
100 M Street SE, Suite 750 | Washington D.C. 20003 | (202) 688-0225 | inquiry@thornrun.com  

 

 

 

 

SENATE HELP COMMITTEE EXAMINES FEDERAL MENTAL HEALTH AND 

SUD PROGRAMS

 

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

 

Today, the Senate Health, Education, Labor and Pensions Committee held a hearing to address 

opportunities for, challenges to, and emerging issues with federal mental health and substance use 

disorder (SUD) programs. Throughout the hearing, members inquired about ways to increase access 

to mental and behavioral health support, reduce and prevent SUD and overdose deaths, and 

strengthen the behavioral health care workforce. Members on both sides of the aisle supported 

revamping these programs to improve patients’ lives, especially after, and during, the COVID-19 

pandemic. Some Republican members focused on increasing data collection efforts and performance 

measures to evaluate adequate funding appropriations.  

 

Leaders from the Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services Administration (SAMHSA), Health 

Resources and Services Administration (HRSA), National Institute of Mental Health (NIMH), and 

National Institute on Drug Abuse (NIDA) joined the Committee to discuss the ways in which the 

agencies were supporting the Biden administration’s mental health strategy. The witnesses spoke 

about current programs and research efforts that were aimed at meeting the needs of those, with 

mental health issues and SUDs especially the youth population. Notably, the agency leaders 

supported increasing awareness around mental health issues, integrating behavioral health services 

into primary care, using medication-assisted treatment (MAT) for those with SUDs, disseminating 

naloxone more widely, and improving the mental health workforce. 

 

OPENING STATEMENTS 

 

Chair Patty Murray (D-WA) expressed that the Committee is working on legislation to support 

communities by providing services for mental health and SUD support. She argued that these issues 

were prevalent before the COVID-19 pandemic but have now increased substantially because of the 

pandemic. She also emphasized the need to shore up the mental health and SUD workforce, which is 

almost “completely bare,” particularly for underserved populations. She touted the long-time 

bipartisan efforts to create mental health legislation and pushed for new legislation to strengthen 

tools in communities and provide new ones to address gaps. She explained that the legislation would 

aim to: (1) increase suicide screening and prevention; (2) help schools meet children’s’ mental health 

needs; (2) reduce drug overdose deaths; (3) give patients more options to get SUD treatment; (4) 

address mental health needs of mothers; and (5) tackle barriers for people to get the care they need. 

She alluded to a finished mental health package by early summer. 
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Ranking Member Richard Burr (R-NC) spoke on ways to apply lessons learned from the pandemic 

to solving mental health and SUD issues. He emphasized the need for local solutions to address local 

challenges. He explained that since 2016, Congress has authorized or reauthorized more than 40 

federal programs to address behavioral health and SUD. He noted that the recent signage of the 

Consolidated Appropriations Act, 2022 (H.R. 2471) into law provided $5 billion for mental health and 

SUD programs. He explained that at least nine of the 40 programs will not get funded through 

reauthorization. He advocated for the improvement of performance measures to better track 

programs so that Congress can evaluate which programs need to be dissolved and which ones 

deserve increased or continued funding. In this light, he expressed the need for up-to-date and 

accurate data to better inform a more accurate congressional funding response. Lastly, he touted the 

recent passage of the Dr. Lorna Breen Health Care Provider Protection Act (H.R. 1667), which 

establishes grants and requires other activities to improve mental and behavioral health among 

health care providers. 

 

WITNESS TESTIMONY  

 

Dr. Miriam Delphin-Rittman, Ph.D. (testimony), of SAMHSA, spoke on SAMHSA’s work to 

implement the Biden administration’s national mental health strategy. She identified near-term 

priorities to advance the agency’s efforts, including: (1) preventing overdose; (2) enhancing access 

to suicide prevention and crisis care; (3) promoting children and youth behavioral health; (4) 

integrating primary care and behavioral health; and (5) using performance measures, data, and 

evaluation. Then, she outlined four principles to bolster the work on the priorities, such as: (1) 

greater equity within behavioral health system; (2) enhancing behavioral health workforce; (3) 

promoting and supporting recovery practices; and (4) working to ensure financing of a robust array 

of behavioral health services.  

 

Ms. Carole Johnson (testimony), Administrator of HRSA, emphasized the importance of 

reauthorizing two HRSA programs: (1) the Screening and Treatment for Maternal Depression and 

Related Behavioral Disorders Program; and (2) the Pediatric Mental Health Care Access Program. She 

also spoke about HRSA programs that have received COVID-19 response funding to enhance the 

investments in supporting the mental health needs of parents and children, grow the mental health 

workforce, and reduce health care provider burnout and promote resiliency.  

