
 
 

2016 Legislative Advocacy Summary 
 

The 2016 New York State Legislative session was both exciting and historic for NAMI-NYS. 

Not only did NAMI-NYS and our grassroots advocates project our advocacy voice louder and 

stronger than ever before, but we also found ourselves working with broad coalitions of 

advocates and forming new strategic partnerships as well as finding more ways to communicate 

our message. This magnification of our voice led to one of the most beneficial legislative 

sessions for NAMI-NYS members and all individuals and families impacted by mental illness. 

Together, we helped create a more mentally healthy New York State.  

Our efforts helped ensure that families and caregivers will no longer have to sacrifice job 

security and salary in order to help a loved during the most difficult points of their recovery 

through the enactment of a Paid Family Leave Initiative. We are also on the cusp of making sure 

that all people living with chronic illnesses get the medication their doctors believe to be most 

appropriate and incorporating mental health education into schools. 

 

Throughout the session, NAMI-NYS’s Executive Director Wendy Burch and Public Engagement 

Coordinator Matthew Shapiro worked closely and in harmony with the Government Affairs 

Committee, chaired by Irene Turski and comprised of Dr. Robert Laitman, Dr. Evelyne Tropper 

and Peggi Miller. NAMI-NYS President Denise Duncan also worked closely with staff and the 

committee to help shape and advance our advocacy voice. 

 

NAMI-NYS began the year with a victory, as in December a bill we supported designed to 

reduce suicides within correctional facilities by mandating mental health training for correctional 

officers and prison staff made its way to Governor Cuomo’s desk. The lead sponsor for the bill, 

Senator David Carlucci, immediately turned to NAMI-NYS to play a major role in getting the 

bill signed. NAMI-NYS stood alongside Senator Carlucci at a press conference in front of the 

Sing-Sing Correctional Facility in Westchester. NAMI-NYS joined Senator Carlucci in meeting 

with the head of the prison to discuss the initiative and learn more about the challenges faced by 

correctional officers. Later that week, NAMI-NYS discussed the importance of the issue on the 

Capitol Tonight news program.  

 

Click here to view the Capitol Tonight segment on this initiative. Governor Cuomo signed the 

bill into law and NAMI-NYS continues to work with Senator Carlucci on how this program will 

be implemented. 

 

Following this victory, the NAMI-NYS Government Affairs Committee put forth a sweeping 

legislative agenda designed to help both individuals and families affected by mental illness, 

increase mental health awareness and education and improve the mental illness and criminal 

justice interface. The committee made the following issues their main priorities: 

 

1. Increased Access to Safe and Affordable Housing With Wraparound Services 

http://www.twcnews.com/nys/capital-region/capital-tonight-interviews/2015/12/10/matthew-shapiro-121015.html


2. Continued Investment in Community Services 

3. Ensuring Access to Proper Medication Through Prescriber Prevails and the Regulation 

of Step-Therapy 

4. The Incorporation of Mental Health Education in Schools 

5. Improving the Criminal Justice-Mental Illness Interface  

6. Sustained Support of New York State's Research Institutions 

7. Expansion of Veteran's Mental Health Services  

 

The Committee also decided that NAMI-NYS would make the passage of the following bills our 

priority for this session: 

 

1. S-3419A/A-2834A-Regulating step therapy and fail first policies by insurance 

providers. 

2. A3887/S2585-Requiring mental health education incorporated into existing school 

health curricula.  

3. S-3004-Enacting the paid family leave act.  

4. A01275-Improving Kendra’s Law and making it permanent.  

5. S.5900-Regulatimg the use of solitary confinement. 

The committee and staff knew it would be difficult to advance such an ambitious agenda and in 

order to succeed NAMI-NYS would need to partner with as many other advocates as possible, 

rely on the full weight of our grassroots networks and utilize a wide gamut of advocacy tools 

including traditional and social media. In order to introduce our advocacy vision to our members 

and engage them in our efforts, NAMI-NYS produced our first ever Advocacy Toolkit. The 

Toolkit laid out and detailed all of the issues and why they are important for our membership. It 

also provided talking points and explained how to use traditional and social media to advance 

our priorities. Following the release of the Toolkit, NAMI-NYS made several visits to affiliates 

around the state to present our advocacy agenda and encourage participation. 

 

Click here to view the Toolkit. 

 

The road before us began to take shape when Governor Cuomo gave the State of the State 

address and unveiled his Executive Budget proposal. NAMI-NYS was very enthused to see the 

Governor speak passionately about one of our primary issues, the need to enact Paid Family 

Leave. Increasing family involvement in the recovery process has always been central to NAMI-

NYS’s mission. When someone is experiencing a psychiatric emergency, hospitalization due to a 

chronic illness, or is being discharged from a hospital that individual’s family members should 

not have to worry about losing their job and salary in order to be by their loved one’s side. 

