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Thirty days into his new job as commissioner of the Alabama Department of Mental Health, Jim Perdue

knows one thing for certain.
He has tough tasks ahead of him.

“We have more acronyms in mental health than we have money,” he told Andalusia Rc

The former Crenshaw County probate judge, who for years chaired the board of the Ar
Central Alabama Mental Health, said mental health reform has to be in Alabama’s futu

“Most people when they think of mental health, think of mental commitments,” he saic
mentally ill person who requires commitment who doesn’t require some substance to li
We have four mental health hospitals in the state; three are closed. We’ve got to do son

Perdue said he plans to work with the Hospital Association to get more beds for menta
“Basically, we have a math problem,” he said. “So many patients and so few beds.”
Perdue said he plans to lobby the legislature not just for level services, but to increase ¢

“I can tell y’all are thinking, ‘There he goes. Tax and spend,” ”” he said. “But | can men
LaFayette, La., — you have a problem that’s out there.”

He was referring to a recent mass shooting in a theater there. The shooter, who took his
recently lived in Alabama.

8/5/2015 11:52 AM



There are 75 to 100 mental commitments in Covington County every year, he said. There are currently more
than 8,000 petitions for commitments in the state. And that’s just the tip of the iceberg, he said.

“A family who is rich enough takes care of it themselves. They get admitted, not committed. And yet, the
symptoms, and diagnosis may be exactly the same.”

A relatively new law puts mental health clients who have been finally committed on a list of those who cannot
buy guns. But Perdue said even with the new law, he doesn’t

expect to see an end to people walking into a public place with a gun.

“It’s not difficult to get the legislature to understand right now. They’re sympathetic,” he said. “But at the
same time, budgeting is a hard process.”

Even as he spoke the legislature was working on a General Fund budget that could include sharp cuts to state
agencies.

“If they cut our budget 10 percent, which 10 percent do | need to cut,” he said. “I’m not going to cut at Taylor
Hardin, which is our secure facility for those patients not guilty by reason of insanity.

“It’s all men. The crimes they’ve committed will make your stomach turn. So if | take |
say, ‘Give me 15 people”

Similarly, those patients who are in Bryce’s, the state mental hospital, can’t just be seni

“We have 150 who have attempted suicide or attempted murder. They may be psychoti
schizophrenic. They have a treatable disease. It’s no different than cancer. You don’t ct

The department also provides services for the intellectually or developmentally disable

“Once you start treating them, the law says they are entitled,” he said. “If you stop trea
government will come down your throat. We have 6,000 people under our care, and 3,(

If the department is cut, he said, the cuts will have to come in community services.
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