless person may enter mental health treatment, but have
nowhere to live upon completion if an inpatient, or during treatment if an outpatient.

Being homeless is a full time job; just getting food, shelter, bathroom access, medical
and dental care, and access to whatever limited services local government or non-profit
organizations provide is all consuming.!"%4 M2 MM A person needs secure
housing before they can be expected to take an active role in dealing with their mental
health. There is a huge need for permanent supportive housing. In their Draft Three
Year Plan, BHD reports that “some of those with the least financial resources are those
who need services the most.”!""® They identify “unhoused populations” among their
service gaps.[""”

Continuing Care for Inmates Being Released from Jail

Some 43% of BHD substance use patients are involved with the criminal justice
system.!"%! About 40% of jail inmates have been diagnosed with mental illness.!""® ']
The jail provides some discharge care for released inmates!'® and may coordinate with
BHD if the inmate was formerly a patient of theirs."”?” The 6 - 7 month wait for a bed in
the state mental health system means an inmate needing in-patient care is out of
luck.l"?") The Public Defender’s Office runs some programs to help inmates get the
services they need. They also coordinate with BHD, but the effort is severely
underfunded.'??1'?* |n their Draft Three Year Plan, BHD identifies “ Incarcerated or
formerly incarcerated people with mental health needs” among their service gaps.!"'"!
They further state that there is a lack of coordination with other county systems, such as
law enforcement or the jail, and a lack of warm handoff to outpatient providers and
ensuring a sufficient amount of medication until a pharmacy is open. This is in spite of
the “mental health liaison program to local law enforcement” and “Jail mental health
program” they claim on their website. (A warm handoff means that jail staff introduces
the inmate to the outpatient provider rather than just providing a referral.”!) A lack of
warm handoff to therapists, outpatient providers, and ensuring sufficient medications
can pose challenges to clients’ continuity of care.

This year’s Civil Grand Jury is also investigating Santa Cruz County’s jails.!'** The
report describes the high recidivism rate - around 60% - for individuals released from
jail. Released inmates with mental illness or SUD have much higher recidivism rates
than those without these diagnoses. Many released inmates get in trouble with the law
again and go right back into the criminal justice system because that is the only easy
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option for them. Anti recidivism programs do work, but are underfunded and inadequate.
The Jail report goes on to recommend increased funding for anti recidivism programs,
including increasing funding for Behavioral Health to support released inmates.

Latino/a Utilization of Mental Health Services

Populations of lower socioeconomic status have been found to have a higher incidence
of mental health disorders.[*!['*! |atinos/as in South County Santa Cruz have
experienced mental health problems due to lower incomes, housing uncertainty,
documentation status, language barriers, and cultural differences./*”’ Nevertheless,
according to Medi-Cal data, the percentage of Latinos/as in Santa Cruz County seeking
mental health services is less than any other ethnic group!'®®! and lower than the state
average for this ethnic population.l'>['** There are probably multiple factors involved,
but historically, investment in South County has been less than in North County. South
County previously used a converted building with no private space for treatment.
However, an outpatient building for mental health services in Watsonville was opened in
2018."*". The new Si Se Puede Behavioral Health Center in Watsonville, described
earlier in this report, will make the distribution of mental health facilities across the
County more equitable.

Outreach to the Latino/a community has historically been less successful than to other
populations."*Z 3% While outreach efforts have improved for South County in the recent
past, there is still more that could be done. The limited availability of bilingual and
bicultural services is the main issue."*?1"I 36137 Cyltural competency, as well as
language, is important in encouraging people to seek and undergo needed mental
health treatment.

Currently, the County provides an increase in pay of $1.00 per hour for Level One
bilingual services and $1.35 per hour for Level Two bilingual services.!*® Level One is
the ability to converse in the second language and to translate English into the second
language. Level Two is the ability to converse in the second language, to read the
second language, to translate the second language orally into English, and to write in
the second language.!* At the present time this bilingual pay differential is only
available for Spanish.!"*”! Unfortunately, in spite of this pay incentive, the County has a
shortage of practitioners who are bilingual Spanish speakers. To complicate matters,
some of the farmworkers are indigenous immigrants from southern Mexico. A number of
them speak an indigenous language, Mixteco, which is different from Spanish. The
Grand Jury understands that covering all languages is impossible but more qualified
interpreters are needed. In North County homelessness plays a big role in the services
needed, while in South county the focus is more likely to be on youths and
families.l"*"1'*2 Understanding the family unit is important in providing mental health
services, especially in South county. This emphasizes the importance of bicultural
awareness beyond bilingual services.
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Conclusion

