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Bucks County's mentally ill prisoners are still waiting.

Despite efforts to ease overcrowding, the eight-cell county prison unit that houses inmates who are incompetent to stand trial remains full, with a handful of prisoners on the waiting list.

And while the region's police officers say they're doing their best to handle the increasing number of mentally ill people causing trouble on the streets, some now find themselves under scrutiny in the wake of the fatal shooting of a handcuffed prisoner.

The Bucks County Courier Times and The Intelligencer looked at the issues facing the mentally ill in our criminal justice system earlier this year in the series titled “Stalled Justice.”

Reporters found that inmates deemed incompetent to stand trial were waiting an average of five months for a bed in Norristown State Hospital, where they're supposed to receive treatment and medication to stabilize them enough so their cases can legally move through the court system. Some had waited as long as 10 months, the investigation showed.

With limited space and treatment options, county prison officials had little choice but to lock these prisoners in their cells for up to 23 hours a day. Many were violent, officials said, and required constant monitoring by prison staff.

The wait was caused by a logjam at Norristown, due to a lack of bed space there. Pennsylvania has another state hospital, Torrance, near Pittsburgh. Bucks County judges this year ordered some prisoners sent there to ease overcrowding at the county prison, a 5½ hour trip that cost taxpayers $2,259 in travel and staffing fees.

Several solutions were proposed over the summer, but as the year wraps up, all are still in the planning phase.

One possible option is to hold competency classes for inmates here in Bucks, similar to the ones offered in Norristown. In such a class, defendants are taught about the court system while receiving medication and therapy. The goal of the classes is to help mentally ill defendants understand enough about the legal process that they can pass a competency evaluation, which they must do before they can stand trial.

Bucks County President Judge Susan Devlin Scott and public defender Christina King have formed a prison oversight board subcommittee to discuss creating the classes in Bucks. As of early December, Scott said she didn't know if the classes would be started or where they would be held. She said more information may be available in January.

Another suggestion that seemed to be gaining steam this year was the notion of creating a so-called step-down unit in the Norristown Hospital.

The proposed facility would offer a number of stages of treatment, beginning with intense therapy when mentally ill inmates first arrive. Defendants would move through the program as they stabilized, receiving therapy designed to get them ready to navigate the criminal justice system.

A statewide task force of lawyers, social workers, judges and prison officials labeled The Community and Hospital Justice Related Services Workgroup held several meetings on the issue this year, but as of late December, it hadn't issued a report on its findings.

Local police officers continue to face challenges when dealing with the growing number of mentally ill people on the streets, including violent and sometimes deadly confrontations.

In June, police faced two deadly crises just over a week apart. On June 9, a Perkasie police sergeant calmed down Michael Marino, 26. Authorities had said Marino was acting strangely and had stopped taking his medication for mental illness.

When the sergeant walked away, a confrontation ensued between Marino and two other officers. According to the District Attorney’s Office, the handcuffed Marino was shot and killed by a Perkasie officer after Marino knocked the officer to the ground.

Eight days later, a Clinton, N.J., police officer in the midst of a divorce tricked his wife out of her Doylestown Township house and barricaded himself inside with a small arsenal. It was Father’s Day and SWAT officers from across the area flooded the Doylestown Lea neighborhood after the husband fired repeatedly at police outside. Negotiations were held on and off throughout the day, until one of the husband's co-workers helped police talk him into surrendering shortly before midnight -- 10 hours after the standoff began.

But those are just two cases that made headlines.

There are numerous contacts between police and people in mental and emotional crises, said Sgt. Andrew Aninsman, a Bensalem officer and co-chair of Bucks County’s Crisis Intervention Team (CIT) training program. The concept of the CIT program is diverting persons who need mental health treatment from prison to other facilities that can diagnose and treat them. Aninsman declined to comment about specific incidents, but said the CIT program is growing.

Pennridge Regional Police Chief David Mettin said by next month, all the Pennridge officers will have undergone CIT training.

“It really enables the officer to realize what’s going on in somebody’s mind and what they need to do and what they have available to address that,” Mettin said.

Aninsman said cases are likely under-reported because a complaint that could fall under the mental health umbrella might be written off as a disturbance or some other type of call and the subject may not get needed treatment. But CIT is developing an incident reporting system for police countywide that would enable them to not only track the number of cases, but see outcomes and details – including whether weapons were involved and if subjects threatened to hurt others or just threatened to hurt themselves.

Officials are also developing training that will encompass other emergency care providers as well.

Having EMTs, paramedics and hospital security officers all on the same page will help expedite the process and maintain the calm that police need to get someone in crisis into a facility, Mettin said.

Sharon Curran, an associate executive director at the Lenape Valley Foundation and a CIT co-chair, the idea is to expand the commitment to getting the mentally ill treated instead of incarcerated. While CIT now brings together police and treatment professionals, additional training could bring in everyone from the 911 dispatcher to hospital personnel.

She said 911 dispatchers could undergo training that would help them communicate with family members reporting a crisis and recognize a need to a CIT-trained officer.

Mettin said the program has helped officers deal with everything from “a full blown mental crisis to a traffic problem.”

[image: image3.png]



