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 Prefatory Comments 
 
 The City Commission is not involved in the management and oversight of publicly-funded mental 
health programs in Cascade County.  State laws do not provide for such involvement, although this past 
legislative session, cities and towns were for the first time brought into the funding stream in part for these 
programs.   
 
 As passed, House Bill 33 took some dollars from the local government revenue sharing program 
(sometimes called the “entitlement program”) and directed these dollars to fund mental health programs.  
Cities and town were not consulted about this appropriation, and no mechanisms were provided to allow 
municipalities any input into how those dollars are to be spent.  This is a subject that will have to be 
addressed by the 2017 Legislature if this funding stream is to be maintained. 
 
 On a purely personal level, I think having some input from city representatives would be wonderful 
regardless of whether there is a legal basis for that representation.  In my comments below, I offer some 
further thoughts on that subject. 
 
 Questions and Responses: 
 

1. This last week the State released the names of the 16 counties that received matching funds for 
local Jail Diversion & Crisis Intervention programs for persons with mental illness. Cascade 
County was not one of them.  As City Commissioner/Mayor, how would you propose to work with 
the County on mental health crisis interventions to reduce the incarceration of mentally ill 
individuals?  What are your plans to enhance treatment access for those individuals while 
incarcerated? 
 
As noted both above and further below, the City has no legal or statutory right to participate in 
mental health treatment programs in Cascade County; the City has no jurisdiction or control over 
individuals once they are incarcerated. Nevertheless, I would welcome some dialogue with your 
organization to determine if this is a subject where the City could weigh-in, despite the legal and 
practical constraints outlined in my responses.   

 
2. Cascade County did, however, receive matching funds for Youth Mental Health Crisis Diversion 

thru the work of the Center for Mental Health.  As City Commissioner/Mayor, how might you 
collaborate with the Center to insure the success of this youth crisis intervention effort in Great 
Falls? 
 
The City doesn’t have the jurisdiction or legal right to participate in the management of the Center 
for Mental Health, although the success of youth crisis intervention is another critical issue.  I 
would welcome discussion on how some level of participation by city representatives might be 
achieved. 
 

3. Few, if any, of our first responders—the Police & the Highway Patrol, EMTs, Parole & 
Corrections officers, etc.—have had an updated mental health Crisis Intervention Training for 
some years now. Are you willing to make CIT training a priority for City employees to assist them 
in being better prepared to work with the mentally ill? 
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Under the Great Falls City Charter, the City Commission does not have the authority to “mandate” 
specific training programs of any kind for city staff, including all our “first responders” (police, 
fire/rescue, and emergency dispatch).  Staff training decisions are management prerogatives left to 
the department heads and, in some instances, to the city manager. 
 
The only time the Commission becomes directly involved in reviewing any kind of training is when 
proposed operations budgets are brought to us every spring for consideration as part of the overall 
budget. Our decisions will ultimately be based on what the City can afford, and we do not get 
involved in evaluating particular training programs.  
 
That being said, I’ve worked with the City Police and Fire/Rescue Departments in the nearly 8 
years I’ve been a City Commissioner. Here is some additional information about their current level 
of training: 

 
Police Department:  We have several officers who have been through the formal CIT 

training process.  I think the Department sees the issue of mental health as a real one, impacting 
every aspect of our community.  They work to find a balance between meeting our mandatory 
certification and handling calls with the staffing/ time issues providing officers with additional 
training. Obviously, the City Commission does not speak for the Police Department, but I know 
they understand the need to remain up-to-date on its training involving mental health issues, and it 
has been trying to find that balance.  
 
Clearly, this, too, needs to be an ongoing discussion.  I would like to compliment GFPD Capt. 
John Schaffer for his work on these issues and make you aware of his efforts. The GFPD has on its 
website a form for parents of special-needs children and adults, to provide 911 operators, first 
responders and emergency room staff with background on a specific individual with mental health 
issues. In the cover letter, Capt. Schaffer states “As a police officer, we come in contact with 
persons with special needs all the time. People with autism, like my daughter, are 7 times more 
likely to have contact with law enforcement. Police officers receive ongoing training on how to 
interact with special needs in order to increase the likelihood of a positive outcome, but we need 
your help….” See http://www.greatfallsmt.net/police/special-needs-registration. 
 
 Fire/Rescue: The Fire Department staff, as well as the staff of Great Falls Emergency 
Services, our private ambulance services, has not had official CIT training.  They spend a lot of 
time and budget on physical specialties like Pediatric Emergency Care and Advanced Life Support 
(ALS), in order to meet primary expectations for this service by the general public.  Fire/Rescue 
staff do received some emotional/mental health-emergency training by way of the initial EMS 
training and annual refresher courses, so the staff are not wholly unprepared to deal with these 
issues.  

 
4. Also in the news just this last week was another (probable) inmate suicide in the Cascade County 

Detention Center. Is the mental health care of State, County & City inmates a priority for 
you? What can the City do to support the formation of a Mental Health Court here in our local 
Justice system? 
 

 This question actually asks two separate questions, one about mental health care of inmates and 
 one about forming a local mental health court.   

 



 Page 3 of 3 

 First question: Individuals arrested by the Great Falls Police Department are booked at the 
 Cascade County Detention Center.  Once a person is arrested and booked at the Detention Center, 
 regardless of  whether it is a felony or misdemeanor, that person becomes the responsibility of the 
 Cascade County Sheriff’s Department.  This does not mean that the mental health of persons 
 incarcerated is not a concern; it simply means that the City does not have any input or control over 
 people once they are incarcerated.  In effect, there are no “city inmates.” 

 
 Second question: I would like to know more about what your organization envisions here before 

 responding. At the risk of sounding repetitive, both the State District Court and the local 
 Municipal Court are independently elected and organized entities; the City doesn’t have a way to 
 support the formation of any courts of special jurisdiction, including ones involving the mental 
 health of alleged criminals as well as those convicted of crimes. 

 
 That being said, as an attorney, I generally support “restorative justice” programs. That is why I 

 along with many other local attorneys have supported our local district court judges in the 
 establishment of the Drug Court and also the Veterans’ Court. Whether the principles underlying 
 these programs can be extended to other situations remains to be seen, but I support further 
 discussion and evaluation. 
 
 ************************** 
 We as a community should continue to work toward better mental health care in Cascade County. 
As a start, it might also be beneficial if one or more city representatives (appropriate staff or 
policy-makers) could serve ex officio with organizations like the Center for Mental Health.  I am not clear 
whether you are suggesting that the City should also fund programs or initiatives outside of those that are 
mandated and funded by the state and county. If so, we should have additional conversations about what 
you are suggesting, what those programs goals, objectives and metrics should be, and what sustainable 
funding sources could maintain those programs.  I look forward to speaking with you further. 
 
/s/ Bill Bronson 
October 4, 2015 
 
 


