Maryland Behavioral Health Coalition

2018 CANDIDATE QUESTIONNAIRE

The Maryland Behavioral Health Coalition respectfully requests that you respond to the questions below on
issues related to mental health and substance use disorders. The Maryland Behavioral Health Coalition is a
diverse mix of nonprofit organizations working to ensure that individuals with mental health and substance use
disorders have access to quality care and services that meet their needs.
To educate voters impartially and on a nonpartisan basis, complete candidate responses will be published
verbatim on the Maryland Behavioral Health Coalition website (http://keepthedooropenmd.org/) on October
16, 2018. To meet our publication deadline, your responses must be received no later than October 12, 2018. If
you do not respond, the publication will state Did Not Respond.
Questions and responses will be used in compliance with all IRS rules for 501(c)(3) organizations.
Please respond to each question in 200 words or less, and submit completed questionnaires to Dan Martin via
email at dmartin@mhamd.org.
Thank you for taking the time to complete this questionnaire, and for taking the opportunity to communicate
your views on behavioral health issues and policy.
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Courtney Watson
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1. What would you propose to reduce stigma associated with mental health and substance use disorders?
Stigma is a tremendous barrier for people seeking help for mental illness and substance use disorders. I
advocate for mental health screenings in public K-12 schools, as well as providing a better student to
counselor ratio in our schools. I believe all school employees should take mental health/substance use
training classes so that they better recognize when students need help. Early intervention and treatment in
school will help reduce stigma as identification and treatment becomes as common place as a vision
screening and eye glasses.

2. What strategies would you employ to reduce overdose deaths and suicides?
The answer to the first question above is something that would go a long way to curbing illicit substance
use and suicide. We must identify and seek early treatment for people who may suffer from either of these
illnesses. Early intervention for behavioral health needs will reduce suicide and substance use disorder.
Reducing barriers to care, and increasing support services are critical.
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3. What specific initiatives would you propose to better address the prevention, early intervention and
treatment needs of children and youth living with mental illness and/or substance use disorders?
The answer to this question can also be found in my answer to the first question above. In addition to
providing screening and counseling services in schools, we need to expand the network of accessible
private providers by increasing the reimbursement rates. Not enough mental health providers accept
insurance and those that do have long waiting lists. We cannot provide early intervention if we do not solve
the access to care problem.

4. Maryland’s older adults are the fastest growing demographic with unmet mental health and substance
use disorder needs. How would you address the behavioral health needs of this population?
Older adults would also benefit from routine screening in their healthcare program. Although we are
supposed to have parity for physical and mental health services paid for by insurance companies, that is
not always the case. Older adults must overcome what can be even more of a stigma problem then is
present in the younger generations. Raising awareness of the risk factors for mental health issues that can
come with aging or prolonged physical illness would also be helpful.

5. What would you do to increase the availability of mental health and addiction providers in the state?
The number one thing that can be done to increase the providers participating with insurance is to increase
reimbursement rates for behavioral health services. An additional way to increase access is to use
telehealth care as we have piloted in some of our elementary schools in Howard County. Providers from
other geographical areas could supplement the current supply locally through the use of telehealth
technology.

6. How would you ensure health insurance plans are in compliance with existing behavioral health parity
laws and educate consumers about their rights to equitable mental health and addiction coverage?
Health plans are not always providing parity in benefits. One loophole is in the case of an outpatient
treatment center that might provide two or more treatments for a patient in one day. For example, a
session with a counselor, and then a medical check with a psychiatrist. Some carriers have a policy that
they will pay for only one session per provider (the center) per day. And then on top of that, only pay the
lowest cost session. This is not what the General Assembly had in mind in terms of parity and this needs to
be rectified. I would like to see consumer protection effort on the part of the state to help individual
consumers determine whether they are being properly reimbursed and provide assistance with getting
unpaid claims rectified.
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7. What would you do to ensure that low income individuals with mental health and substance use
disorders have access to safe, stable and affordable housing?
I believe we need to continue to expand the network of comprehensive services including housing through
both public investment and partnerships with the private sector. This is perhaps the greatest challenge we
have in Howard County in providing for our vulnerable citizens. We have to do better in this area.

8. What strategies would you employ to address the overrepresentation of individuals with behavioral
health needs in Maryland jails and prisons?
Providing diagnosis and early intervention through school based services would go a long way to identifying
and rectifying behavioral health issues before someone is incarcerated for committing a crime which could
be a result of their illness. Reforming our criminal justice system to address the impact of poor behavioral
health, and get people treatment in both behavioral health and substance use disorder, would cost the state
less in the long run.

9. Given the continuing rise in demand for mental health and substance use disorder services, what steps
would you take to move Maryland toward a system with true on-demand access and comprehensive
behavioral health crisis response services?
We must have a continuum of behavioral health care services from early identification and intervention to
crisis response. In doing so, reduction of stigma, increased access to providers, increased reimbursement
rates, and partnerships with the nonprofit and private sector are critical components. I believe the most
important steps we can take now are to implement screening in schools and to increase reimbursement
rates so providers will participate with insurance companies, thereby increasing access to care.
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