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brain injury from oxygen deprivation.

The episode set off a referral process
that led her family to the Virginia Treat-
ment Center for Children (VTCC), which is
run through the VCU Department of Psy-
chiatry. It was only at that point, Christen-
son says, that she knew the center existed.
Eric then began to receive the type of care
he needed.

Today, the VTCC is behind one of two
separate efforts to bolster the “safety net”
of mental-health services in the Richmond
region. After more than two years of plan-
ning, the Children’s Mental Health Resource
Center is closer to becoming a full-fledged
reality. The center’s mission is to pave a
smoother pathway for families like the
Christensons to children’s mental-health
services and information.

Meanwhile, the Fan Free Clinic is build-
ing capacity to meet a growing demand for
mental-health services for unemployed and
“underemployed” adults.

A Shorter Wait for Help
Located at 1010 N. Thompson St., the Fan
Free Clinic is taking action to manage the
influx of adults who are in need of free
mental-health services. Established in 1968
as the first free clinic in Virginia, the Fan
Free Clinic repeatedly has adapted to add
medical, outreach and counseling services
whenever health epidemics or economic
factors swelled the numbers of untreated
or uninsured patients. The clinic serves
patients who are uninsured or whose
household income is less than 200 percent
of the national poverty level.

Dr. Kathy Yost Benham, who became

the FFC’s full-time director of client sup-
port and mental-health services in Febru-
ary, says the faltering U.S. economy is
driving a wave of “newly poor” patients
to the clinic. In the current economy, she
explains, more people are dealing with
unemployment and lack the financial abil-
ity to get their usual medical care. And
those who are employed may have jobs
without insurance benefits.

Add to these factors a general trend
toward privatized mental-health care
and away from state-funded services. A
study released in March by the National
Alliance for Mental Illness (NAMI) listed
Virginia in the top 20 states where budgets
for mental-health services budgets have
been cut severely. Since 2007, Virginia has
cut its mental-health budget by 9 percent,
according to NAMI

“We're still seeing our traditional client
base,” Benham says, “but it’s expanding.”

Volunteer doctors and nurses who
provide medical services at the clinic refer
four to six patients each week to the clin-
ic’s mental-health services, she says. Only
a small percentage of the medical clinic's.
2,000 patients are currently referred for
such care, Benham says, but clinic offi-
cials estimate that as many as 70 percent
probably would qualify for some level of
counseling.

In mid-March, Benham said that the
clinic had a waiting list of approximately
85 clients in need of mental-health services,
which could include assessment, medica-
tion, counseling and more. The clinic’s
limited space and volunteer staffing are
the key constraints. A patient on the list

66 Ve needed someone to see [my
son] immediately. There was no
access to immediate care. There
Was No access to someone who
could tell us what was going on. #

—JESSELLE CHRISTENSON,

a member of the steering committee for
the Children’s Mental Health Resource Center

in need of counseling, for example, could
wait two to six months before getting one of
only 10 to 25 appointment slots each week.
As of March, there were two psychiatrists
and seven therapists providing pro bono
services to the clinic, with the number of
appointment slots tied to their availability.

“It's nowhere near what we need to meet
the waiting list,” she says.

Benham hopes to whittle that waiting
list down with both short-term and long-
term strategies. For starters, the clinic is
building capacity with space as well as
health-care providers. Before the clinic can
expand its appointment offerings, it needs
more rooms where confidential counseling
sessions can happen. Benham cleared out
a copier room and had it redecorated and
furnished on a shoestring budget to create
a calm, comfortable setting for a patient
and therapist. And space in the building’s
basement will be overhauled to create
additional private rooms.

The clinic’s larger task, however, is to
recruit more volunteer staff into the fold. On
April 3, FFC launched a recruitment cam-
paign that targets psychiatrists and licensed
therapists, as well as students in VCU’s
School of Social Work — from undergradu-
ate to graduate-level to post-master’s pro-
grams. Benham’s plan is to develop a sym-
biotic system that benefits the students, the
professionals and the clients. Students can
provide various support functions while
satisfying the field-work requirements of
their programs. Psychiatrists and licensed
therapists will be able to earn continuing-
education credits by supervising and men-
toring the students, while also providing
services to Fan Free clients.

“It really gives us the potential to expand
in a different kind of way,” Benham says.

Gateway for Families

In early March, the Children’s Mental
Health Resource Center held an open-house
event at its office at 1506 Willow Lawn
Drive (447-2124) to preview some of the
services it plans to provide.

Robert Cohen, executive director of the
VTCC and one of the key developers of the
Children’s Mental Health Resource Center,
says the project continues to seek grant
funding and donations, while beginning
a pilot program with nine pediatricians in
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underserved areas of the city. The CMHRC
will assist physicians by providing some
consultation services and helping to refer
children with emotional, mental and behav-
ioral problems to appropriate treatment.

“Pediatricians are the biggest gatekeep-
ers,” Cohen says. “They get huge amounts
of kids with behavioral problems and don’t
know what to do with them.”

Eventually, the goal is for the center to
be a gateway for families throughout the
region, Cohen says. Both online and in
the center’s library, families will be able
to learn about children’s mental health, as
well as the best available evidence-based
treatments and how to get access to them
through a network of local providers.

“The problem is fragmentation, and this
is one vehicle of trying to bring cohesion,”
Cohen says.

As head of the VTCC, he assembled a
panel more than two years ago to examine
the state of children’s mental-health ser-
vices in Central Virginia. The consensus, he
says, was that families of mentally ill chil-
dren overwhelmingly experienced prob-
lems getting access to the right treatments
and services. In a desperate attempt to find
the right solution, Cohen says, “a family
bounces from one place to another.”

A key offering of the Children’s Mental
Health Resource Center will be a “family-to-
family” mentoring program known as the
Family Navigators program. Carol Obrochta,
who will oversee training for the support
network, says the program helps caregiv-
ers connect directly with peers who have
weathered problems common to families of
children with mental illness.

The first Family Navigators training ses-
sions, led by Obrochta, begins in May.

The center is being established through
a partnership of 13 organizations, including
the VTCC, the National Alliance on Mental
Illness (Virginia Chapter) and the Richmond
Behavioral Health Authority. It also has a
steering committee composed of profession-
als and laypeople, including Christenson.

Christenson, whose son is now 22 and
living independently, says that if she’d had a
similar program available to her, “We would
have been able to find some people [who]
could have helped [Eric]. It would have led
me in a more direct path to help instead of
the roundabout, painful path.” B
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