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ByLizSzabo
Kaiser Health News

The Senate passed the
first major mental health
legislation in nearly a de-
cade, sending the 21st Cen-
tury Cures Act to President
Barack Obama, who has
promised to sign it.

The Senate voted 94-5
to approve the act, which
sailed through the House of
Representatives last week.
Although the 21st Century
Cures Act has been champi-
oned as a way to speed up
drug development, it also
includes provisions aimed
at improving mental health
care for millions of Ameri-
cans and fighting the opioid
epidemic. Mental health ad-
vocates have described it as
the most significant piece
of mental health legislation
since the 2008 law requiring
equal insurance coverage for
mental and physical health.

The new legislation places
a strong emphasis on sci-
ence, pushing federal agen-
cies to fund only programs
that are backed by solid re-
search and to collect data
on whether patients are
actually helped. The bill
strengthens laws mandating
parity for mental and physi-
cal health care and includes
grants to increase the num-
ber of psychologists and psy-
chiatrists, who are in short

supply across the country.
The bill, which combines

mental health proposals
from several lawmakers,
also pushes states to pro-
vide early intervention for
psychosis, a treatment pro-
gram that has been hailed
as one of the most promis-
ing mental health develop-
ments in decades.

“It is time to fix our bro-
ken mental health care sys-
tem,” said Sen. Bill Cassidy,
R-La., a physician whose
mental health bill was
folded into the 21st Century
Cures Act.

Sen. Chris Murphy, D-
Conn., who worked with
Cassidy on the bill, said he
hopes to alleviate the suf-
fering of people with seri-
ous mental illness.

“I’d heard too many dev-
astating stories of peo-
ple struggling with serious
mental illness and addic-
tion whose lives were for-
ever changed because they
couldn’t get the care they
need,” Murphy said. “I’d
seen up close the heartbreak
and frustration that families

suffered trying to find care
for a loved one — care that
seemed impossible to find
and even harder to pay for.”

But Rep. Frank Pallone,
D-N.J., said he’s concerned
that proposed Republican
changes to the health care
system could undercut any
progress made by the bill.
Millions of Americans with
mental illness could lose
coverage if Congress repeals
the Affordable Care Act or
cuts spending on Medic-
aid, which pays for about 25
percent of all mental health
care, he said.

“The benefits of the men-
tal health bill will be far out-
weighed by the catastrophic
harm caused to individuals
with mental illness if the
Republicans move forward
with their radical plans to
repeal the Affordable Care
Act, block grant Medicaid
and cut benefits for low-in-
come individuals,” Pallone
said.

Many mental health ad-
vocates celebrated the bill’s
passage.

Ronald Honberg, na-

tional director of policy
and legal affairs at the Na-
tional Alliance on Mental
Illness, called the bill’s men-
tal health provisions “neces-
sary and promising.” He said
he appreciated the bill’s fo-
cus on “preventing the most
horrific consequences of un-
treated mental illness,” in-
cluding homelessness, in-
carceration and suicide.

The bill generally requires
states to use at least 10 per-
cent of their mental health
block grants on early inter-
vention for psychosis, us-
ing a model called coordi-
nated specialty care, which
provides a team of special-
ists to provide psychother-
apy, medication, education
and support for patients’
families, as well as services
to help young people stay
in school or their jobs. Re-
search from the National In-
stitutes of Health shows that
people who receive this kind
of care stay in treatment lon-
ger; have greater improve-
ment in their symptoms,
personal relationships and
quality of life; and are more

involved in work or school
compared to people who re-
ceive standard care.

The bill also sets up a $5
million grant program to
provide assertive commu-
nity treatment, one of the
most successful strategies
for helping people with se-
rious mental illnesses, such
as schizophrenia. Like the
early intervention program,
assertive community treat-
ment provides a team of pro-
fessionals that is on call 24
hours a day. The bill also ex-
pands a grant program for
assisted outpatient treat-
ment, which provides court-
ordered care for people with
serious mental illness who
might otherwise not seek
help.

