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I thank the New York City Council for allowing me to submit this testimony regarding 

behavioral health and the criminal justice system.  

My job as the Manhattan District Attorney is to keep the public safe, and to ensure 

that the criminal justice system is fair for all individuals who come before the court. Even as 

crime rates in New York City remain at historic lows, the sad reality is that our jails and prisons 

have become virtual warehouses for people who struggle with behavioral health issues. 

According to the Department of Correction’s Fiscal 2015 Preliminary Budget Report, people 

with mental illness represent approximately 38 percent of the overall New York City jail 

population. It is critical that law enforcement – working with our elected leaders – find 

intelligent and effective ways to prevent offenders who struggle with behavioral health issues 

from repeatedly cycling through our system for crimes committed as a result of an untreated 

treated mental illnesses.   
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I want to discuss two initiatives that my Office has undertaken to address this critical 

issue: 1) the Mayor’s Behavioral Health Task Force; and 2) the Manhattan Mental Health 

Court.  

 

Mayor’s Task Force on Behavioral Health and the Criminal Justice System 

My Office is working with Mayor Bill de Blasio’s office to implement the Task Force 

on Behavioral Health and the Criminal Justice System’s Action Plan, a project aimed at 

reducing the number of people with behavioral health needs who cycle through the criminal 

justice system.  

Senior members of my Office and I took part in the Task Force’s meetings last 

summer, where we put forth a series of recommendations to develop new and innovative 

methods for responding to people with behavioral health needs at multiple points in the 

criminal justice system. In addition, my Office has committed more than $40 million to the 

$130 million project to support the following:  

Expanding training for police officers to enable patrol to better recognize the 

behaviors and symptoms of mental illness and substance use when making street encounters.  

 Designing and implementing a scientifically-validated risk assessment tool to 

inform decision-making around pre-trial detention and other decisions.  

 Creating the capacity to perform universal screening of all defendants for 

physical and mental health needs before arraignment. Some with behavioral 

health needs will be flagged for possible diversion to services rather than 

incarceration, except where safety issues prevent diversion.  

 Expanding pre-trial supervised release by 2,300 slots citywide to safely divert 

appropriate defendants from jail. This type of programming involves ongoing face-
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to-face and telephone contact during the pendency of the case and increased access 

to substance abuse and mental health services for those determined to be in need.  

 Launching a scatter-site supportive housing program focused on individuals 

with behavioral health needs and a history of cycling through criminal justice system 

and chronic homelessness. The effort will create nearly 300 permanent housing slots 

with supportive services, including mental health and substance abuse services.  

 

The ultimate goals of this initiative are to reduce unnecessary arrests and incarceration, 

redirect criminal justice resources to maximize their greatest public safety impact, and increase 

fairness in the criminal justice system. I thank Mayor de Blasio for his leadership and 

commitment to this project, and I look forward to working with the Mayor’s Office on 

Criminal Justice on its implementation.  

 

Manhattan Mental Health Court  

I now want to discuss an initiative with a four-year record of success in addressing the 

specialized needs of certain defendants with behavioral health needs. In 2011, together with 

Chief Judge Jonathan Lippman and the Office of Court Administration, my Office created 

Manhattan’s first Mental Health Court. This specialized court part is dedicated to handling 

cases involving offenders suffering from a major mental disorder and who, at least initially, 

committed non-violent felony offenses. Since then, the Mental Health Court also has been 

expanded to offenders who committed crimes involving violence, sex offenses, and guns on 

a case-by-case basis.  

The Manhattan Mental Health Court provides comprehensive oversight and mental 

health treatment to eligible defendants. The Court utilizes its judicial authority to encourage 
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offenders with mental illness to participate in treatment plans. Through a system of intensive 

judicial monitoring of defendants’ progress, in conjunction with a support network, the Court 

ensures that offenders have the resources available to facilitate successful engagement with 

treatment programs, while maintaining compliance with Court mandates.  

  Located within the New York State Supreme Court, cases are referred to the Mental 

Health Court by judges, prosecutors, defense attorneys, and others. The program is voluntary, 

but a defendant is accepted into the program only after the Mental Health Court determines 

that the defendant’s behavior can be stabilized through a community-based treatment – 

whether through in-patient or out-patient programs. Each treatment plan is individualized, 

and takes into account both the defendant’s needs and public safety concerns. 

To be eligible, the defendant’s mental illness must have a significant impact on his or 

her social adaptive functioning, and must have contributed to the behavior that resulted in the 

arrest. The offender also must agree to treatment and enter into a plea agreement. In 

appropriate circumstances, eligible defendants are placed in treatment programs, monitored 

by the court and linked to valuable services and housing providers, reducing the chances of 

recidivism and increasing safety in New York City.  

Since its inception, hundreds of cases have been referred to the court, 114 individuals 

have been accepted, 43 have graduated, 32 have failed to fulfill the requirements of the 

program, and 43 have pleaded guilty and are currently being monitored. I believe this is a 

strong start in reforming the way our criminal justice system handles defendants with 

behavioral health needs.  

I thank the City Council for your continuing support of law enforcement, and for 

helping to ensure that New York remains the safest big city in the country.  
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