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As the Taliban advance draws ever
closer to Kabul, President Biden
orders another 1,000 troops to
Afghanistan to aid in the evacua-
tion. — A7
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RISING WORRY

Experts say mental health crisis imminent
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Photos by John Cross, special to The Free Press

From left, Elizabeth Willett, Renee Solomon-Wise and Trisha Krenick-Matejcek participate in an exercise during a mental health first-aid
course offered through the Mankato Clinic. Registered nurse Mary Beth Trembley, who conducted the class, observes in the background.

Services already strained before pandemic

By Trey Mewes
tmewes @mankatofreepress.com

sation with someone. Say that

person asks you about your
weekend plans. While you're trying
to answer, a voice rings through
your head.

You may hear: “They don’t really
care what you're doing. They’re
laughing at you.

“You can’t trust them. You can’t
trust
@y Hidden Crisis
That’s
one of
the exercises people run through
in Mary Beth Trembley’s mental
health first-aid classes. A psychi-
atric nurse, Trembley has hosted
first-aid courses in mental health for
several years in the Mankato area.
Thus far, more than 500 people in
the community have participated,
while some participants come from
across Minnesota or from neighbor-
ing states.

The classes teach how to help
someone in a mental health crisis
get connected to area resources, to
recognize when someone may need
extra help.

For Trembley, who's spent 30
years helping people in the area
with mental health crises, the
classes are a crucial step toward
spreading more awareness and get-
ting people the support they need.

“It’s my way to be part of the solu-
tion,” she said.

Public health professionals have
put more emphasis in recent years
on addressing mental illness as the

linb

Imagine you’re having a conver-

An occasional series

Registered nurse Mary Beth Trembley conducts a class on mental health first aid at the
Mankato Clinic.

ta’s mental health system, advocates
and experts say a mental health
crisis is set to start during the next
few months.

“People’s entire framework
of what’s going on in the world
shifted,” said Jese Rudrogen, head
therapist at PrairieCare Medical
Group in Mankato. “It turned on

stigma of dealing with depression,
anxiety and other mental health
issues lessens. Yet mental health
advocates have long argued local,
state and national efforts to treat
mental health issues are underfund-
ed, understaffed and in desperate
need of more attention.

Now, with an ongoing pandemic
compounding mental health needs
and amplifying cracks in Minneso-

183,181

adults in the United States Minnesota adults with serious or per-
experiences a mental disorder each  sistent mental illness and children with
year. serious emotional disturbance.

Please see HEALTH, Page A3
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of mental health issues manifest in a
person by age 14.

bity eyes
another
traffic

circle

By Mark Fischenich
mfischenich@mankatofreepress.com

MANKATO — Rapid
growth on the rural edges of
Mankato is forcing expen-
sive improvements — typi-
cally roundabouts — at the
intersection of city streets
and Blue Earth County
roads.

First it was Madison
Avenue and Haefner Drive,
where a jointly funded $1.74
million roundabout, com-
pleted two years ago, was
moved up on the construc-
tion schedule following a
spate of crashes driven by
retail development in the
area.

Then it was a $1.6 million
roundabout at County Road
12 and Adams Street, now
under construction, that
needed to be hurried along
because of looming increas-
es in truck traffic heading
to a new truck stop and
planned truck dealership on
each side of the intersection.

Now there’s another
roundabout on the eastern
horizon.

Please see BASSETT, Page Ad

St. Thomas
GOP chair
arrested in
SeX case

By Rochelle Olson
Star Tribune

MINNEAPOLIS — The
19-year-old new chair of the
University of St. Thomas
College Republicans has
been arrested in Florida

on allegations she aided a
prominent state Republican
activist in recruiting and
trafficking minors for sex,
according to a news release
and jail records.

On Saturday, the Min-
nesota College Republicans
issued a news release saying
Gisela Castro Medina was
arrested, along with Anton
“Tony” Lazzaro, 30, on
suspicion of “obstruction
of justice, sex trafficking,
and conspiracy to commit
sex trafficking of underage
victims.”

