August 10, 2010

Kenneth R. Feinberg

Administrator, Gulf Coast Claims Facility

 c/o Feinberg Rozen

1455 Pennsylvania Ave, NW #390

Washington, DC 20004

Dear Mr. Feinberg,

We, the undersigned members of the Coalition for Whole Health, which represents the largest coalition of mental health and substance use advocacy, consumer, and provider organizations in the country, are deeply disappointed by your intention to exclude mental health and substance use conditions from coverage by the Oil Spill Liability Trust Fund.  Mental and addictive illnesses, including those conditions that have occurred as a result of experiencing extreme stress and trauma, are real and potentially debilitating illnesses that can lead to disability and death by suicide if not properly treated.  We urge you to reconsider your position of discriminating against individuals who have developed legitimate behavioral health disorders that are result from the BP oil catastrophe.

We are gravely concerned with the position you described in your testimony before the House Judiciary Committee on July 21, 2010.  In response to a question by Representative Bobby Scott regarding compensation for pain and suffering, you stated that victims would only be compensated for mental health conditions if they came as a result of a physical injury.  Mental and addictive illnesses result from physical injury to the hypothalamic pituitary axis and other areas of the brain.  PTSD can be observed through functional magnetic resonance imagery.  In short, mental and addictive illnesses result from physical injury to the brain through prolonged exposure to stress hormones.  Your policy perpetuates a damaging and false dichotomy between brain and other physical illnesses and continues an ill informed and stigmatizing public impression that these conditions are matters of volition.  You repeatedly stated in your testimony that you will be accountable to the people of the Gulf Coast to appropriately and justly distribute the compensation fund. In order to be fair to all of the victims in the Gulf Coast regardless of the nature of their injury you must reconsider this discriminatory policy.

We are deeply troubled by the events of the BP Oil Spill and are concerned about the short and long term effects on the behavioral health of Gulf Coast residents.  Mental and addictive illnesses are legitimate conditions, and contemporary research illustrates that stressful and traumatic events like the oil spill and its resulting job losses leads to the emergence or worsening of post traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) and other related illnesses. A study released this week by the National Center for Disaster Preparedness, “Impact on Children and Families of the Deepwater Horizon Oil Spill,” found that 19.2% of children in the survey were experiencing new symptoms of mental health distress since the start of the oil spill.  We can likely expect to see even higher levels of mental health distress in the coming months, as the consequences of the disaster continue to cause stress for families and symptoms of PTSD begin to manifest.  The effects will be magnified by your policies that will make it more difficult for the already impoverished to seek and obtain professional behavioral health treatment.  

The Department of Veterans Affairs (VA) has historically given less credence to the formerly considered ‘invisible’ psychological injuries of war than to the physical injuries endured during combat.  However, based on the overwhelming evidence that a service member who is deployed to a war zone is at an increased risk of PTSD, the VA has modified its policy regarding health care and disability compensation.  On July 12th, the VA published a final regulation simplifying claim processes for PTSD and no longer making it mandatory for the service member to have experienced a specific instance of trauma.  The resulting diagnosis of PTSD can be based on a more general experience of fear and stress due to the deployment to a war zone.

Follow the example of the VA and the scientific evidence to reverse your position denying compensation for mental health and addictive disorders resulting from the oil spill disaster.  The people of the Gulf Coast deserve to be paid for the damages of the oil spill, and to not recognize the behavioral health consequences of such a disaster is short sighted and unfair.  

Sincerely, 

American Academy of Addiction Psychiatry (AAAP)

American Association for Geriatric Psychiatry

American Association of Pastoral Counselors 

The American Board of Examiners in Clinical Social Work 
American Foundation for Suicide Prevention/SPAN USA

American Mental Health Counselors Association 

Anxiety Disorders Association of America
The Association for Ambulatory Behavioral Healthcare
The Carter Center Mental Health Program

The Center for Clinical Social Work 

Legal Action Center

Mental Health America

NAADAC, The Association for Addiction Professionals

National Association of Addiction Treatment Providers (NAATP)

National Association of County Behavioral Health and Developmental Disability Directors

National Association of State Alcohol and Drug Abuse Directors (NASADAD)

National Association of State Mental Health Program Directors (NASMHPD)

National Center for Victims of Crime

National Council for Community Behavioral Healthcare 

National Council on Alcoholism and Drug Dependence Maryland Affiliate

National Foundation for Mental Health

Rebecca Project for Human Rights

State Associations of Addiction Services 

TeenScreen National Center for Mental Health Checkups 

Therapeutic Communities of America

United Methodist Church - General Board of Church and Society
US Psychiatric Rehabilitation Association (USPRA)
The Watershed

