
 

 

Condemning the Mentally Ill to a Slow Death on the Streets 

 

We do no better than Medieval society, wherein the "village fool" wandered the roads, laughed 

at and given minimal contemptuous charity. 

 

Guest editorial by Jane Cook  

 

The disheveled, filthy, vagrant shrieking and mumbling on the corner may well have come from 

a caring family like yours — a family that is legally helpless to take charge of him or her.  A 

welter of laws designed to protect the civil rights of the insane, in practice, condemn them to 

slow death on the streets. The Lanterman-Short-Petris Act of 1969 prohibits either a family or a 

court from summarily committing a deranged person to a mental hospital.  (As some 

"inconvenient" people had been in the past) A later court ruling brought by the ACLU [Riese] 

dictated that no insane person could be compelled to take medicine without his consent.  

Despite the fact that a prominent symptom of insanity is entire unawareness of one's illness.  

 

The Lanterman laws also set strict rules as to how an insane person may be removed from the 

street, allowing only temporary measures.  A "5150" enables law enforcement to hold someone 

for no more than 72 hours for observation. There is no time for a thorough medical or diagnostic 

workup. If he calms down and simply claims that he "will not harm himself or others," they must 

let him go.  More serious cases can be held for a week — with no requirement for effective 

treatment.    

 

More permanent custody, a mental health "conservancy," is a prohibitively complex, slow-

moving and resoundingly expensive legal process.  Affidavits from medical and psychiatric 

professionals must be filed as part of a court motion.  The process must be re-filed, repeatedly, 

as long as the person is held. Taking humane charge of mentally ill people has been made so 

difficult, the bureaucratic process condemns them to jail or the streets, as they cannot take care 

of themselves and all others are prevented from doing it for them. 

 

Often, these people merely become vagrants or low-level criminals. But, some become violent, 

as happened in Venice recently, where a homeless man stabbed a musician to death in his own 

back yard.  

 

Medical and legal privacy laws prevent families from seeing medical or psychiatric records for 

their loved one. People over 18 are legally "on their own," and commonly deny consent. 

Families may not demand care or interfere with their decisions. We do no better than Medieval 

society, wherein the "village fool" wandered the roads, laughed at and given minimal 

contemptuous charity. Psychoactive medicine may have been prescribed for someone on a 

psychiatric hold, but families cannot find out what it was, take over refilling prescriptions for the 

person, or ensure his taking it.  

 

In the '70's, our previous State mental hospital system was shut down. County governments 

were thenceforth responsible for public mental health. Privately run board and care homes 

were supposed to house patients, paid for with disability funds. However, they are often 

unprofitable, and more close each year.  No one keeps track of how many there are left.   



Today, there are thousands fewer mental care beds than people needing them.  Even if all of the 

deranged people wandering our streets were conserved and committed, there is no place to 

send them.  Mental hospitals have long wait lists, during which people languish among the 

voices in their heads, without treatment.   The outpatient care model is all that is available, 

despite the fact that mentally unstable people simply need active supervision to follow a course 

of treatment.  Hence, what they do receive is often ineffective, and they wind up delusional and 

homeless.  One informed estimate says that 90% of people in our society suffering mental illness 

are in our jails or prisons, if they are not on the streets. 

 

It also is estimated that 30-50% of the homeless are mentally ill. The lack of any adequate 

mental health diagnostic or treatment system does not enable us to know more precisely. We 

do no better than Medieval society, wherein the "village fool" wandered the roads, laughed at 

and given minimal contemptuous charity. 

 

It is to be noted that during the '70's, when the Lanterman laws passed, the conservatives 

welcomed the elimination of an expensive State mental hospital system. The so-called 

“progressives" had concurred, with the faddish romantic notion that mental illness was a myth 

of a coercive, conformist society, and that patients would be healthy when they were free. (One 

Flew Over the Cuckoo's Nest is a classic movie example.) 

 

It is a bitter irony that we know more now than ever before about brain chemistry and have 

developed drug treatments that are nearly miraculous.  But, those whose mentally ill loved ones 

have committed suicide have contrasted the excellent cures cancer patients get with the 

haphazard, insufficient mental health system. Few in our society benefit from modern 

psychiatric medicine, and we see the rest suffer and die on the streets.   

 

We will never solve the homeless crisis if we do not take determined action to eliminate the 

Lanterman laws.  Governor Newsome wants to change this.  Below is a link to a discussion of 

possible action: 

 

LEARN MORE HERE LINK TO https://calmatters.org/explainers/breakdown-californias-mental-

health-system-explained/ 

 