NAMI-NYS was moved hearing Governor Cuomo speak about this issue and how he wished he 

could have spent more time with his father before he passed away. NAMI-NYS is committed to 

making sure that no family should have to share that feeling of regret or feel guilty that they did 

not do everything they could to advance their loved one’s recovery.  

One constant of NAMI-NYS’s advocacy mission from the time we were founded was calling for 

the removal of any barriers preventing family participation in the recovery process and the ability 

to establish true recovery teams, consisting of someone living with a mental illness, their service 

providers and their family members. While the need for full recovery teams is at the heart of the 

http://assembly.state.ny.us/leg/?default_fld=&bn=A02834&term=2015&Summary=Y&Memo=Y
http://assembly.state.ny.us/leg/?default_fld=%0D%0A&bn=A3887&term=2015&Summary=Y&Memo=Y
http://assembly.state.ny.us/leg/?default_fld=%0D%0A&bn=S03004&term=2015&Summary=Y&Memo=Y
http://assembly.state.ny.us/leg/?default_fld=%0D%0A&bn=A01275&term=2015&Summary=Y&Memo=Y
http://assembly.state.ny.us/leg/?default_fld=%0D%0A&bn=S.5900&term=2015&Summary=Y&Memo=Y
http://files.ctctcdn.com/9d08e137201/7114018f-10a9-4478-8260-e00809e256f0.pdf?ver=1453487966000


Paid Family Leave issue, it also proved to be the best strategy in a lot of our advocacy efforts, as 

while we were encouraged by the progress of Paid Family Leave, the Governor’s budget 

contained many gaps, especially in funding for housing and community services. Click here to 

read NAMI-NYS’s analysis and response to the Executive Budget proposal. Just as consumers, 

families and providers must work together, the advocacy organization representing each of these 

groups must work together to call for action on issues that impact all of us, such as the need for 

more housing and services. This year we were proud to work more closely with the New York 

State Association for Psychiatric Rehabilitative Services (NYAPRS) who represents people 

living with a mental illness, the Mental Health Association of New York State (MHANYS) who 

represent providers and the Association for Community Living (ACLNYS) who represent 

housing providers.  

In late January, the four organizations met with the NYS Division of Budget to explain how the 

flat-funding to non-profit housing providers since the early 1990’s have led to these essential 

programs to operate at 43% of where they should be to stay abreast with the rates of inflation and 

that $90 million would be needed. During the meeting, NAMI-NYS also voiced our concern that 

the funding gap along with the Governor’s proposed minimum wage increase will negatively 

affect housing providers’ ability to keep and retain qualified staff as we explained the importance 

of continuity of care. NAMI-NYS also voiced this concern on February 3
rd

, when we delivered 

testimony before the Joint Legislative Budget Hearing on Mental Hygiene. In addressing the 

state’s proposed hospital bed reduction and lack of housing funding, NAMI-NYS stated, “we 

cannot fully support the reduction in beds when it involves releasing people with highly 

specialized needs into a system, which despite its best intentions, does not have the capacity to 

provide the necessary care for this vulnerable population. This lack of capacity is greatly 

attributed to flat funding and the Executive Budget’s lack of true investments to allow existing 

programs to operate at their full capacity as well as invest in new services.” 

Click here to read our full testimony. 

Our partnership around funding for housing and community services was further solidified at our 

Legislative Advocacy Day on February 23
rd

. NYAPRS had their advocacy day on the same date 

and we used this as an opportunity to join our voices on this crucial issue. Irene Turski addressed 

the NYAPRS event urging cooperation and the need to work as a team around housing and 

community services. That afternoon, attendees from both events joined together in front of the 

Capitol to call for more housing funding. More than 200 people participated in our advocacy day 

and our advocates made more than 60 legislative visits throughout the day. Government Affairs 

Committee members, board members and staff also met with program council from the 

leadership of both houses. 

 As the session moved along our members really gravitated to the issue of Paid Family Leave 

and NAMI-NYS became a leader in calling for this much needed reform. NAMI-NYS 

represented families impacted by mental illness at a press conference organized by AARP, where 

we detailed the unpredictable nature of mental illness and the sacrifices families make to care for 

their loved ones throughout the recovery process. NAMI-NYS participated and led an advocacy 

team during a legislative advocacy day on Paid Family Leave organized by AARP and several 

unions. As part of the day, NAMI-NYS attended a press conference led by Assembly Speaker 

Carl Heastie and Assembly Democrats urging action on this issue. NAMI-NYS also met 

http://files.ctctcdn.com/9d08e137201/5be3f473-fbed-493a-ae8f-fc0fd9b50418.pdf?ver=1452870507000
http://files.ctctcdn.com/9d08e137201/783b5d64-ba77-417e-91a2-96984e93755e.pdf?ver=1466772897000


privately with Speaker Heastie about this issue during the Black and Latino Legislative Caucus 

weekend.  

