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AMERICAN BAR ASSOCIATION

March 5, 2008

U.S. House of Representatives
Washington, DC 20015

Re: H.R. 1424, the Paul Wellstone Mental Health and Addiction Equity Act

Dear Representative:

In support of access to treatment for those with substance abuse and mental
health ailments, the American Bar Association supports H.R. 1424, the Paul
Wellstone Mental Health and Addiction Equity Act of 2007, introduced by
Congressmen Patrick J. Kennedy.

Currently, most health insurance benefit programs, in both the public and the
private sectors, do not adequately cover substance abuse and mental health
treatment. Often, insurers disallow coverage of specific services, impose
annual or lifetime maximums on expenditures for those services unrelated to
the treatment standards, impose limits on the number of outpatient visits or
inpatient days for substance abuse and mental health care or simply do not offer
coverage for mental health or substance abuse treatment at all. Stringent
limitations can act as road blocks to recovery by preventing individuals from
receiving essential care. While states may assure stronger coverage for their
citizens, a national minimum would enhance coverage for all.

Because alcohol and substance use and dependence are chronic, relapsing
illnesses, an individual with either condition could easily exhaust what
insurance coverage is available before treatment is complete. Those unable to
pay for uncovered services would be forced to either forgo necessary treatment
or rely upon overburdened publicly funded healthcare systems. Most of which
are not designed to handle the unique needs of individuals dependent on alcohol
and other drugs. Nonetheless, for many, the public care network has become
the primary source of care, and funds for care for mental health and substance
abuse treatment.



The cost to the individuals, their families, their communities and the U.S. economy
resulting from the lack of treatment for substance abuse, addiction or mental health are
well documented, and the consequences of inadequate access to treatment are evident in
the workplace, in schools, and in the criminal justice systems. The cumulative burden
upon our nation’s economy is enormous. For instance, substance use results in a
considerable burden on the workplace and cost to employers in the form of absenteeism,
“presenteeism” (attending work with symptoms that impair performance), disability
leave, and “critical incidents,” such as on-the-job accidents. Clinical depression alone is
estimated to cost the economy more than $30 billion per year and bipolar disorder is
believed to cost as much as $14 billion per year. These costs to society and to the
economy are unacceptable and could be ameliorated if every insured individual had
access to medically necessary treatment.

The ABA supports H.R. 1424 because it would bring parity to medical treatment for
substance abuse and mental health in comparison with other medically necessary care by
removing unreasonable limits on care. This legislation offers a flexible approach that
would allow the states to further define care for their citizens. We therefore urge your
support for passage of the measure.

Sincerely,

*E)étm‘&f ,»0}— @;ﬁ V- S

Denise A. Cardman
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