June 11, 2003

JoAnne B. Barnhart, Commissioner

Social Security Administration

PO Box 17703

Baltimore, MD 21235-7703

Re: 
Response to Social Security Administration’s Advance Notice of Proposed Rulemaking on Criteria for Evaluating Mental Disorders -- 20 CFR Parts 404 and 416 (Federal Register March 17, 2003 (Volume 68, Number 51)

Dear Ms. Barnhart:

Thank you for the opportunity to comment on proposed changes to the criteria for evaluating mental disorders for disability determination.  

Mental Health and Substance Abuse Corporations of Massachusetts, Inc. (MHSACM) is a statewide association representing more than 100 community-based mental health and substance abuse provider organizations.  Our members are the primary providers of publicly-funded mental health and substance abuse services in Massachusetts.  Additionally, MHSACM is a member of the National Council for Community Behavioral Healthcare which is the national counterpart to our provider organization.  

It is our firm belief that individuals with mental illnesses should have a fair assessment of their disability status, based on current scientific data.  As you know, disability status, due to SSI and SSDI’s direct link to Medicaid and Medicare eligibility, often proves to be the only way for individuals with mental illness and addiction to access needed care, and it is essential that access to behavioral healthcare be preserved and enhanced where appropriate.  In particular, individuals for whom alcohol and/or drug abuse is their primary disability continue to have barriers to care as they do not qualify as eligible since the enactment of P.L. 104-121 which eliminated SSDI and SSI benefits for people with these disorders.  In the absence of Congressional repeal of P.L. 104-21, increased access to benefits can be ensured by expanding Section 12.09 to include additional categories of allowable impairments which are prevalent disorders among clients served by substance abuse treatment programs.  

Our attached comments in response to the Administration’s notice of proposed rulemaking reflect our strong belief in fair assessment of disability status.  If you have any questions or comments about our response, I would be happy to address them at your convenience.

Sincerely,

Daniel J. Quinn

Chief Operating Officer

Spectrum Health Systems, Inc.

324 Grove St.

Worcester, MA  01605