Although the bill autho-
rizes these grants, a future
Congress would have to ap-
prove funding for the pro-
grams. “The fact that a pro-
gram has been authorized is
no guarantee that it will be
funded,” Honberg said. “It’s
a necessary first step.”

Mental health advocates
will lobby for Congress to
approve funding for the
most critical programs,
Honberg said.

While funding treatments
for mental illness is expen-
sive, “it’s more expensive to
ignore it,” said Rep. Eddie
Bernice Johnson, D-Texas,
who co-sponsored men-

tal health legislation in the
House that folded into the
21st Century Cures Act.

Other sections of the bill,
based on legislation intro-
duced by Sen. John Cornyn,
R-Texas, give communities
more flexibility in how they
use federal grants. For exam-
ple, communities could use
community policing grants
to train law enforcement of-
ficers to deal with patients
in the midst of a psychiat-
ric crisis. Another provision
would require the U.S. attor-
ney general to create at least
one drug and mental health
court pilot program, which
would aim to help people
with mental illness or drug
addiction receive treatment,
rather than jail time, after
committing minor offenses.

The legislation will help
“those suffering from men-
tal illness in the criminal
justice system can begin to
recover and get the help they
need instead of just getting
sicker and sicker,” Cornyn
said. “This bill also encour-
ages the creation of crisis
intervention teams, so that
our law enforcement offi-
cers and first responders
can know how to deesca-
late dangerous confronta-
tions. This is about finding
ways to help the mentally
ill individual get help while
keeping the community safe
at the same time.”
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ByMike Stobbe
Of The Associated Press

NEWYORK>> A decades-long
trend of rising life expec-
tancy in the U.S. could be
ending: It declined last year
and it is no better than it
was four years ago.

In most of the years since
World War II, life expec-
tancy in the U.S. has inched
up, thanks to medical ad-
vances, public health cam-
paigns and better nutrition
and education.

But last year it slipped,
an exceedingly rare event in
a year that did not include
a major disease outbreak.
Other one-year declines
occurred in 1993, when the
nation was in the throes
of the AIDS epidemic, and
1980, the result of an espe-
cially nasty flu season.

In 2015, rates for 8 of the
10 leading causes of death
rose. Even more troubling
to health experts: the U.S.
seems to be settling into a
trend of no improvement
at all.

“With four years, you’re
starting to see some indi-
cation of something a lit-
tle more ominous,” said S.
Jay Olshansky, a University
of Illinois-Chicago public
health researcher.

An American born in
2015 is expected to live 78
years and 9½ months, on
average, according to pre-
liminary data released
Thursday by the Centers
for Disease Control and
Prevention. An American
born in 2014 could expect
to live about month longer,
and even an American born

in 2012 would have been ex-
pected to live slightly lon-
ger. In 1950, life expectancy
was just over 68 years.

The United States ranks
below dozens of other high-
income countries in life ex-
pectancy, according to the
World Bank. It is highest in
Japan, at nearly 84 years.

The CDC report is based
mainly on 2015 death cer-

tificates. There were more
than 2.7 million deaths, or
about 86,000 more than the
previous year. The increase
in raw numbers partly re-
flects the nation’s growing
and aging population.

It was led by an unusual
upturn in the death rate
from the nation’s leading
killer, heart disease. Death
rates also increased for

chronic lower lung disease,
accidental injuries, stroke,
Alzheimer’s disease, diabe-
tes, kidney disease and sui-
cide.

The only clear drop was
in cancer, the nation’s No.
2 killer.

Experts aren’t sure
what’s behind the stall.
Some, like Olshansky, sus-
pect obesity, an underlying

factor in some of the larg-
est causes of death, partic-
ularly heart disease.