 

Dr. Joshua A. Gordon, M.D., Ph.D. (testimony), Director NIMH, touted the role NIMH research has 

played in developing transformational new therapies, such as brexanolone to treat postpartum 

depression (PPD). He spoke to the successes of collaboration between agencies, such as the support 

for the Recovery After an Initial Schizophrenia Episode (RAISE) Initiative, and the “Zero Suicide” 

model to improve suicide prevention.  He underscored the necessity for research to develop novel, 

effective, and scalable preventive and therapeutic interventions to address the effects of the COVID-

19 pandemic, such as the youth mental health crisis. Notably, he argued that NIMH-sponsored 

research has shown that mental health care for school-aged children is more readily accessed and 

effective when delivered through school-based programs.  

 

https://www.congress.gov/bill/117th-congress/house-bill/2471?q=%7B%22search%22%3A%5B%22H.R.2471%22%2C%22H.R.2471%22%5D%7D&s=2&r=1
https://www.congress.gov/bill/117th-congress/house-bill/1667?q=%7B%22search%22%3A%5B%22Dr.+Lorna+Breen+Act%22%2C%22Dr.%22%2C%22Lorna%22%2C%22Breen%22%2C%22Act%22%5D%7D&s=1&r=1
https://www.help.senate.gov/imo/media/doc/Delphin-Rittmon1.pdf
https://www.help.senate.gov/imo/media/doc/Johnson11.pdf
https://www.help.senate.gov/imo/media/doc/Gordon4.pdf
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Dr. Nora Volkow, M.D. (testimony), Director of the NIDA, spoke on the intersection of SUDs and 

mental illnesses and detailed how NIDA science is advancing the goals of the administration’s mental 

health strategy. She argued that social determinants of health play a large role in the combination of 

drug use and mental illness. She also stated that social isolation and stress have likely contributed to 

the rise in substance use and overdose. She mentioned that NIDA is advancing research on SUDs and 

other mental illnesses, aimed at prevention and treatment interventions, along with a variety of other 

areas, such as harm reduction, medication development, and behavioral therapies.  

 

DISCUSSION 

 

Behavioral and Mental Health 

• Chair Murray inquired about providing children with screening and mental health prevention 

services. Dr. Delphin-Rittman noted that the creation of programs and strategies to address 

these needs is a priority of SAMHSA. She explained that Project AWARE is promoting 

awareness of mental health in schools to advance wellness and resiliency in education. 

• Dr. Delphin-Rittman underscored the importance of connecting children and families to 

health care help and spoke to the advantages of the Mental Health First Aid program which 

teaches people about mental health and substance-use issues. 

• Sen. Tina Smith (D-MN) addressed integration of behavioral health care into primary care 

settings. Dr. Delphin-Rittman spoke about the Primary and Behavioral Health Care 

Integration (PBHCI) grant program to integrate behavioral health screenings into primary 

care settings. She promoted the certified community behavioral health clinics (CCBHCs) 

which provide integrated care across the health care continuum, promoting a recovery-based 

focus. 

• Sen. Bill Cassidy (R-LA) inquired about his state’s limited use of Mental Health Block Grants 

to fund First Episode Psychosis (FEP) clinics that offer Coordinated Specialty Care (CSC). He 

asked if it was due to inadequate funding or due to lack of applications from his state. Dr. 

Gordon stated that it is a challenging program to administer changes at a clinical level. He 

could not suggest more funding for the program but supported expanding access to this type 

of care. 

• Sen. Chris Murphy (D-CT) focused on mental health parity laws, specifically the more 

recently passed legislation to require the administration to audit a selection of insurance 

plans on their parity law compliance. Dr. Delphin-Rittman stated that SAMHSA has no 

regulatory authority over parity, but it encourages education and promotes advocacy of the 

parity laws. 

• Sen. Lisa Murkowski (R-AK) brought up Sen. Jacky Rosen’s (D-NV) Youth Mental Health 

and Suicide Prevention Act (S. 3628) which would authorize SAMHSA to provide direct 

funding assistance to school districts for comprehensive student mental health promotion 

and suicide prevention efforts. Dr. Delphin-Rittman said SAMHSA is interested in this 

legislation, specifically raising awareness through Project AWARE, which she explained in her 

testimony.  

• Sen. Murkowski advocated for the reauthorization of the Garrett Lee Smith Memorial Act (S. 

2634), which requires SAMHSA to award grants to an additional research, training, and 

https://www.help.senate.gov/imo/media/doc/Volkow.pdf
https://www.samhsa.gov/school-campus-health/project-aware
https://www.congress.gov/bill/117th-congress/senate-bill/3628/text
https://www.congress.gov/bill/108th-congress/senate-bill/2634
https://www.congress.gov/bill/108th-congress/senate-bill/2634
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technical assistance center to provide information, training, and technical assistance to 

various entities for suicide prevention efforts. She asked about opportunities for this center 

to work with the Department of Defense (DoD) to aid service members in receiving mental 

health services. Dr. Delphin-Rittman said this is an ongoing collaboration and there are 

frequent opportunities to provide technical assistance on these issues.  

