February 5, 2009. 
Chairperson Gay,  Senator  Howard, Senator Gloor  (my senator from Grand Island) , and  Health and Human Services Committee Members :
I am Anne Buettner, President of Nebraska Association for Marriage and Family Therapy.   We  approached Senator Howard who graciously consented to introduce LB 619.

The bill is primarily about the inclusion of Licensed Independent Mental Health Practitioners in the "Mental Health Professional" definition of the Mental Health Commitment Act.  

There  are  2442 Licensed Mental Health Practitioners  in the state.  Out of whom we have 522 Licensed Independent  Mental Health Practitioners  and the number is growing.     It’s  the” I” that makes the difference.    The state of Nebraska issued the license to us which indicates that we can diagnose and treat all mental health disorders, including major mental disorders.  The law is in place since 2007 and Nebraska is the only state that has this layer.   Nebraska is very quality conscious.
The Mental Health Commitment Act is designed to provide treatment for people who are mentally ill and dangerous on an involuntary basis.   The  mentally ill and dangerous  are usually  considered   major mental disorders (such as major depressive disorders, psychotic disorders ). LIMHP 
              are clinicians who are an integral part of the  diagnostic and  treatment team in the psychiatric  hospital  settings. 
Currently, “ mental health professional” definition only include “physician, psychologist, or advanced nurse practitioner with proof of certification in a mental health capacity.”

According to the   statutes  71-1, 305.01 “Independent mental health practice includes diagnosing major mental illness or disorder, using psychotherapy with individuals suspected of having major mental or emotional disorders, or using psychotherapy to treat the concomitants of organic illness, with or without  consultation with a qualified physician or licensed psychologist.”
We have vigorous and high  standards to reach in order to become  Licensed Independent Mental Health Practitioners.   We have to come from accredited educational programs of our discipline  or its equivalents, masters’ or doctoral degree  of our own discipline and 3000 hours of supervised clinical  experience, ½ of which is major mental disorder;  OR    7000 hours which  means  10 years  of supervised  clinical experience, ½ of which is major mental disorder,  if  the practitioner does not come from an accredited program. 

The Division of Medicaid and Long Term Care  recognized our qualifications and made us supervisors ,  alongside with the psychiatrists and psychologists in 2008.
We know that officially we are the new kids on the block. We understand that with change there is the issue of trust.  Let’s trust  the law.  Trust our law makers.   The law states that we can do it.   What more do we need to prove?! 
LIMHP can conduct diagnostic evaluations and assessments as we do every day in our practice within our scope.  We do not do psychological  testing.   We do not treat biological disorders. 
Now look at reality.  There are 12 judicial districts.    There are  26 commitment boards.  We have Adams county which contracts with approximately 10 counties or more  to share one commitment board.  We have Buffalo county  which shall do the same  by March, 2009.  We have  Madison County also contracts with other counties that are less populated.    There are a number of reasons for  this kind of arrangement, one of which is the  shortage of mental  health professionals.   Nebraska has 93 counties.  ¼ of the counties  have no mental health professionals.  ¼ of the counties have only one mental health professional.
The change proposed by LB 619 bill  increases the number of qualified practitioners available for membership of the commitment boards and  for conducting evaluations and providing treatment  within our scope of practice.   The public is served by the increase in access.  
We sincerely hope that the committee would advance LB 619 to the full legislature.
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