The longstanding and serious staffing shortage at the Behavioral Health Division is a
contributing factor to all the issues discussed in this report, such as lack of step-down
capability, services for marginalized groups including homeless persons, those involved
with the criminal justice system and racial minorities. Until the staffing level is
significantly improved, expecting improved service in any of these areas is
unreasonable. The Grand Jury typically recommends an increase in funding when an
agency has more responsibilities than budget, even while understanding that if there
were funding available to increase the budget, this would already have been done. In
this case, however, not only are County residents not getting adequate mental health
services, the cost to the County is also higher because patients sometimes need to
repeat treatment.

Findings

Findings about the Staffing Shortage

F1. The chronic understaffing in the Behavioral Health Division (BHD) and their
contractors is negatively impacting the department’s ability to meet goals and to
provide services in a timely and effective manner.

F2. The County Personnel Department has been slow to respond to the chronic
understaffing in the Behavioral Health Division. It has not put measures into
place to speed up the hiring process or to create competitive salaries and
incentives for the non-medical personnel who staff the BHD positions. Nor have
they created connections with nearby universities to groom a clinical workforce.
This causes unnecessary delays in hiring mental health professionals.

F3. Both the Personnel Department and the Behavioral Health Division do not have
enough analysts to allow an adequate review of their programs and systems,
including analyzing the County’s hiring process. This makes it difficult for them to
improve services.

Findings about the Crisis Stabilization Program

F4. The Crisis Stabilization Program (CSP) has been diverting patients experiencing
a mental health crisis to hospital emergency departments too frequently, delaying
diagnosis, delaying treatment, and placing an extra burden on the emergency
departments, which are already overcrowded. The emergency departments then
become responsible for finding an inpatient facility for patients who cannot be
safely discharged to outpatient care, which further stretches limited resources.

F5. The limited hours that the Mobile Emergency Response Team and Mobile
Emergency Response Team for Youth operate interfere with a timely assessment
of patients in a mental health crisis, negatively impacting patient care.
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F6. An inadequate number of beds at the Psychiatric Healthcare Facility (PHF)
results in the practice of sending patients out of county, which negatively impacts
the patient’s care, and is expensive for the Behavioral Health Division.

F7. The County plans to close the current Crisis Stabilization Program (CSP) to
patients under 18 after June 30, 2023, and the new CSP/PHF in Live Oak will not
be open until late 2024 or early 2025 compromising crisis care to minors for 18
months or more.

Finding about High Cost Beneficiaries

F8. The large number of high cost beneficiaries results in additional demands on an
already overloaded behavioral health system.

Finding about the new Watsonville facility

F9. The new Si Se Puede Behavioral Health Center in Watsonville is a big step in the
right direction, and will provide significantly increased service capacity, but it is
still not enough.

Findings about Step-Down, Homelessness, and Jail Inmates

F10. The lack of step-down care for patients completing both inpatient and outpatient
treatment often results in patients relapsing and needing retreatment, which is
bad for the patient and increases costs for the Behavioral Health Division.

F11. The high rate of homelessness and Substance Use Disorder in the County
results in the Behavioral Health Division’s clients that are especially demanding
and difficult to treat.

F12. The Behavioral Health Division is insufficiently funded and staffed to provide

adequate step-down care for their patients, many of whom are homeless, and/or
recently released from jail, and thus have a need for support.

Findings about services to Latino/as

F13. Outreach to the Latino/a community is insufficient because of the lack of bilingual
and bicultural staff contributing to disproportionate underutilization of mental
health services within the Latino/a community.

F14. The current pay differential for bilingual staff is insufficient to attract and retain
suitably qualified staff making adequate outreach to the Latino/a community
difficult.
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Recommendations

Recommendations about the Staffing Shortage

R1. Competitive salaries and hiring incentives should be put in place for all vacant
Behavioral Health Division (BHD) positions that don’t already have them. The
BHD should consider the salaries and hiring incentives offered by Santa Clara
County as a guide - such as hiring bonuses, loan repayment, public service loan
repayment, and workforce tuition.The Personnel Department must plan for
increases in salary and incentives by the end of 2023 with the goal of including
them in the next budget cycle. (F1, F2, F8)