• Sen. Maggie Hassan (D-NH) asked about the barriers to a federally coordinated maternal 

mental health and SUD response. Dr. Volkow expressed that during pregnancy, as data shows, 

women are more likely to be receptive to treatments, and noted NIDA’s current research to 

solve this issue. 

• Staying on the topic, Sen. Hassan addressed her Taskforce Recommending Improvements for 

Unaddressed Mental Perinatal & Postpartum Health (TRIUPH) for New Moms Act (S. 2779), 

which would coordinate federal programs for maternal mental health and create a national 

strategic plan for addressing maternal mental health disorders.  

 

Substance Use Disorder 

• Chair Murray asked about how improved access to SUD treatments, such as medication-

assisted treatments (MAT), could help reduce disparities in overdose deaths. Dr. Volkow 

responded that the most effective way to combat overdoses is providing MATs for SUDs. She 

wanted to expand the number of individuals who receive treatment as well as the support 

systems to ensure they remain treated. 

• Dr. Volkow also encouraged taking advantage of health care systems and partnerships to 

improve equity in treatment access and argued that parity laws have not been properly 

implemented. 

• Sen. Susan Collins (R-ME) stated that she is working on a bill to require the administration 

to improve timeliness, accuracy, and accessibility of data to fatal and nonfatal overdose data. 

Dr. Delphin-Rittman said she would be interested in talking about the proposed bill further 

and agreed that it could help to evaluate and develop programs, services, and interventions. 

• Sen. Cassidy brought up Medicaid’s expansion in some states to address addiction disorder 

and asked about whether there have been better outcomes or a greater utilization of drugs. 

Dr. Volkow stated that it has produced better outcomes associated with SUD, expanding SUD 

tools to more young adults. 

• Sen. Tammy Baldwin (D-WI) asked about ways to bolster efforts to prevent drug overdoses 

on college and university campuses. Dr. Delphin-Rittman said that there are prevention 

networks funded through set asides and the Strategic Prevention Framework for Prescription 

Drugs grant program. She suggested continuing to distribute naloxone widely to colleges 

across the nation. 

• Sen. Tommy Tuberville (R-AL) addressed drug overdose deaths and the rise of fentanyl in 

young adults. Dr. Volkow explained that fentanyl is lucrative for drug traffickers and 

producers, and that it contaminates all illicit drugs. She noted that it is much harder to 

contain, and it is synthetic.  

• Sen. Hassan inquired about the effect to state public health infrastructure when large swings 

in federal funding for responses to SUD prevention occurs. Dr. Delphin-Rittman explained 

https://www.congress.gov/bill/117th-congress/senate-bill/2779/text
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that funding swings can be destabilizing, but the State Opioid Response (SOR) grants are 

working to mitigate these impacts. 

• Sen. Hassan spoke on her bipartisan Mainstreaming Addition Treatment Act of 2021 (S. 445) 

which would remove the requirement that a health care practitioner apply for a separate 

waiver through the Drug Enforcement Administration (DEA) to dispense certain narcotic 

drugs for maintenance or detoxification treatment, which removes barriers to providing 

MATs. 

• Sen. Mike Braun (R-IN) asked the panel to comment on the factors that have contributed to 

SUD during the pandemic. Dr. Volkow stated that social isolation and stress have increased 

people using drugs, which caused overdoses, due to the high availability of fentanyl. Dr. 

Johnson reiterated the critical importance of children being in school and Dr. Delphin-

Rittman spoke about naloxone dissemination. 

• Sen. Tim Kaine (D-VA) spoke about incarcerated individuals diagnosed with SUD. He noted 

that data shows that people in prison who receive treatment, including MATs, are more likely 

to engage in post-release treatment and stay in treatment longer. Dr. Delphin-Rittman 

informed him of SAMHSA’s initiatives and grants to divert individuals from further 

involvement in connection with justice system and into behavioral health treatment where 

individuals can get MATs and other support. 

 

Health Care Workforce 

• Sen. Collins explained that some rural clinicians have been denied loan repayment through 

the SUD and Treatment (STAR) Loan Repayment Program offered by HRSA. She asked if HRSA 

would support a policy to ensure that qualified SUD professionals are not disadvantaged due 

to the shift to telehealth care delivery during the pandemic. Ms. Johnson said that “HRSA is 

home to” the Federal Office of Rural Health Policy (FORHP), so she is focused on ensuring that 

loan repayment programs are reaching into rural communities. She also mentioned that the 

FORHP has several COVID-19 flexibilities for loan repayment.  