The U.S. Attorney on

Please see REPUBLICANS, Page A4
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MEeNTAL HEALTH
RESOURCES

The Free Press

Mental health crisis services

¢ 911 for the nearest emergency room

e Minnesota Mental Health Crisis Services
(for cell phones only) text {&bullet}{&bullet}
CRISIS ({&bullet}{&bullet}274747)

e South Central Crisis Center: 507-344-0621

e Mental Health Texting Service: Text MN
to 741741 if concerned about suicide

¢ Regional Crisis Line: 877-399-3040 (24
hours a day, seven days a week)

e Crisis Mobile Team: 877-399-3040 (24
hours a day, seven days a week)

e National Suicide Prevention Number: 800-
273-8255

¢ Counties Detox located in New Ulm: 507-
3599111

e Alcoholics Anonymous Helpline: 507-388-
8989

e Narcotics Anonymous 24-hour helpline:
877-767-7676

Chemical dependency services

e Christian Family Solutions: 800-438-1772

https://bit.ly/2NIjY1d

e Mayo Clinic Health System Fountain Cen-
ter — Mankato: 507-625-3372

https://mayocl.in/2PKY7Zv

¢ House of Hope — Mankato (Addiction
Recovery Technologies): 507-385-7608 ext.
205 or 507-779-7585 ext. 115

houseofhopemn.com/assessments

¢ New Beginnings at St. Peter: 507-931-0918

nbminnesota.com/project/st-peter-office

e New Ulm Medical Center: 507-344-0572

https://bit.ly/32iyzWi

e Open Door Health Clinic: 507-388-2120

https://odhc.org/

e Phoenix Treatment Program (for adoles-
cents): 507-385-0668

phoenixrecoveryprograms.com

Mental health therapy

e Adult, Child and Family Services, LLC:
507-387-3777

http://acfsmankato.org

e ASC Psychological Clinic: 507-345-4679

ascpsychological.com

¢ Associated Psychological Service, LTD:
507-388-8114

apsmankato.com

¢ Blue Earth County Mental Health Center:
507-304-4319

blueearthcountymn.gov/715/Mental-Health-
Center

¢ Bonnie Lyn II, Mental Health Clinic: 507-
388-5801

e Catholic Charities of Southern MN: 507-
387-5586

ccsomn.org/family-and-individual-counseling/

¢ CORE Professional Services: 888-833-2859

coreprofessionalservices.com/mankato-office.
html

e Counseling Services of Southern MN: 507-
931-8040

counseling-services.org/

e Christian Family Solutions: 800-438-1772

https://bit.ly/2NIjY1d

¢ Eunoia Family Resource Center: 507-779-
7366

mentalhealthmn.com

¢ Fernbrook Family Center: 507-446-0431

fernbrook.org/

e Five Rivers Mental Health Clinic: 507-345-
7012

fiveriversmhc.com

¢ Footnotes Family Counseling Services:
507-351-8799

footnotescounseling.com

¢ Freedom Counseling Center: 507-934-4160

freedom-cc.com

e Journeys Toward Healing Counseling
Center: 507-386-7121

jthec.org

e Lutheran Social Service: 507-625-7660

Issmn.org/services/mental-health

e Mankato Clinic Psychology and Psychiatry:
507-387-3195

mankatoclinic.com/psychology

mankatoclinic.com/psychiatry-1

e Mankato Psychology Clinic: 507-387-1350

mankatopsychologyclinic.com

e Mankato Marriage and Family Therapy
Center: 507-625-4884

mmftc.com/clinical_staff

e Mankato Mental Health Associates: 507-
345-4448

mankatomentalhealth.com/index.html

e Mayo Clinic Health System in Mankato —
Eastridge: 507-594-6500 (Northridge: 507-594-
5700)

mayocl.in/33jYspS

e M. Nelson Psychological Counseling: 507-
625-4442

psychologicalcounselingmankato.com

e Minnesota Mental Health Services: 507-
242-8014

mankatotherapist.com

¢ Minnesota State University Counseling
Center: 507-389-1455

mankato.mnsu.edu/university-life/health-and-
safety/counseling-center

e Nystrom & Associates. LTD: 507-200-2331

nystromcounseling.com/our-locations/minne-
sota/mankato-clinic

¢ Open Door Health Center: 507-344-5512

odhc.org/behavioral-health

e Phillip Psychological Clinic: 507-345-5049

e PrairieCare Medical Group: 507-322-4785

prairie-care.com/locations/mankato

e Sioux Trails Mental Health Center: 507-
388-3181

e Southern Valley Psychology Clinic: 507-
385-7725

Courtesy Mary Beth Trembley/Mankato
Clinic
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a dime and places that they
thought were safe and accept-
able to be around. Now you're
being told, you know, you
can’t go to school, you can’t
be around your friends. It just
really made the world seem
like a pretty kind of scary and
unsafe place overnight. And
that’s really led to a lot more
anxiety, isolation, depression.”

