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June 7, 2021
Dear Mayor Kenney and Members of City Council,

We write to you as the staff of the Homeless Advocacy Project (HAP) to
express our support for the expansion of mobile crisis teams and a reduced
reliance on police responses to behavioral health crises. We ask that you
reallocate the 7 million dollars earmarked for the co-responder model to
the civilian-only, professional crisis response teams that are better
equipped to serve and safeguard our clients.

The Homeless Advocacy Project is a non-profit organization that provides
free legal services to Philadelphians experiencing homelessness. Our staff
works with people who live on the street or in shelter, the majority of whom
are Black. Many also suffer from severe mental illnesses and because of
their particularly vulnerable positioning, are in frequent contact with police
officers.

Other large cities across the country have successfully implemented
successful crisis response programs separate from their police departments.
For example, Denver initiated a civilian-led mental health crisis response
program in 2020, and when the city completed an evaluation after 6 months
of piloted operations, the numbers were striking: 68% of the people they
met were experiencing homelessness. The team, staffed by a paramedic
and a mental health professional, was able to de-escalate, connect, and
problem-solve with people otherwise met by police officers'.

We believe that the decisions to fund and staff such integral response teams
is more than a balancing of professional distinctions, it is a matter of life and
death, especially for the Black Philadelphians we represent and serve. When
Walter Wallace Jr.’s family called 911 for help, dispatchers sent two officers
who shot and killed him. Behavioral health crises deserve behavioral health
interventions. Responses made available to people experiencing
homelessness are paramount to HAP’s staff and the thousands of
Philadelphians living unhoused.

The Substance Use and Mental Health Services Administration (SAMHSA)
agrees: as often as possible, mobile crisis programs should not involve
police. Had a mobile crisis team been sent when Walter Wallace’s family
called for help, he would most certainly still be alive today.



In their testimony before city council, Dr. Jill Bowen, Rachael Eisenberg, and
Staff Inspector Healy all agreed: the type of response should correspond to
the type of the crisis. However, the Philadelphia Police Department and its
officers are not trained to respond to the unique challenges people
experiencing homelessness endure. The Treatment Advocacy Center found
that people with an untreated mental illness are 16 times more likely to be
killed during a police encounter than other civilians who come into contact
with law enforcement.i Rather than investing additional resources to
reduce the likelihood of harm, we ask that you resource the crisis response
teams with peer specialists, social workers, and other mental health
professionals that are trained, experienced, and equipped to respond
compassionately, and to not only quell the imminent crisis, but to ensure
the individual has sustained, prosocial support moving forward.

We implore you to consider in this decision the needs of Philadelphians
experiencing homelessness. In moments of crisis, they deserve to be met
with efficiency and kindness by fully funded, staffed, and trained community
crisis teams as described by Dr. Bowen and the Treatment Not Trauma
Coalition. Additionally, we ask that you have all responding teams quantify
the number of contacts made with people experiencing homelessness so
collectively, we can more thoroughly provide for the community’s needs.

Respectfully,

Dean Beer, Esq. Michael Taub, Esq.
Executive Director Advocacy Director

Vasilogambros, M. (2020). If the police aren’t needed, let’s leave them out completely. Pew Trusts
Stateline article. https://www.pewtrusts.org/en/research-and-
analysis/blogs/stateline/2020/06/23/if-the-police-arent-needed-lets-leave-them-out-completely

i Treatment and advocacy Center (2015), Overlooked in the Undercounted, The Role of Mental Iliness
in Fatal Law Enforcement Encounters,
https://www.treatmentadvocacycenter.org/storage/documents/overlooked-in-the-undercounted.pdf
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