
State au thor i ties un veiled a pro gram Thurs day to stream line the le gal process for crim i nal de fen dants whose men tal
health has been called into ques tion.
The pro gram re struc tures the pro ce dures for pro vid ing men tal eval u a tions in crim i nal cases and is ex pected to add
about $1 mil lion to the Arkansas De part ment of Hu man Ser vices’ bud get.
But the change also has the goal of im prov ing the lives of de fen dants whose un treated or un der-treated con di tions
— such as men tal ill ness, sub stance abuse or de vel op men tal dis abil i ties — reg u larly bring them into con tact with
law en force ment o�  cials by get ting them into treat ment and coun sel ing.
The re vamped eval u a tion sys tem, sched uled to go into e� ect on March 15, was an nounced by Hu man Ser vices Di rec -
tor Cindy Gille spie with Deputy Di rec tor Dawn Stehle and Jay Hill and Pa tri cia Gann, di rec tor and deputy di rec tor, re -
spec tively, of the agency’s Ag ing, Adult and Be hav ioral Health Ser vices Di vi sion.
The be hav ioral ser vices di vi sion is re spon si ble for ar rang ing the foren sic men tal eval u a tions for de fen dants whose
�t ness to stand trial has been called into ques tion.
Judges or der about 2,000 foren sic eval u a tions each year, mak ing Arkansas the third in the na tion per capita for such
ex am i na tions, �g ures pro vided by the agency show.
The eval u a tions are to di ag nose de fen dants for pos si ble men tal ill ness and de ter mine whether they un der stand the
crim i nal pro ceed ings and can as sist in their de fense.
A �nd ing that a de fen dant is men tally ill can lead to a sec ondary eval u a tion for crim i nal re spon si bil ity to de ter mine
whether the de fen dant knew right from wrong at the time of the o� ense and was able to con trol his be hav ior at that
time.
State law re quires the eval u a tion, in the form of a re port, be com pleted within two months, a stan dard the agency
rarely meets, Gille spie ac knowl edged.
The crim i nal case can not
progress un til the de fen dant’s men tal sta tus has been es tab lished, so de lays in the eval u a tion process reg u larly add
months to pro ceed ings that are gen er ally re quired to be con cluded within nine months to a year un der the U.S. Con -
sti tu tion’s speedy-trial re quire ments.
The eval u a tion re struc tur ing, the re sult of months of re view, has three goals, Gille spie said:
m Con nect ing de fen dants with treat ment for men tal and phys i cal health is sues, in clud ing sub stance abuse treat -
ment.
m Im prov ing the time li ness and qual ity of the eval u a tions.
m Do ing a bet ter job of com mu ni cat ing with the courts and lawyers about the
process.
Sta� at tor ney Deb ora In man, the agency’s newly minted foren sic ad min is tra tor, said the agency plans to meet these
goals by mid-Septem ber, six months after they take e� ect.
A sig ni�  cant por tion of the ad di tional ex pense will come in the way the de part ment pays the doc tors who per form
out pa tient eval u a tions, which ac count for about 83 per cent of the ex am i na tions
per formed an nu ally.
Cur rently, the ex am iner, a psy chi a trist or psy chol o gist un der con tract with one of the state’s 12 Com mu nity Men tal
Health Cen ters, is paid $500 per exam.
The new plan will in crease pay ment to $750 with an ad di tional $500 for each re quired court ap pear ance. Ex am in ers
who are late com plet ing eval u a tions will be as sessed a $250 penalty.
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