History of struggle

Diane Gerlach knows better
than most how complex the
mental health system can be.
For the past 15 years, she’s
coordinated support meetings
for parents and loved ones
of people with mental health
issues through the Mankato
branch of the National Alli-
ance on Mental Illness.

Her son was diagnosed
with mental health issues at
6 years old. As a nurse with
over 40 years of experience,
she’s watched mental health
services evolve to catch up
with people’s needs. That’s
why she’s more than familiar
with the cracks in Minnesota’s
mental health care system.

“Mental health, with ser-
vices, have really suffered over
the years,” she said.

Psychiatric beds are diffi-
cult to find. A lack of mental
health professionals means
long wait times for people in
search of therapy or medica-
tion. Thousands of dollars in
treatment costs. And a general
lack of understanding on how
to get help.

“A lot of people like to say
our mental health system is
broken, but when you look at
the history, it’s not broken. It’s
never been built,” said Sue
Abderholden, the executive
director of NAMI Minnesota.

Abderholden points to
numerous studies done that
show state and federal officials
know what kind of solutions
are needed — more mental
health services in emergency
rooms and schools, more
funding for mental health out-
reach, more access to services
such as mobile crisis units.

Those studies were done in
the 1950s, during President
Dwight D. Eisenhower’s
administration.

While federal officials had
planned to fund more mental
health programs in those
years, funding levels tapered
off in the late 1960s and 1970s
as the U.S. grappled with what
it means to deal with mental
health. Though state and fed-
eral officials have placed more
emphasis on mental health
services in recent decades,
seeking help for mental illness
became more socially accept-
able within the past 10 to 20
years.

Younger people are driving
that push, experts say, leading
to more Minnesotans ac-
knowledging their need to get
help for mental health issues.
In Minnesota, about 183,000
adults and children have
serious or persistent mental
illness, according to the Min-
nesota Department of Human
Services.

Locally, the South Central
Community Based Initiative

reports monthly average con-
tacts with its crisis services
have risen from about 200 per
month in 2004 to about 566
in 2019, up significantly from
283 monthly average contacts
in 2018 and well past the
previous high of 472 average
monthly contacts in 2012.
And those numbers are pre-
pandemic.

Gerlach and other advocates
have applauded more treat-
ment options in the area over
the years, but they’ve found
the hardest part for those
seeking help is simply starting
the process. Gerlach and other
local NAMI members are
often the first point of contact
for people struggling with
mental illness or their loved
ones.

The weekly support meet-
ings can vary in size from
more than 20 people to just
one.

“It seems like when it’s only
one person, that person really
needed to just be one-to-one
with somebody and needed
to talk,” Gerlach said. “Our
meetings would run for an
hour and a half, and that
person would talk for an hour
and a half.”

A lot of those people would
come with no knowledge at
all, Gerlach said. They haven’t
figured out how to talk to
their family doctor about
treatment options to kickstart
referrals to mental health
professionals, or they don’t
realize Blue Earth County has
a hub of social service options
for people with more serious
needs.

In some cases, people feel
stranded without help.

Gerlach remembers the man
from Gaylord who would drive
to Mankato for weekly meet-
ings because his wife suffered
from mental health issues.
Her family, who lived nearby,
thought there was nothing
wrong with her.

“They have two children,”
Gerlach said. “And he just
didn’t have a lot of support.”

The man talked about
moving the family west to be
closer to his relatives, who
could help with the kids. But
he’s hardly the only one from
outside the Mankato area
who’s struggling.

“People would drive for
miles to come and talk to our
groups,” Gerlach said.

New reality

Access is everything for An-
gela Anderson. The 43-year-
old Mankato resident enjoys
spending time with others at
the Second Step Clubhouse, a
community program through
Blue Earth County that allows
people with serious mental
health issues to bond with
each other in a friendly set-
ting.

Second Step, like a lot of
in-person programs, went
through a pause during the
COVID-19 pandemic. For
people seeking mental health
help, a pause like that can
cause even more issues.

“I think one of the things
that people tend to want to do
when they’re not doing well is
isolate, and that is the exact

opposite of what they need to
do,” Anderson said. “I need a
lot of down time even when
I'm doing really well just be-
cause of the way my nervous
system is, but not completely
isolating is huge.”

That’s one of the many
concerns mental health
professionals and advocates
have about how the pandemic
has affected overall mental
well-being. COVID-19’s effects
on mental health are largely
unknown and still under
study, in large part because
the mental health industry
hasn’t tackled a widespread
event like this before.

