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Los Angeles County Board of 
Supervisors Approves Restructuring 
Plan for General Relief Program

On February 11, after nearly a year of re-
search and negotiations, a working group 

made up of representatives from 11 County 
departments and 10 community stakeholder 
groups finally had the opportunity to present 
their plan for restructuring the General Relief 
program to the Board of Supervisors. The 
Los Angeles County General Relief program 
provides a temporary monthly stipend to low-
income individuals who are not being served 
by the State or Federal government. There are 
currently over 90,000 individuals participat-
ing in the program, an increase of 50% over 
the past two years of the economic crisis.

Sherrill Martin, Mental Health Advocacy Ser-
vices’ Government Benefits Program Manag-
er, has been a key member of the team since 
its inception. Her lengthy experience working 
for the Social Security Administration com-
bined with her tenure managing MHAS’ team 
of Advocates gave her a wealth of insight into 
the challenges facing people with disabilities 
as they try to navigate the process of applying 
for and maintaining benefits.

A keystone of the new plan is to help as 
many eligible General Relief participants as 
possible qualify for federal Supplemental 
Security Income (SSI) and Medi-Cal benefits. 
In this way, the program can save money 
for the County by maximizing Federal 
resources. The plan includes an increase in 
nursing staff employed by the County to help 
clients track down and complete the complex 
documentation required for SSI applications. It 
also calls for enhanced screening of incoming 

MHAS fights for effective treatment for dual-diagnosis clients

Until she was ten years old, “Teresa” was a happy, well-adjusted 
little girl who did well in school and got along with other chil-

dren.  Suddenly one summer, she stopped interacting with her family.  
Shortly thereafter, she began experiencing terrifying hallucinations. 
She saw and felt spiders and heard frightening voices.

Teresa was di-
agnosed with 
childhood onset 
schizophrenia, 
a rare illness af-
fecting only one 
out of 40,000 
children. By the 
time Teresa was 
14, her mother 
was forced to 
place her in a res-
idential Depart-
ment of Mental 
Health (DMH) 
facility.

The staff who 
worked with Te-
resa were concerned that she seemed to have mental retardation and 
that her condition did not respond to medication. Upon further inves-
tigation, they learned that a drowning accident had happened when 
Teresa was 10 that may have deprived her brain of oxygen. The staff 
thought she might have brain damage that required the type of treat-
ment provided to people with developmental disabilities, so they con-
tacted the Department of Developmental Services (DDS).

Under DDS guidelines, if Teresa’s condition required treatment like 
mental retardation, she should qualify for services. DDS evaluated 
Teresa but denied her eligibility, determining that her condition was 
solely psychiatric. 

DMH staff contacted Mental Health Advocacy Services for help, and 
Attorney Ben Conway took the case. MHAS negotiated a placement for 
Teresa in a DDS residential facility while the appeals were pending.

Many children with mental disabilities could benefit 
from therapies for developmental disabilities, too.



Shopping for Justice
When you link your Ral-

phs Club Card  to Mental 
Health Advocacy Services, up to 
5% of every dollar you spend* 
will be donated to MHAS. To 
link your card, visit www.Ralphs.com and log in to the Ralphs 
Rewards section. Under Community Contributions, enter NPO # 
81317 or search for Mental Health Advocacy Services by name to 
designate MHAS as your beneficiary.

You can also download a scannable barcode at mhas-la.org that 
you can take with you to the store. Even if you have registered 
MHAS as your choice in the past, you must re-register each year. 
It’s an easy way to make your regular grocery shopping support 
our work to help people with mental disabilities.
*Some restrictions apply. Contribution amounts are between 1% and 5%.
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The effect on Teresa was astonishing. Mr. Conway describes the 
difference in her behavior at the new placement as “night and day.” 
The combination of a new therapeutic approach and an environ-
ment where Teresa was living with other children who were at a 
similar developmental level meant that her communication skills 
and other symptoms started to improve. For the first time since she 
was 10, she was able to join her peers on community outings and 
meaningfully interact with her mother.

In December, the California Superior Court issued a decision in 
Teresa’s favor, granting her eligibility for the services provided by 
DDS Regional Centers. DDS has appealed the case to the Court of 
Appeal, and MHAS will continue to fight for Teresa to receive the 
services she needs. Equally important, a positive appellate deci-
sion could set a precedent for other children with similar condi-
tions to qualify for Regional Center services, granting access for 
appropriate services for many children with dual diagnoses.
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In a most challenging year, your support made our work possible.
Thank you to the following donors for their generous gifts in 2009:

MHAS clients,staff, and board 
members enjoy Dodger Night.

Jim Preis presents the Advocates 
Award to Terri Cheney

MHAS 2009 Summer Clerks
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participants to quickly move them into the appropriate tracks based on 
whether they are employable or permanently disabled.

The most dramatic element of the new plan will be a major expansion 
of a housing subsidy program the County has been testing. When 
fully implemented, it will extend this additional benefit to 10,000 
individuals, providing them with $400 a month towards housing. 
During the trial period, the subsidy was provided to 900 people each 
month, and the County found that every dollar spent resulted in savings 
of $3.50 on other services that would have been provided to homeless 
individuals.

The working group estimates that the program will not only pay for itself but ultimately it will generate a net savings for the 
County at a time when funding for social services is so scarce. Something as simple as a little extra money for rent and help 
negotiating the complex strata of benefits applications can make all the difference in the world to a person with a mental dis-
ability, as Ms. Martin and her fellow Benefits Advocates know so well. Mental Health Advocacy Services is proud to have 
been a part of this historic effort!

Sign up for Mental Health Advocacy Services’ Fair Housing Tip of the Month! Get important consumer 
information like how to request reasonable accomodations and answer questions from prospective landlords.

Visit mhas-la.org/FairHousingIndex.htm for more information.
The Fair Housing Tip of the Month is funded by a grant from the U.S. Dept. of Housing &

Urban Development Fair Housing Initiatives Program (Grant #FH400G08074).