As the Legislature worked on their one-house budget bill proposals, NAMI-NYS remained 

active in our advocacy. We met with Assembly Ways and Means Chair Denny Farrell and with 

the office of Senate Finance Chair Catharine Young. The final budget agreement was a true 

mixed bag for NAMI-NYS and mental health community. We were thrilled that the Governor 

and Legislature agreed to a paid family leave initiative that included all the components we 

argued for specifically an up to twelve-week leave and two-thirds the employee’s salary. This 

represented one of the greatest victories for families and caregivers of people with chronic 

illnesses in a very long time. Other positives included two criminal justice advances: the 

expansion of Crisis Intervention Team funds and enactment of presumptive Medicaid eligibility 

for people with a mental illness coming out of correctional facilities and restoring their Medicaid 

30 days prior to jail/prison discharge. Prescriber Prevails were restored and there were also 

continued investments in veterans’ mental health programs and funding for New York’s research 

remained at their current levels. We are grateful to Assembly Mental Health Chair Aileen 

Gunther and Senate Mental Hygiene and Developmental Disabilities Chair Robert Ortt, for their 

leadership which led to these improvements. Despite these successes, many gaps remained, 

especially around housing and community services. 

Click here to read the NAMI-NYS response to the final budget agreement. 

Following the budget, NAMI-NYS was able to turn our attention to getting our priority bills 

passed. NAMI-NYS took an active role in the fight to regulate Step Therapy practices by 

insurance companies. NAMI-NYS served on a steering committee for a coalition of more than 

70 patient advocacy groups working on this issue. In February, NAMI-NYS once again appeared 

on Capitol Tonight alongside Joseph Maldonado, Jr., MD, MSc, MBA, President of the Medical 

Society of the State of New York to discuss the issue. In May, NAMI-NYS staff and board 

members participated in an advocacy day on this issue where NAMI-NYS led two advocacy 

teams. 

Click here to watch the Capitol Tonight segment on this issue. 

For several years, NAMI-NYS has worked with MHANYS to advance the bill which would 

incorporate mental health education into schools’ existing health curricula. Our joint efforts 

increased this session as NAMI-NYS recruited students to meet with legislators to detail why 

they want mental health education. This session we also lent our support to bill introduced by 

Senator Jesse Hamilton, which would mandate that teachers receive mental health training. 

NAMI-NYS participated in a press conference with Senator Hamilton for this initiative.  

This issue was also featured prominently in our newest communication and advocacy tool the 

Mental Health Now television program produced by NAMI-NYS. The monthly half-hour 

program provides an avenue for NAMI-NYS to discuss major issues around mental health care 

and the necessary advocacy around those issues. The March episode of the show focused on 

mental health in schools and featured Rita Levay, who detailed how the Schenectady School 

system is addressing mental health in their students and John Richter from MHANYS who 

discussed the legislation around this issue. Other episodes of the show featured New York State 

Office of Mental Health Commissioner Dr. Ann Marie Sullivan, who discussed a broad range of 

http://conta.cc/1UZQbRr
http://www.twcnews.com/nys/capital-region/capital-tonight-interviews/2016/02/16/matthew-shapiro-joseph-maldonado-021616.html


issues impacting mental health services and one detailing the realities of Assisted Outpatient 

Treatment. We are grateful to have the opportunity to inform our members and the public at 

large about these important issues and demonstrate that conversations around mental health need 

to be a part of everyday conversations. 

Click here to view the episode featuring Dr. Sullivan. 

Click here to view the episode focusing on mental health in schools. 

Click here to view the episode focusing on AOT. 

In June, during the final weeks of the session, the efforts of NAMI-NYS and our advocacy 

partners proved successful as both the step therapy regulation bill and the mental health 

education bill passed both houses of the Legislature. These were tremendous victories; however, 

the voice of NAMI-NYS grassroots members will be needed when these bills reach Governor 

Cuomo’s desk. 

We are tremendously grateful to all the NAMI-NYS advocates who took action on these issues 

during the past six-months, your efforts truly contributed to a more mentally healthy New York. 

As we rejoice in our successes, we also look to the future as 2017 is sure to bring a challenging 

year. We must continue to fight for funding for housing and services. Kendra’s Law is also due 

to sunset next year. This vital program ensures that people with the most serious forms of mental 

illness get the services they need to avoid both hospitalizations and entry into the criminal justice 

system. Despite the success of the program there are still many who oppose it and there remains 

many misconceptions about the initiative. Click here to view the myth vs. fact sheet about AOT 

and Kendra’s Law. Together, we will need to fight to ensure the continuation of this program 

which saves lives and advances recovery.   

On the federal level most of our advocacy has been around HR 2646 and S 1945 which would 

enact a broad range of mental health reforms. While HR 2646 has faced a long and bumpy road, 

many compromises have been made and in June the bill passed House Energy and Commerce 

Committee unanimously and appears it will be going to the House floor in July. We will be 

updating our members on the actions needed around this via email. If you are not receiving 

emails from NAMI-NYS please contact Matthew Shapiro by email or phone at 518-462-2000  
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