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HELP Committee Markup 
Development: Senate committee approves five bipartisan 
bills, including sweeping mental health reforms. 
Next Step: Committee Chairman Alexander says he expects 
amendments to be added once the mental health bill is on 
the Senate floor, which he hopes happens by early April. 
March 16 (BNA) -- A Senate panel approved a broad, 
bipartisan mental health bill and four bills relating to 
substance abuse treatment March 16. 
The Mental Health Reform Act (S. 2680), sponsored by 
Sens. Lamar Alexander (R-Tenn.), Patty Murray (D-Wash.), 
Bill Cassidy (R-La.) and Chris Murphy (D-Conn.), seeks to 
improve the current mental health system by improving care 
coordination and increasing access to care. The bill is 
narrower in scope than a similar effort under way in the 
House (H.R. 2646), which has been stalled for months. 
Alexander chairs the Senate Health, Education, Labor and 
Pensions Committee, which approved the five bills March 
16. 
The issues of mental health and opioid abuse have been 
prevalent in Congress in recent months. The bipartisan 
support behind the Senate legislation makes it more likely to 
move forward than the House version. 
The substance abuse bills (S. 1455, S. 2256, S. 480, and S. 
2687) approved by the HELP Committee build on an 
already-passed piece of Senate legislation meant to tackle 
the prescription opioid and heroin epidemic. All five pieces of 
legislation were approved by voice vote and now move to 
the Senate floor. 



Looking Ahead 
Alexander praised the bipartisan nature of the negotiations 
and said the bills are ready to be considered by Senate 
Majority Leader Mitch McConnell (R-Ky.) whenever he 
chooses. Alexander said the hope is that the legislation may 
be considered shortly after the Senate returns from recess in 
early April. 
The mental health reform bill would require the Substance 
Abuse and Mental Health Services Administration 
(SAMHSA), part of the Department of Health and Human 
Services, to hire a chief medical officer and report to 
Congress every two years on its activities. It would increase 
access to care for individuals including veterans, homeless 
individuals, women and children. It also would improve 
training for those who care for people with mental illnesses, 
and promote better enforcement of existing mental health 
parity laws—making insurance companies reimburse mental 
health treatment the same as for treating physical health. 
A manager's amendment to the legislation would authorize 
block grants to states for mental health services, as well as 
for the prevention and treatment of substance abuse 
disorders, although the exact amount will be subject to 
appropriations. 
Path Forward 
Other provisions will be added to the bill once it gets to the 
floor. Alexander told reporters he expects an amendment 
from Sen. Roy Blunt (R-Mo.) expanding the number of 
community mental health centers from eight to 24. 
Senators also will seek to include a repeal of the prohibition 
on Medicaid paying for the inpatient care of anyone over the 
age of 21 and under 65 who resides in an institution for 
mental diseases (IMD), even for treatment unrelated to 
mental illness. The so-called IMD exclusion would be very 
costly to repeal, but is seen by many advocates as a major 
barrier to treating mental illness. 



“There are Republicans who support it. That's the next step 
in the process,” Alexander said. 
Murphy said he's been speaking with the Senate Finance 
Committee to find a way to pay for the repeal. A repeal of the 
IMD exclusion was included in the House bill, and the 
Congressional Budget Office said the change would cost 
between $40 billion and $80 billion over 10 years. Murphy 
said the CBO is revising that figure after being informed of 
new details by House members. 
“If you really want to take a bite out of the mental health 
crisis you ultimately have to address the massive shortage of 
inpatient beds and outpatient capacity. I think that'll be the 
big outstanding question we bring to the floor,” Murphy said 
after the markup. 
Sen. John Cornyn (R-Texas) may also introduce the Mental 
Health and Safe Communities Act (S. 2002) as an 
amendment, or he could introduce it separately. Cornyn has 
said he will encourage Senate Judiciary Committee 
Chairman Charles Grassley (R-Iowa) to have a separate 
markup of S. 2002 and then find a way to merge it with the 
HELP bill. 
That bill seeks to improve mental health treatment for people 
facing imprisonment. The measure is controversial because 
Democrats object to a provision they say would make it 
easier for mentally ill people to get guns. 
House Bill 
Unlike the House legislation, the Senate bill steers clear of 
controversial areas like assisted outpatient treatment and 
large changes to the Health Insurance Portability and 
Accountability Act (HIPAA) privacy provisions. The House 
bill would provide funding incentives to encourage states to 
adopt assisted outpatient treatment (AOT) laws, which allow 
judges to force people with mental illnesses into treatment. It 
also would make it easier to for providers to share protected 
health information with caregivers. 



The Senate legislation would direct the administration to 
provide resources to ensure providers, patients and families 
know what the HIPAA regulations are. It avoids any mention 
of AOT laws. Avoiding those issues should make the bill's 
passage smoother, but it has upset some mental health 
advocates who feel AOT is the only way to care for people 
with severe mental illnesses. 
“I do think [the Senate bill] does diverge [with the House 
bill],” Alexander told reporters. “Sen. Murphy and Sen. 
Cassidy started out with much of the House bill, and they 
worked with their colleagues to come up with a bipartisan 
approach that's a consensus.” 
“There's still a lot in common [with the House bill] and our 
hope is our action today gives a little push to the House 
process,” Murphy said. 
To contact the reporter on this story: Nathaniel Weixel in 
Washington at nweixel@bna.com 
To contact the editor responsible for this story: Brian 
Broderick at bbroderick@bna.com 
For More Information 
Go to this page on the Senate HELP website: 
http://www.help.senate.gov/hearings/s-2680-s1455-s2256-
s480-and-s2687. 
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