
Public Advocate Jumaane Williams called on Mayor 
Bill de Blasio � ursday to release the results of a task 
force’s work aimed at improving the city’s response to 
emergencies with mentally ill New Yorkers.

De Blasio launched the task force in April 2018, weeks 
a� er the NYPD fatally shot Saheed Vassell, a mentally ill 
man, in Crown Heights, Brooklyn. � e results of its work 
were due in December, Williams said during a City Hall 
rally.

“� is administration has to fully take responsibility of 
where we are right now,” he said. “We are giving a criminal 
response to a medical problem, and that is fundamentally 
what we have to change in the system.”

� e de Blasio administration has made some e� orts to 
address criticism about how it handles emergencies with 
the mentally ill.

� e city’s mental health initiative, � riveNYC, began 
deploying mobile units of o�  cers and mental health 
professionals in 2016 to help people with serious mental 
illness — though it only served about 1,000 individuals. 
� e city has also struggled to get two � rive-funded 
diversion centers o�  the ground, which were built to give 
o�  cers a place to drop o�  mentally ill people — currently, 
those individuals wind up in the jail system or in hospitals.

Williams said the investment in programming and 
changes has not come fast enough.

“We are putting everyone in a bad situation,” he said. 
“Unfortunately the people who are in a bad situation, and 
killed time and time again, have melanin in their skin.”

Advocates at the rally carried black roses with the names 
of 15 mentally ill individuals killed by the NYPD since 
June 2015 — when the city stepped up crisis intervention 
training for o�  cers.

� e NYPD has rolled out the training to more than 11,000 
of 16,000 o�  cers who have direct contact with the public 
— about one third of the entire force — and is on track 
to train the remaining 5,000 o�  cers by 2021, according 
to City Hall.

“All police o�  cers should be trained,” Williams said. 
“Even with [de Blasio’s] own metric he’s fallen short.”

Williams also called on the city to implement a new 
number, instead of 911, for people to call when they are 
worried about a loved one’s mental health.

“If you do not begin making these changes, you no longer 
have the moral authority” to discuss these issues, Williams 
said.

City Hall did not immediately respond to a request for 
comment on when the administration will release the 
results of the task force.

De Blasio should release delayed 
results of mental health task force

By Amanda Eisenberg April 4, 2019