“It was a unique situation
where our providers were
suffering the same pain as
our clients were,” said Neerja
Singh, behavioral health
clinical director with the Min-
nesota Department of Human
Services. “Our workforce had
to acknowledge their own
trauma and treat their clients
at the same time.”

Singh and Paul Fleissner, di-
rector of the state’s Behavioral
Health Division, oversee the
state’s mental health services.
When the pandemic shut
down much of the state, they
helped implement a switch
to telehealth services —
video conferencing or phone
appointments — between
patients and mental health
professionals to ensure people
could still access treatment.

Though telehealth services
grew among medical providers
in recent years, mental health
professionals rarely offered
telehealth services at the same
rate as in-person visits and
insurance companies didn’t
fund those services at the
same level as in-office appoint-
ments. State officials quickly
remedied that in the early
days of the pandemic.

“It was simply astonishing
the way the state moved to
make that happen,” Fleissner
said.

State officials have worked
to improve mental health ac-
cess in recent years, in part by
integrating mental health and
substance use disorder pro-
grams together and offering
more mental health program
options at community clinics.
Before the pandemic hit,
state officials were gearing
up to streamline more of its
services to offer more mental
health support for communi-
ties of color, immigrants and
refugees.

COVID-19 put a damper
on many of those projects as
officials rushed to break down
barriers for telehealth access.

Despite more access than
before, however, worrying
trends became clear to many
mental health providers. Chil-
dren’s services were arguably
impacted the worst — most
children with mental health
needs get support at school.
When schools switched to dis-
tance learning, a lot of school-
based mental health support
suffered. More people sought
treatment for anxiety and iso-
lation. And people who hadn’t
had many mental health issues
in the past struggled to deal
with pandemic regulations
and the uncertainty behind

Angela Anderson
enjoys spending
time with others
at the Second
Step Clubhouse,

a community
program through
Blue Earth County
that allows people
i With serious
mental health
issues to bond
with each other in
a friendly setting.
A pause like what
happened during
the pandemic can
cause even more
issues for people
like Anderson
seeking help and
support.

Pat Christman

Resources historically lacking

the COVID-19 virus.

“I think this has just been
the longest, the most consis-
tent busy season we’ve had
in gosh, probably five or six
years,” Beth Quinby said in
June.

Quinby, a licensed clinical
counselor and the former
chair of the Blue Earth County
Mental Health Task Force,
said mental health provid-
ers across the region have
reported more demand for
services, driving up wait times
for patients. Mental health
providers don’t normally see
as many patients in the spring
and summer — people tend
to feel better when it’s nice
outdoors — but the pandemic
spurred a steady demand for
services this year.

And it’s not just adults who
need more help. Children and
families are seeking more
mental health support. School
districts are gearing up for
more mental health support
once the school year starts
this fall, and places such as
PrairieCare are trying to keep
up while following pandemic
guidelines and limiting in-
person exposure.

“There’s this whole separate
group of kids that are coming
in, just because of the things
that happened in their life
because of the pandemic,” Ru-
drogen said. “If the pandemic
didn’t happen, these kids
might not have been here to
begin with.”

The recent COVID-19 delta
variant surge has some mental
health advocates concerned
the pandemic’s adverse effects
will only continue to com-
pound mental health needs.
While lawmakers continue to
work on mental health policy,
advocates say the pandemic
only exacerbates the need for
more funding and more access
to mental health professionals.

“There’s been a lot of death,
there’s been a lot of worry. No
one’s really sure when this all
will end,” Abderholden said.
“It doesn’t seem to matter
what the age is, what the
age is, where they’re located
throughout the state. We’re
still just seeing a lot of anxiety
and depression.”

Still, local advocates say one
good thing may come out of
ongoing crisis: more sustained
attention on the issue.

“It’s always been there, it’s
just now being talked about,”
Anderson said. “We've always
needed more help and more
support.”

Anderson knew she needed
help as a teenager in the
1990s, but she didn’t feel
comfortable enough to seek
treatment until about 12 years
ago, when she felt her life
spiraling out of control. She
knows it’s much easier to get
help now compared to then,
but she remembers how dif-
ficult it was to take that first
step to access services.

“I think the more it’s being
talked about, the more people
will actually go and seek help.
And need the help,” she said.
“I don’t think it’s anything
new, per se, it’s just that it’s
being brought to the fore-
front.”



