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Donald Trump and Republicans are trying to gut Medicaid and its role covering treatment for mental illness.
That's the real mental health crisis.
“A mental health problem at the highest level,” President Trump said after a shooting in Sutherland Springs
(/story/news/politics/2017/11/06/trump-mental-health-issue-behind-texas-shooting-not-guns/834879001/), Texas
left 26 parishioners dead. “Mental health is often a big problem underlying these tragedies,” House Speaker
Paul Ryan said after a gunman killed 17 students and teachers (/story/news/2018/02/16/florida-shootingrampage-sparks-review-mental-health-restrictions-gun-purchases/345910002/) at Marjory Stoneman Douglas
High School.
(Photo: Evan Vucci, AP)

If Republican leaders are talking about mental health, it’s generally for one reason — to avoid talking about
guns.

By any measure, the claim that mental illness is to blame for gun violence is false. The United States does not have a disproportionate number of people
suffering from mental illness, but we do have a disproportionate number of guns, mass shooters and deaths by firearm. Only 3% to 5% of violent crimes
(http://www.amhca.org/blogs/joel-miller/2017/10/03/gun-violence-and-mental-illnessmyths-and-evidence-based-facts)are committed by mentally ill people,
and they themselves are roughly 10 times more likely to be the victims of violence (https://www.mentalhealth.gov/basics/mental-health-myths-facts)
(https://protect-us.mimecast.com/s/QeypC5yw29hP37rWfWVDbS?domain=mentalhealth.gov)than the general population.
Still, Trump and Ryan are right that we have a mental health crisis in this country. What they don’t mention is that it's driven by the Republican Party’s
systemic erosion of health care and coverage. Specifically, their efforts to decimate the single largest source of funding for mental health and substance
use disorder treatment in the United States — Medicaid.
More: What if Dems were in charge? I'd let people buy Medicaid coverage: Senator (/story/opinion/2017/10/25/if-democrats-were-in-charge-id-let-statesexpand-medicaid-brian-schatz-column/798795001/)
More: On Medicaid work requirements, who will judge the character judges? (/story/opinion/2018/01/22/medicaid-work-requirements-who-judgecharacter-judges-jill-lawrence-column/1052270001/)
Medicaid covers 75 million Americans (https://www.kff.org/medicaid/issue-brief/10-things-to-know-about-medicaid-setting-the-facts-straight/), 50 million of
them children, elderly or disabled. For those with mental illness or a substance use disorder, Medicaid is often a lifeline to treatment they otherwise would
go without. Today, in the midst of a devastating opioid epidemic, it covers nearly 40% of non-elderly adults (https://www.kff.org/infographic/medicaids-rolein-addressing-opioid-epidemic/) with an opioid addiction and 26% with a serious mental illness (https://www.kff.org/medicaid/issue-brief/medicaids-role-infinancing-behavioral-health-services-for-low-income-individuals/).
Put another way, you can’t champion mental health reform or opioid treatment with one hand and aim to gut Medicaid with the other. Nonetheless, Trump
and the GOP have spent the last 15 months working to do just that.
First, it was their ill-fated effort to "repeal and replace" the Affordable Care Act, which would have cut Medicaid by more than $800 billion (/story
/news/nation/2017/11/15/how-u-s-has-become-medicaid-nation/867918001/), ended the ACA’s Medicaid expansion and imposed arbitrary caps on
benefits for people left in the program.
The American public rejected their plan. But the administration, undeterred, proposes to cut the program by $800 billion (https://www.vox.com/policy-andpolitics/2018/2/12/16996832/trump-budget-2019-release-explained) in its latest budget. And Trump and his team have brought their vendetta against
Medicaid to the states, giving local officials and administrators unprecedented authority to limit coverage and benefits.
Last month, states like Kentucky, Indiana and Arkansas got a green light to cut Medicaid access for people who lose their jobs and restrict the ability of
families to keep the health care they need to get back on their feet. States like Ohio tell us this is a deeply flawed approach (https://www.ohio.com/akron
/editorial/commentary/graham-bowman-how-the-medicaid-work-requirement-adds-insult-to-injury); having Medicaid coverage makes people more likely
(http://medicaid.ohio.gov/portals/0/resources/reports/annual/group-viii-assessment.pdf) to work. For most Americans, this is common sense. It is
exceedingly difficult to find or keep a job when you cannot meet basic health care needs for yourself or your family.

Which explains why today nearly 80% of adults on Medicaid (https://www.kff.org/medicaid/issue-brief/understanding-the-intersection-of-medicaid-andwork/) live in a family where someone is employed, 60% work themselves and the vast majority of those not working are in school, caring for a loved one,
or facing serious physical or mental illness that makes work difficult if not impossible.
When you hear the Republican talking point that these reforms are intended only for folks who make too much money to “deserve” assistance, look at
Alabama. Its proposed work requirement (/story/news/politics/southunionstreet/2018/03/01/alabama-medicaid-moves-impose-some-work-requirements
/387529002/)would apply to parents and caretakers living below 18% of the poverty line; or less than $4,524 for a family of four for an entire year.
More: New Trump rules will drive people with disabilities off Medicaid and out of work (/story/opinion/2018/03/07/new-medicaid-work-requirementsworse-health-less-work-people-disabilities-marty-ford-column/397291002/)
More: As state voters lead on Medicaid, could health care be the next gay marriage? (/story/opinion/2018/03/26/voters-lead-medicaid-health-care-nextgay-marriage-column/442100002/)

POLICING THE USA: A look at race, justice, media (http://usatoday.com/policing/)
Many of these families will lose coverage not because they refuse to work but because they are unable to comply with the onerous bureaucratic demands
that come with work requirements. Furthermore, the Trump administration is not allowing states to use Medicaid funds (http://www.governing.com/topics
/health-human-services/gov-medicaid-work-requirements-states-cost-implement.html) for things like job training, child care and transportation that would
help people find work again. These challenges will hit the mental health community in particular. Mental illness is chronic and stigma often compounds
the difficulty of navigating a job — stigma that is carelessly reinforced every time a Republican elected official blames the mentally ill for causing this
country’s gun violence epidemic.
Tragically, work requirements are just one of the ways this administration is targeting our mental health infrastructure. States like Arizona and Wisconsin
have asked for federal lifetime limits (http://thehill.com/policy/healthcare/373544-trump-officials-face-decision-on-lifetime-limits-for-medicaid) on Medicaid
beneficiaries that the government deems “able-bodied,” a move that puts government officials in the business of making medical decisions and deciding
the merit of our health challenges. States like Kansas have proposed ending Medicaid coverage after as little as 36 months (https://ccf.georgetown.edu
/2017/12/01/kansas-and-mississippi-medicaid-waivers-race-to-the-bottom-most-vulnerable-families-targeted-by-harmful-proposal/). As anyone with
depression or a substance use disorder (not to mention cancer or heart disease or diabetes) would tell you, healing seldom complies with a three-year
deadline.
“We’ve been dreaming about this since … you and I were drinking at a keg,” Ryan mused to a fellow conservative last year about capping Medicaid
spending (https://www.vanityfair.com/news/2017/03/paul-ryan-medicaid).
For the sick and suffering among us, Medicaid is survival. The next time we see GOP leaders excuse their inaction on gun violence by scapegoating
those with mental illness, let’s take a cue from the brave student survivors in Parkland and call BS.
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