But there’s also the im-
pact of rising drug over-
doses and suicides, he
noted. Drug overdose
deaths soared 11 percent to
more than 52,000 last year,
the most ever, driven by
increases in deaths from
heroin, prescription pain-

killers and other so-called
opioids.

“There are a lot of things
happening at the same
time,” he said.

Some years the CDC later
revises its life expectancy
estimate after doing addi-
tional analysis, including
for its 2014 estimate.

Average life expectancy
declined for men, falling
by more than two months,
to 76 years and 3 ½ months
in 2015. It fell by about one
month for women, to 81
years and 2 ½ months, the
CDC said.

Death rates increased
for black men, white men,
white women, and slightly
for Hispanic men and
women. But they did not
change for black women.

The new CDC report
did not offer a geographic
breakdown of 2015 deaths,
or analysis of death based
on education or income.
But other research has
shown death rates are ris-
ing sharply for poorer peo-
ple — particularly white
people — in rural areas but
not wealthier and more
highly educated and peo-
ple on the coasts.

“The troubling trends are
most pronounced for the
people who are the most
disadvantaged,” said Jen-
nifer Karas Montez, a Syr-
acuse University researcher
who studies adult death
patterns.

“But if we don’t know
why life expectancy is de-
creasing for some groups,
we can’t be confident that
it won’t start declining for
others,” she said.
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Life expectancy falls in ominous trend
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This file photo shows a room inside a funeral home in Saginaw, Mich. According to a study by the government released
on Thursday, life expectancy in the United States has fallen for the first time in more than 20years.

By LauranNeergaard
Of The Associated Press

WASHINGTON >> The U.S.
surgeon general is calling
e-cigarettes an emerging
public health threat to the
nation’s youth.

In a report released
Thursday, Surgeon Gen-
eral Vivek Murthy acknowl-
edged a need for more re-
search into the health ef-
fects of “vaping,” but said
e-cigarettes aren’t harm-

less and too many teens are
using them.

“My concern is e-ciga-
rettes have the potential to
create a whole new gener-
ation of kids who are ad-
dicted to nicotine,” Murthy
told The Associated Press.
“If that leads to the use of
other tobacco-related prod-
ucts, then we are going to
be moving backward in-
stead of forward.”

Battery-powered e-cig-
arettes turn liquid nico-

tine into an inhalable va-
por without the harmful
tar generated by regular
cigarettes. Vaping was first
pushed as safer for current
smokers. There’s no scien-
tific consensus on the risks
or advantages of vaping, in-
cluding how it affects the
likelihood of someone ei-
ther picking up regular to-
bacco products or kicking
the habit.

Federal figures show that
last year, 16 percent of high

school students reported
at least some use of e-ciga-
rettes — even some who say
they’ve never smoked a con-
ventional cigarette. While
not all contain nicotine,
Murthy’s report says e-cig-
arettes are the most com-
monly used tobacco-related
product among youth.

Nicotine is bad for a de-
veloping brain no matter
how it’s exposed, Murthy
said.

“Your kids are not an ex-

periment,” he says in a pub-
lic service announcement
being released with the re-
port.

It’s already illegal to sell
e-cigarettes to minors. Ear-
lier this year, the Food and
Drug Administration is-
sued new rules that, for the
first time, will require mak-
ers of nicotine-emitting de-
vices to begin submitting
their ingredients for reg-
ulators to review. The vap-
ing industry argues the

regulations will wipe out
small companies in favor
of more harmful products,
and likely will lobby the in-
coming Trump administra-
tion to undo the rules.

Murthy’s report calls on
parents and health workers
to make concerns about e-
cigarettes clear to young
people. He said local offi-
cials should take action,
too, such as including e-
cigarettes in indoor smoke-
free policies.
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The bill, which combinesmental health proposals
fromseveral lawmakers, also pushes states to provide
early intervention for psychosis, a treatment program
that has been hailed as one of themost promising
mental health developments in decades.
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