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   Chair   Chair 

HOUSE & SENATE PUBLIC HEALTH, WELFARE, & LABOR COMMITTEE 

November 14, 2022 

The Honorable Terry Rice, Co-Chair 
The Honorable Jeff Wardlaw, Co-Chair 
Arkansas Legislative Council 
State Capitol Building, Room 315 
Little Rock, AR 72201 

Dear Senator Rice and Representative Wardlaw: 

In accordance with Act 802 of 2021, the following report of the Arkansas Legislative Study on 
Mental and Behavioral Health is being submitted to the Arkansas Legislative Council. 

This report was submitted by Rep. DeAnn Vaught to the House and Senate Public Health, 
Welfare, and Labor Committees. Rep. Vaught knew very quickly that she needed help to conduct 
this study and, as a result, she formed a large group of as many as 60-80 legislators, educators, 
mental health providers, medical professionals, and behavioral health stakeholders. This group 
met seven times over the past few months and quickly divided into seven working groups to 
concentrate on specific areas and mental and behavioral health. These working groups met 
dozens of times over the last nine months to discuss specific issues and recommend changes and 
improvements in the delivery of services. 

Rep. Vaught said on several occasions that these working groups have built bridges that needed 
to be built for many years. This sentiment was echoed by many of the mental and behavioral 
health providers in testimony before the committee. She also noted that there is more work to be 
done in this public policy area, which will take several years to improve. 

Respectfully submitted, 

Cecile Bledsoe  Jack Ladyman 

Senator Cecile Bledsoe Representative Jack Ladyman 

CC: Anne Cornwell, Secretary, Arkansas Senate 
Marty Garrity, Director, Bureau of Legislative Research 
Amber Pool, Assistant Coordinator/Assistant to the Speaker, House of Representatives 
Jill Thayer, Legal Counsel to the Director, Bureau of Legislative Research 
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Draft Arkansas Legislative Study on Mental and Behavioral Health 

November 15, 2022 

 

Activities and Findings 

  

Representative DeAnn Vaught sponsored Act 802 of 2021 which required a study of the Mental 
and Behavioral Health conditions in Arkansas. Representative Vaught thought the best way to 
approach the study was to convene a group of legislators, mental health providers, medical 
professionals and behavioral health stakeholders. This quickly became a large group of 60-80 
people who discussed the various services offered to persons suffering from mental health issues 
by different organizations some public and some private. These mental health providers spoke 
out about the difficulty in proving mental health services without a professionally-trained 
workforce. They commented about the low reimbursement from Medicaid for these services and 
the difficulty in these services being available in rural areas of the state because of the low 
reimbursement rates. 

The legislators in the working group related the experiences from their constituents which 
children and adults had experienced major problems with being transferred from one 
organization to another. This was done and not enough information about their conditions were 
shared with the receiving organization. This resulted in patients being misdiagnosed and being 
put under renewed pressure to explain their circumstances when many could not do that. 

The Department of Human Services participated in these working groups and provided better 
context for the discussion about the things they could change by policy and the things that they 
needed approval from the federal government to change. Also, the Provider-led Arkansas Shared 
Savings Entities (PASSEs) met with the working groups since the State of Arkansas adopted a 
modified managed care policy for behavioral health in 2017. 

The Mental Health/Behavioral Health Working Group met seven times as a large group of 60-80 
persons. Rep. Vaught quickly realized that the large group was helpful for a broad understanding 
of the entire mental health situation in the state, but the group needed to be divided into smaller 
working groups to focus on various aspects in the mental and behavioral health area.  

The minutes from five of the meetings are included in Attachment 1. These are helpful in 
understanding the complexity of the treatments of these persons and the interrelated nature and 
availability of these services. 

March 15, 2022       April 18, 2022 

May 16, 2022       June 20, 2022 

July 17, 2022       August 15, 2022 

September 12, 2022 



 

There were seven subgroups formed which met over a dozen times to discuss various facets of 
mental and behavioral health. The subgroups are listed below and the membership is listed in 
Attachment 2: 

Workforce Development 

Access to High Quality Services 

Prevention & Early Intervention 

Suicide Prevention 

Services for Special Populations Substance Abuse/Co-Occurring Disorders 

Rates, Regulations, Efficiencies & Bed Availability 

 

Recommendations 

 

Administratively DHS has agreed to do several things such as 

- Update Physician’s Manual to allow behavioral health integration. 

- Update Infant Mental Health services. 

- New service with professionals as team lead for high need PASSE members 

- Funding for recruitment and retention of mental health professionals. 

- New certification for PASSE members with specialized training for PASSE sub-populations. 

- Allow substance abuse licensed counselors to provide Substance Use Disorder (SUD) services 
in Medicaid OBH Manual. 

- Rate changes and new provider for high need, complex Medicaid beneficiaries in PASSE. 

- Rates for Outpatient counseling, Psychiatric Residential Treatment Facility (PRTF), team-based 
Home & Community Based Service (HCBS) approach. 

- Addressing quality in Under 21 Inpatient Psychiatric Hospital (PRTF) manual. 

 

Legislation 

 

Legislation is being drafted, studied and considered which will: 

- Increase the number of Psychological Examiners practicing in the state. 



- Combine the Boards which license Mental Health Professionals in the state. 

- Establish an enhanced reimbursement rate through Medicaid and other payers for medical 
homes that provide universal, team-based enhanced primary care services for young children. 

- Reimburse screenings for American Academy of Pediatrics recommended early childhood 
development/autism, maternal depression, behavioral health, and family needs through Medicaid 
and other payers to improve screening and referral to community resources through medical 
homes. 

- Enhance opportunities to train behavioral health clinicians on early childhood mental health 
and develop expertise in evidence-based approaches to supporting young children and their 
families. 

- Create a DHS position charged with increasing collaboration across key state agencies to 
identify and implement best practices for mental health promotion, prevention and early 
intervention for young children and their families. 

- Enhance the availability to treatment for young children and adolescents that need intensive 
treatment. 

- Depression/Anxiety screenings need to be covered by insurance. 

- Advocate for school counselors to be trained on suicide awareness/prevention. 

- Explore federal funding available on cell phone providers ways to sustain call centers. 

- Better educate Pediatricians with suicide awareness/prevention. 

- Examine safe storage of available suicide means for guns, drugs, and chemicals. 

- Request an Interim Study Proposal focused on approaches to identification of children with 
early emerging emotional and behavioral concerns through the expansion of routine standardized 
screening. 

- Request an Interim Study Proposal on the development of a network of Family Resource 
Centers consistent with the models which have been shown to reduce the risk of maltreatment, 
and based on the nationally-adopted Standards of Quality for Family Strengthening and Support. 
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