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THROUGH THE CRACKS

	
	By RUTH BROWN 
rbrown@PostRegister.com 




EDITOR'S NOTE: This story is the second in a three-part series on issues dealing children's mental health.

Eric Hansen has spent two-thirds of his life behind bars.

From age 11 to 31, he had one Christmas and no birthdays with his family, his mother Lynne Whiting said.

Hansen has bipolar disorder.

He fell through the cracks of a porous children's mental health system in the early 1990s and is paying dearly for it, Whiting said.

"I really struggled to find help; in part because I didn't know what questions to ask and I didn't know who to ask," Whiting said. "And once I figured out who to ask, I didn't know how to ask the question to get the answers I needed."

Hansen's is a sad story.

It is a story state officials are trying to prevent from repeating itself despite the fact that roughly 19,000 Idaho children have a "serious emotional disturbance," which covers a suite of mental conditions from bipolar disorder to depression.

But experts say the state now is better equipped to help these children.

Funding has increased ninefold in the past decade and the justice system is using innovative approaches to keep children from falling through the cracks that swallowed Hansen.

"I think things have drastically changed ..." said Meri Bybee, juvenile court services director in Bonneville County.

THE PROBLEM

Many children end up in the justice system as a result of a series of conscious, but poor, decisions. But for others, untreated or mistreated mental illnesses may have played a role, officials said.

About 60 percent of children entering the 3-B Juvenile Detention Center have some kind of provisional mental health problem, detention center director Brian Walker said.

"A lot of these kids just slip through the cracks and never had anybody diagnose them," Walker said. "We want to reduce them from coming into detention and fall away from the justice system."

HELPING HANDS

The first line of defense to is better identification of troubled kids – before they get in trouble.

Idaho Falls Police Officer John Cowley, a school resource officer within Idaho Falls School District 91, said it is more efficient to get these children the help they need before they enter the correctional system.

"I do everything I can ... to try to keep them out of juvenile justice system," Cowley said.

Whiting implores parents to seek help at the first sign of trouble and specifically recommended reaching out to the Idaho Federation of Families for Children's Mental Health.

If a child ends up in trouble, the state uses a system geared to help the child and keep them out of jail.

Any child booked into a detention center must undergo a mental health screening that asks about traumatic experiences, suicidal tendencies, substance abuse and other kinds of mental health problems. Then, within 48 hours, each juvenile inmate is interviewed by a mental health provider.

"The goal of this is to assess for mental health issues, trauma and even traumatic brain injury," said Brian Mecham, a clinician at the 3-B Juvenile Detention Center. "These kids may be having issues, so we talk to them about the home, school, social and emotional aspects of their health."

In addition to clinical services for children in detention, some adolescent offenders participate in a specialty court if they have a mental illness. Flagging kids with emotional problems creates a safer environment in detention centers, not only for the children but also the staff, Mecham said.

Identifying mental health issues is the first step to helping the children.

The aforementioned clinical services program was piloted in 2007 at 3-B Juvenile Detention Center. Due to the program's success, it expanded to the other 11 detention centers in the state and today all facilities have in-house clinicians.

The program's purpose is to screen detained juveniles and recommend services.

Clinicians also make recommendations to judges and juvenile probation officers who work with youths on the outside.

Mecham focuses on diagnosing problems.

"My philosophy is I can do some individual counseling ... but if I open a can of worms and ask them to tell me about all their trauma and all these things that happened to them, then all of a sudden I've opened a wound and they've got to deal with it even though they're only in for (a short amount of time)," he said. "Then, who's going to deal with that? It's not a good idea to go into someone's mind like that and then say 'OK, see you later.'"

IN THE SYSTEM

For juvenile inmates serving detention, sometimes up to a year, the facilities offer a variety of counseling services -- family, group and individual.

Inmates also participate in support groups; have guest speakers and other forms of therapy.

Services also are available to youths on probation.

Bonneville County Juvenile Probation, on average, has about 800 children under its supervision, Bybee said.

Every juvenile who comes into probation's jurisdiction undergoes a screening that evaluates their mental health needs, substance abuse issues and chance of recidivism, she said.

Probation officers then refer them to the appropriate agencies and may mandate the juvenile comply with participating in mental health services as a circumstance of his or her probation.

Bonneville County Probation used to see about 20 to 25 of its youth committed to the Idaho Department of Correction. Last year, five were incarcerated.

That is something that's not only positive for the juveniles, but saves state funding.

The average cost to house a juvenile inmate in a correctional center is $201.93 per day, according to the Idaho Department of Juvenile Correction. That's more than three times the cost of housing an adult inmate.

In the adult correction system, it costs $59.03 per day to house the average inmate.

The cost difference is attributed to the additional counseling and educational services that are emphasized for juveniles.

BACK TO HANSEN

Hansen still struggles with bipolar disorder and isn't yet eligible for parole. He's serving a 10- to 30-year sentence for aggravated assault, unlawful possession of a firearm by a felon and possession of a weapon during the commission of a crime.

He once attempted suicide in prison by slitting his wrists. A guard found him unconscious. He has, essentially, just accepted that his life is what it is, Whiting said.

"From my point of view, he is relatively safe," she said. "He has three meals a day and I know where he's at."

It is their story, Hansen's and Whiting's.

It is a story Whiting doesn't want other parents to endure.

Sunday: Read about the stigma that comes with mental illness in children, the battles families have dealing with it and what help is available in schools.

Ruth Brown can be reached at 542-6750.

About 60 percent of children coming through 3-B Juvenile Detention Center have some form of provisional mental health diagnoses. Eric Hansen was one of them.

Extra insight

Read Part 1: June 21: "One Day at a Time" tinyurl.com/KidsMentalHealth

Where to get help

Resources for children with mental health issues include:

Idaho Department of Health and Welfare Region 7: Visit www.healthandwelfare.idaho.gov or call 528-5700.

National Alliance on Mental Illness Idaho: (208) 242-7430, email namiidaho@yahoo.com or www.nami.org.

Idaho Federation of Families for Children's Mental Health: (208) 433-8845

Suicide Prevention Action Network of Idaho: (208) 860-1703

Suicide Prevention Hotline: (800) 273-8255

Extra insight:

May 18, 2003 "Companions fight for kids' mental health" tinyurl.com/MentalHealthPart1

May 19, 2003 "It's inhumane" tinyurl.com/MentalHealthPart2

May 20, 2003 "Seeking solutions" tinyurl.com/MentalHealthPart3

