
Local sheriff’s departments and private psychiatric hospitals will be on the front lines of this health care dilemma. Already, the state does not have enough psychiatric beds to serve needy Tennesseans with severe mental illnesses. As a result, schizophrenic and deeply depressed people often end up being held in local jails because there’s nowhere else for them to go. Daron Hall, Sheriff of Davidson County says, “The establishment of TennCare has been instrumental in increasing community-based services which has reduced the incidence of unwarranted incarceration of people with mental illness.” 

The formula is simple. As TennCare is reduced, the number of mentally ill persons whom sheriffs and deputies have to arrest and hold will go up, increasing the strain on law enforcement officials and on the county governments that have to bear the expense of incarcerations. The president of the Tennessee Sheriff’s Association, Sheriff Tim Guider of the Loudon County Sheriff’s Department states, “Our first concern will be for the citizens who will lose health insurance coverage. In terms of individuals with mental illness who are incarcerated, the counties do not have funds to provide for increased numbers of mentally ill inmates in the jails.  We struggle to provide for the medical needs of inmates as it is.”  

Private hospitals will feel a similar squeeze. Newly uninsured patients have to go somewhere for help, and that place is nearly always the emergency room. Randal Surber, vice president of behavioral medicine at Tennessee Christian Medical Center in Madison, says that a reduction in TennCare rolls will result in a “greater number of uninsured patients seeking care in hospital emergency rooms everywhere. This will further widen an underfunded segment of patients with a high need for consistent and dependable care.” According to the Center on Budget and Policy Priorities, the Governor’s announced cuts to TennCare will result in an increase in the demand for uncompensated care in the state ranging from $230 million to $450 million a year. Forced to do more charity work, hospitals and clinics—especially those in the state’s rural settings where mental health resources tend to be thinner on the ground—will be forced to cut expenses, including staff. 

Put it all together and the economic loss to Tennessee is substantial, at least $1.224 billion dollars in economic activity during the coming year, making an already stressed state economy a little more so—and leaving individuals, families and communities to pay the cost.

People with severe or persistent mental illness whose well-being will be affected by cuts in TennCare should call the NAMI Tennessee help line at (800) 467-3589 for information and support, or visit www.namitn.org.  

# # # # # # # # # # # # # # #

*Data about economic impact is based on “The Potential Impact of Eliminating TennCare and Reverting to Medicaid: A Preliminary Analysis,” by Leighton Ku and Vikki Wachino, The Center on Budget and Policy Priorities, Washington, D.C., November 15,
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As TennCare Scales Down,


State Economy Will Suffer.





Cutting TennCare Rolls Will Cost State Twice What It Will Save. 








NASHVILLE, TN –Governor Bredesen has announced plans to substantially scale back TennCare, removing 323,000 adults from the program for poor and uninsurable citizens. The Governor’s aim is to save the state treasury 488 million in direct costs annually. In reality, this move will deprive the state coffers of at least $875 million in matching federal funds annually. At the same time, 10,600 health care sector jobs will disappear, and hospitals will be forced to absorb an additional $230 million to $450 million in uncompensated charity care.* “Then there’s the human cost of severely ill people who can no longer get the care they need,” says Sita Diehl, executive director of NAMI Tennessee, the state’s advocacy group for the mentally ill. “On every level, the cost of these cuts is high indeed. We’ll feel ripple effects from this for a long time to come.”





Consider federal matching monies. Few Tennesseans realize that the federal government funds the majority of present TennCare expenditures. According to analysis from the Washington-based Center on Budget and Policy Priorities, each dollar the state spends on TennCare costs the federal government approximately 65 cents, while costing the state only 35 cents. Consequently, for each dollar Tennessee saves in expenditures by reducing TennCare rolls, the state will forfeit $1.84 in federal matching funds. Cut $488 million from TennCare for short-term savings today, and say goodbye to $875 million tomorrow.





Federal funds contribute not only to health care coverage, but more broadly to economic activity across the state. Most of the loss in economic activity and employment will occur as hospitals, clinics, pharmacies and other health care providers lose revenue and are forced to reduce staff by nearly 11,000 jobs. Retail and real estate will feel the hit as workers lose income. 