• Sen. Smith asked about building out and expanding the mental health care workforce to 

eliminate barriers for those who need help. Dr. Johnson explained that there are several 

mental health professionals that participate in the National Health Service Corps NURSE 

Corps Loan Repayment Programs, which has bolstered the workforce. To add, she noted that 

people tend to stay in communities in which they originally practice.  

• Sen. Smith inquired about ways to address the shortage of educators, or trainers, for 

workforce staff. Ms. Johnson touted loan repayment programs to expand the nurse training 

faculty. She also mentioned building public-private partnerships to ensure a viable nursing 

workforce.  

• In response to Sen. Murphy’s concern that tens of thousands of pediatricians do not have 

behavioral health backgrounds, Ms. Johnson suggested that providers need to be taught about 

behavioral health during their education and reiterated the importance of incorporating 

behavioral health into primary care. 

• Sen. Rosen expressed the vitality of SAMHSA’s mental health workforce training programs 

and the grant funding to improve access to evidence based behavioral and mental health 

training for providers, teachers, and parents. 

https://www.congress.gov/bill/117th-congress/senate-bill/445?q=%7B%22search%22%3A%5B%22Mainstreaming+Addiction+Treatment+Act%22%2C%22Mainstreaming%22%2C%22Addiction%22%2C%22Treatment%22%2C%22Act%22%5D%7D&s=2&r=1
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• Sen. Rosen asked about improvements SAMHSA has made to address this issue. Dr. Delphin-

Rittman touted the training programs that allowed them to increase mental health 

awareness, citing that, last year, 38,000 individuals were trained and 125,000 were 

connected to care as a function of increased awareness.  

• In response to Sen. Rosen’s concern about a lack of workforce educators, or trainers, Dr. 

Delphin-Rittman said that minority fellowship programs and loan-repayment programs can 

create incentives for people entering behavioral health professions.  

• Sen. Kaine spoke about barriers to gaining licensure for people in the workforce who have 

had SUD themselves. Dr. Delphin-Rittman expressed the importance of peer support 

specialists, recovery support specialists, etc. that connect people to care and give them hope. 

She explained that many states have programs where recovery coaches work with emergency 

departments through SOR grants. 

• Sen. Kaine brought up the mental health issues for the nursing home and long-term care 

facility workforce. Ms. Johnson stated that $103 million was provided by the American Rescue 

Plan (ARP) to support health care provider resilience and create a technical assistance center 

to help health care providers address this issue. 

 

Other Issues 

• Sen. Collins asked about coordination efforts between SAMHSA and the US Department of 

Agriculture (USDA) on enhanced efforts to screen, treat, and support infants that have been 

exposed to prenatal drug use through the Special Supplemental Nutrition Program for 

Women, Infants, and Children (WIC). Dr. Delphin-Rittman said that SAMHSA does not 

collaborate with them on this exact issue but would be happy to expand collaboration to do 

so.  

• Sen. Cassidy pointed to the potential role marijuana plays in contributing to mental health 

issues. Dr. Volkow stated that this is part of the concern with marijuana use. He followed up 

by asking if states with more flexible laws have larger mental health issues. Dr. Volkow said 

that in the US, legalization in some states has not been associated with adolescents’ marijuana 

use.  

• Dr. Volkow clarified that there is an association of prepubescent marijuana use with suicide 

and mental health issues, but it cannot be determined to be causal due to a lack of research. 

• Sen. Baldwin addressed the implementation of the 988 suicide and crisis lifeline. She raised 

concerns that states would not be ready to respond to increased calls when it becomes 

available on July 16, 2022. Dr. Delphin-Rittman assured her that SAMHSA has invested $282 

million into crisis infrastructure to scale up staffing in call centers. She informed her that 

SAMHSA is working with states and community providers to be operationally ready. 

• Sen. Baldwin argued that only four states have taken action to approve additional funding to 

facilitate readiness. Dr. Delphin-Rittman explained that some states have required additional 

taxes to support call center and crisis care continuum, and that states are engaged with 

SAMHSA on a regular basis to continue to update their level of need.  

• Sen. Tuberville brought up children’s abuses of ADHD medications, such as Adderall or 

Ritalin. Dr. Gordon emphasized that ADHD treatment can be very effective, but some children 
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who need the drug do not have access, while others are misusing the drug for enhanced study 

purposes.  

• Sen. Braun inquired about mental issues caused by children wearing masks. Dr. Gordon 

stated that allowing kids to attend in-person school is of the upmost importance. He added 

that the NIHM has been studying the impacts of the pandemic and there are no studies that 

reveal significant harms of mask wearing, rather just schools closing.  


