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NEW YORK: When a homeless man was taken for a psychi-
atric evaluation because he argued with shelter police,
doctors found no reason to commit him. Then City Hall
stepped in. At the urging of a mayoral aide who cited a
new city program to monitor mentally ill people consid-
ered potentially violent, the man was involuntarily hospi-
talized for a week. A judge finally ordered his release, ruling
that the man’s commitment violated his civil rights and
that bureaucrats had meddled in his medical treatment.

The case crystallizes the unease that has surrounded
the NYC Safe program since Mayor Bill de Blasio launched it
last summer after some high-profile attacks raised alarm
about the mentally ill. The program - apparently unique
among American cities - keeps tabs on a roster of people
with psychiatric problems and a history of violence, hoping
to help them before they reach a breaking point.

So far, NYC Safe is monitoring more than 100 people,
more than half of whom are in jail, prison or a locked hos-
pital ward. City officials say administration policy is not to
divulge who is on the list, though they say those on it are
told. Civil liberties and mental health advocates are con-
cerned about the potential for infringements on liberty
and privacy abuses as officials share sensitive information
about people among various city agencies.

Aggressive and alarming
According to a city memo obtained by The Associated

Press, homeless shelters refer people to the list based on
standards as broad as escalating “aggressive and alarming”
conduct. In other cases, mayoral aides simply pick cases
from crime stories in newspapers. And there’s not yet a
mechanism for people to get off the list once they’re on it.
“Politics is interjected into this difficult decision of who’s a
danger to themselves and others,” said Norman Siegel, for-
mer director of the New York Civil Liberties Union.

City officials say they never should have interfered in
clinical decisions. While they will continue tracking certain
people, they now plan to expand their effort via data
analysis, to spot patterns of when troubled people get to
the edge of violence - perhaps within a certain amount of
time after getting out of jail or a hospital. “We’re addressing
an issue that’s a very difficult problem at the center of civil

liberties and public safety,” said Elizabeth Glazer, director of
the Mayor’s Office of Criminal Justice. The goal, she said, is
a program that’s “respectful of privacy and provides a way
for people to get help.” The 26-year-old man who sued over
his commitment isn’t identified in court records. His
lawyers declined to comment.

NYC Safe list
He had a history of violence but showed no signs of seri-

ous mental illness when brought in September to Bellevue
Hospital, which released him, according to the judge’s deci-
sion. But then a mayor’s office liaison recommended the hos-
pital keep him because he was on the NYC Safe list. To justify
doing that, a doctor said the man was dangerous, citing
episodes of troubling behavior at the hospital. But, the judge
noted, hospital records showed the man began threatening
violence only after learning he was being held indefinitely
under the new program. Glazer said her office’s call for com-
mitting the man “shouldn’t have happened.” The $22-million-
a-year NYC Safe is similar to programs universities started
after campus shootings to monitor students who may turn
violent. New York’s began last year after a spate of attacks
allegedly committed by mentally unstable people, including
a mother accused of smothering her 20-month-old son in a
burger joint bathroom, and a former homeless shelter resi-
dent charged with kidnapping and killing the shelter’s direc-
tor. The mayor speeded up the unveiling of NYC Safe after a
homeless man abruptly punched a tourist, according to
emails obtained by the AP.

The program is designed to enlist law enforcement,
health services, homeless shelters and other agencies in
looking for signals before someone spirals into violence.
NYC Safe staffers monitor subjects’ criminal cases, asking
prosecutors to keep them informed about court dates.
They check that people on the list show up for treatment,
and they sometimes send mental health workers to visit.
They also work to connect people with housing, jobs or
other services after they get out of jail or the hospital.

“The city is trying to do the right thing,” said Mark
Murphy of the advocacy group Disability Rights New York,
“but it’s not clear the people involved get a say in this.”
While advocates worry that NYC Safe runs the risk of equat-
ing mental illness with violence, city officials have also
faced questions of whether the program goes far enough.
It wasn’t monitoring a man suspected of killing his home-
less shelter roommate in January.  The now-dead suspect
had a record of psychiatric problems but not violence, offi-
cials said. Glazer said she hopes that NYC Safe can “get bet-
ter at noticing flags.” — AP 

OSAWATOMIE: An older building stands near the entrance of Osawatomie State Hospital in Osawatomie, Kan. Reminders of the past mark the campus in older buildings, some largely
abandoned as states moved in past decades away from using large hospitals to treat the mentally ill. Fifty years ago, Osawatomie had more than 750 patients. — AP 