R2. The County Personnel Department should plan to do an analysis of the hiring
process for BHD positions and put measures into place to reduce the time it
takes to hire by at least half. They should streamline the process and make use
of up to date automated processes by the end of 2023. (F1, F2, F3)

R3. The County Personnel Department should institute an annual competitive
analysis for all open BHD positions that includes consideration of the
extraordinarily high cost of living in Santa Cruz, benefits and incentives. This
should be completed by the end of 2023. (F2, F3)

R4. The County Personnel Department should develop connections and internships
with nearby universities that have Psychology and Social Work programs to
groom a clinical workforce. A plan for this should be completed by the end of
2023. (F1, F2)

Recommendations about the Crisis Stabilization Program

R5. To eliminate the frequent offloading of the Behavioral Health Division (BHD)
clients to local hospital emergency departments, the Board of Supervisors and
BHD should evaluate ways to increase the number of Crisis Stabilization
Program chairs and psychiatric beds available, which may include planning for
another adult Psychiatric Healthcare Facility. This evaluation and planning
process should be completed by the end of 2023. (F5, F7)

R6. The Behavioral Health Division should improve the services provided by the
Mobile Emergency Response Team and the Mobile Emergency Response Team
for Youth by improving staffing and expanding coverage to 24/7. This should be
completed by the end of 2023. (F6)

R7. The Behavioral Health Division should ensure that there is a smooth transition
plan and back up plan for the treatment of children and youths from the current
Crisis Stabilization Program to the planned new facility in Live Oak other than
diverting them to emergency departments. This should be completed by
September 30, 2023. (F8)
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Recommendation about Step-Down, Homelessness, and Jail Inmates

R8. The Behavioral Health Division should request sufficient funding from the County
to provide adequate step-down care so patients do not relapse and need yet
more care. This request should be in place by the end of 2023. (F8, F10 — F12)

Recommendations about Latino/a Utilization of Mental Health Services

R9. The Behavioral Health Division should continue to improve bilingual/bicultural
outreach to the Latino/a population, including whether any language besides
Spanish reaches the threshold to warrant offering the bilingual pay differential.
Improvements should be in place by the end of 2023. (F13, F14)

R10. The Behavioral Health Division should review the recruitment and retention of
bilingual staff, including an increase to the current bilingual pay differential, in an
effort to improve bilingual services. This should be completed by the end of 2023.
(F13, F14)

Commendations

C1. The Grand Jury commends the Behavioral Health Division for development of a
Psychiatric Healthcare Facility for children and youths which will provide much
needed mental health services for this population.

C2. The Grand Jury commends the Behavioral Health Division’s efforts to develop a
wide range of crisis care services that are not routinely offered in similar sized
counties, including Mobile Emergency Response Teams for adults and youth, a
Crisis Services Program, and a Psychiatric Health Facility.
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Required Responses

Santa Cruz County Civil Grand Jury

Respondent Findings | Recommendations Respond Within/
Respond By
Board of Supervisors F1-F14 R1-R10 90 Days
P September 11, 2023
Invited Responses
Respondent Findings |Recommendations Respond Within/
Respond By
Carlos Palacios, County 90 Days
Administrative Officer F1-F14 R1-R10 September 11, 2023
. 90 Days
Mental Health Advisory Board | F1 —-F14 R1-R10 September 11, 2023
Tiffany Cantrell-Warren,
Director, Behavioral F1-F14 R1-R10 90 Days
. September 11, 2023
Health Division
Monica Morales, Director, 90 Days
Health Services Agency F1-F14 R1-R10 September 11, 2023
Ajita Patel, Santa Cruz County F1_F3 R1_ R4 90 Days

Director of Personnel

September 11, 2023

Definitions

e 5150: A 72 hour involuntary psychiatric hospitalization for adults.
e 5585: A 72 hour involuntary psychiatric hospitalization for minors.

e Bo0S: Board of Supervisors

e BHD: Behavioral Health Division
e CSP: Crisis Stabilization Program

e ED: Emergency Department
e HCB: High Cost Beneficiary

e HSA: Health Services Agency
e MERT: Mobile Emergency Response Team

e MERTY: Mobile Emergency Response Team for Youths
e MHPEQR: Mental Health Plan External Quality Review
e PHF: Psychiatric Healthcare Facility

e RFP: Request for Proposal
e SCC: Santa Cruz County

e Step-Down: The transition from locked to unlocked psychiatric care.
e SUD: Substance Use Disorder
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