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Mental health care can’t wait  

Many of you know my background in law enforcement, and my passion to increase the access to 

psychiatric beds for the chapter 51 patients in our state. That’s because in law enforcement, you get a 

firsthand experience in the chapter 51 process of admitting people who need immediate care.  

In northern Wisconsin, we have access to some of the best campgrounds, fishing destinations, and 

hunting locations, and all we have to do is step in our backyard. What we lack is access to necessary 

mental health care. Mental health doesn’t pick and choose who it affects. It doesn’t only touch a certain 

age group, or gender, or socioeconomic status or ethnicity. It doesn’t matter where you come from or 

what political party you support, it affects each and every one of us.  

When someone is in an absolute mental health crisis they need to get the help they need as quickly as 

possible, close to home. Unfortunately, there are a lack of psychiatric beds available across the state, 

especially in northern wisconsin. That’s why Senator Bernier and I submitted a budget motion last 

Spring, increasing the number of beds at HSHS and St. Josephs Hospital in the Chippewa Valley. We saw 

the need for increased beds in our area of the state and so we did something about it. This budget 

motion was vetted by the Finance Committee, and passed in the Biennial Budget in both the State 

Assembly and State Senate.  

It was extremely disappointing when the Governor vetoed this provision in the budget to see the $15 

milion in funds diverted to Mendota Juvenile Center. As a former head of Altoona Police Department, I 

know the fiscal impact on agencies in transporting patients across the state to Winnebago Mental 

Health Institute. It is a long drive from Chippewa Valley while the patient suffers in the back of a squad 

car. In my time as the police chief of Altoona, not once did our agency ever transport someone to 

Mendota. It just goes to show when people say they care about northern Wisconsin, they don’t mean it 

because their actions don’t mirror their words.  

So, Senator Bernier and I decided we were not going to give up. We introduced Assembly Bill 443/ 

Senate Bill 405, which is exactly the same as our budget motion. We didn’t make any changes to our bill 

because we knew it had merit. We are trying to expand the pyschiatric care people can get in northern 

Wisconsin. There’s no reason why people in Eau Claire, Superior, La Crosse, or anywhere else in 

northwest Wisconsin should have to live with second class facilities.  

 

 



 
 

At the moment, this bill is making its way through the legislative process in both the Assembly and 

Senate. There have been no recomendations from legislative democrats to amend the bill, or change it 

in any way. We are always open to working with people who want to see changes but at this moment no 

one has contacted our office. 

That’s why I was so disappointed last Thursday, when the Assembly took up this budget motion to 

override the Governor’s veto, not one assembly democrat voted in favor of it. I was heartbroken for the 

patients who so desperately need this care closer to home, and for the families who must travel across 

the state to see their loved ones. We heard overwhelmingly at the public hearing for AB 443 that we 

need to do something, and it needs to be done now! We can’t wait. That’s why I fully supported the 

Assembly’s efforts in overriding the Governor’s veto, not to be political, but to get these patients the 

help they need, now.  

 

 

 