Civil liberties and mental

health advocates concerned
NYC monitoring of some mentally ill sparks rights concerns

OSAWATOMIE: Osawatomie State Hospital superintendent
John Worley demonstrates ligature proof door handles
during a tour of the state hospital grounds in Osawatomie,
Kan. Officials and consultants are improving staffing and
overhaul hospital operations so that it can regain federal
certification. — AP 

Extreme rain triggers

health crisis on the 

South Pacific island

MIAMI: Extreme weather events are expected to strike more
often due to climate change, and a study published Monday
detailed how a 2014 storm triggered a health crisis on the
Solomon Islands. The report in the American Journal of Tropical
Medicine examined the aftermath of Tropical Cyclone Ita, which
drenched the capital, Honiara, with more than 24 inches (60 cen-
timeters) of rain from April 2-4. “This study based in the Pacific
island region has implications for coastal communities world-
wide,” said Stephen Higgs, president of the American Society of
Tropical Medicine and Hygiene. The unusually intense storm
caused rivers to overflow, flooding roads and sweeping away
bridges and homes in the city of 64,000 people.

The storm killed 31 people and was deemed per capita to be
the world’s most deadly single event disaster of 2014, according
to the Centre for Research on the Epidemiology of Disasters. “This
is the first study to catalog significant health impacts from our
changing climate in the Pacific region,” said lead author Eileen
Natuzzi, a general surgeon and public health researcher at San
Diego State University. “The findings support the notion that this
region is vulnerable not only to the well-documented rising sea
levels associated with climate change, but also to more severe
storms like this flood, which we witnessed as well as cyclones like
Pam and Winston that have followed it.”

The floods were particularly dangerous to children. Twenty-
one died in the floods-most were children under 14 who were
swept away-and 10 more children died of diarrhea and related
complications in the days to follow. The storm broke water and
sewer lines, and three of Honiara’s nine health clinics were flood-
ed. One month after the storm, reports of infectious disease trans-
mission reached a peak with 2,134 cases of flu-like illness and
3,876 cases of diarrhea, mostly among children under age five.
Researchers still do not know what caused the disease outbreaks,
because there was no detailed analysis of pathogens found in the
drinking water in the weeks after the flood.

The study also found that 75 percent of Honiara’s healthcare
infrastructure was located in areas considered “vulnerable to
destruction by a future flood event.” Furthermore, one in three
people in Honiara live within 500 meters of a river or coastline.
“Our findings could help governments and those providing aid
improve readiness and response in order to save lives,” said
Natuzzi. Some strategies could include moving housing and hos-
pitals away from flood-prone areas. “We can’t change the weather,
but we can change the capacity of communities to cope with the
aftermath of extreme weather events,” Natuzzi said. — AFP 

US probes target

health care 

startup Theranos

SAN FRANCISCO: Theranos, a startup that touted a revolu-
tionary new way to test blood, has revealed it is under scruti-
ny by US civil and criminal authorities. Investigations by the
US Attorney’s Office and the Securities and Exchange
Commission are ongoing, with documents being requested
from the California-based company, Theranos told partners
in a memo, a copy of which was obtained by AFP on
Monday.

“In the past, we have generally not commented on the
specifics of these inquiries out of deference to our regulators
and in light of specific requests for confidentiality,” the
memo read. “However, in light of consistent press attention
in this area we want you to hear about them from us.” The
Wall Street Journal on Monday cited unnamed sources as
saying that federal prosecutors are investigating whether
Theranos misled investors and regulators about its technolo-
gy and its operations. “The company continues to work
closely with regulators and is cooperating fully with all inves-
tigations,” a Theranos spokesperson said.

Investigations into Theranos by departments of health in
the states of Pennsylvania and Arizona, as well as by the US
Food and Drug Administration, have been successfully
closed, the startup said in the memo. “The investigations by
the SEC and the US Attorney’s Office, which began following
the publication of certain news articles, are focused on
requesting documents and ongoing,” Theranos said.
Elizabeth Holmes took the crown of youngest “self-made”
woman billionaire thanks to revolutionary blood tests tout-
ed by the Silicon Valley startup. She has been on the defen-
sive for months after news reports questioning whether
Theranos has indeed delivered a revolutionary new way to
test blood. Media outlets knocking her from her pedestal
had previously praised the 31-year-old as a visionary along
the lines of Apple’s famed co-founder Steve Jobs. —AFP


