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Thompson happy with move to center

Stepping in for Mittelstadt has been beneficial to him, Sabres | PAGE B1
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Costly letdown:
State selling gear
at Tesla plant

highest-profile silver-bullet
projects in Buffalo Billion
have had some costly disap-
pointments and been a victim
of overhyped expectations.

If Tesla meets its target of
having 1,460 jobs by the

end of this year, the state
subsidies will equal more than
$650,000 per job.

Rather than the place-
building approach preferred
by Howard Zemsky, who
nlaved a hie rale in craftine

Workers toiling in a Niag-
ara County warehouse this
week were wrapping up work
to scrap nearly $22 million in
eaninment nurchased vears

ELECTION * 2021: MAYORAL ISSUES

By AARON BESECKER

NEWS STAFF REPORTER

Mayoral candidate India Walton says po-
lice should not be first responders to mental
health-related calls.

In many cases, in Buffalo and many other
communities, they already aren’t.

At the same time, mental health profession-
als sometimes want or need police to show up.

The debate about the appropriate role po-
lice should take in mental health response of-
ten gets oversimplified, but most agree police
involvement should be limited, said Elizabeth
L. Mauro, CEO of Endeavor Health Services, a

Next mayor will decide how police
should handle mental health calls

local nonprofit that provides mental and be-
havioral health services, including alongside
city police.

“When we talk about the role of law en-
forcement, in a very simplified form, it’s they
should be used when they’re needed and not
otherwise,” Mauro said.

“And actually everyone’s agreeing,” she

India Walton faces Byron
Brown on Nov. 2.
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said. “If you peel back all the layers, everyone
is actually in agreement on that.”

Endeavor Health partners with the Buf-
falo Police Department for the department’s
Behavioral Health Team, a unit created a year
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Police shooting of homeless man spurred protests, increased scrutiny

MAYOR - from Al

ago that pairs specially trained police
officers with mental health clinicians.
Grant funding received by Endeavor
pays for the team’s work.

Police involved when safety
is an issue

Dealing with people who have
mental health issues can be a volatile
situation for police. And sometimes
an incident that involves a person hav-
ing a mental health problem is initial-
ly reported as a different type of po-
lice call, so officers don’t always know
what they’re walking into, said Buf-
falo Police Capt. Amber Beyer, who
leads the Behavioral Health Team.

“It’s a no-brainer that police are
needed on some of these calls,” Beyer
said.

“The police presence is essential for
everyone involved, for safety reasons,”
Beyer said. “And a lot of the mental
health professionals that are doing
the work on the ground don’t want to
be there without police in a lot of cas-
es. They feel more comfortable where
they take the primary role, but police
are there just in case.”

Clinicians for mental health pro-
viders regularly call police for assis-
tance on calls where there are poten-
tial safety issues, Beyer said.

When someone calls 911, a call
taker at Central Police Services deter-
mines what resources are needed, and
can send police, firefighters and/or an
ambulance.

If there are no safety concerns,
sometimes a dispatcher — who has cri-
sis intervention training - will send
an ambulance. Sometimes, situations
may be reported to police as domes-
tic disputes that end up being mental
health-related.

“They will never have enough
training to see through a phone,
though, and know what actually is

going on on scene,” Beyer said.

After a Buffalo police officer last
year shot a homeless man said to be
having a mental health crisis down-
town, increased scrutiny and public
protests followed.

Shortly after 3 p.m. Sept. 12, 2020,
near Genesee and Ash streets, an offi-
cer fired twice at Willie Henley, shoot-
ing him once in the abdomen, after
Henley allegedly swung a metal base-
ball bat at the officer’s partner and
struck her in the upper arm. Officers
deployed pepper spray, but that failed
to subdue Henley, according to police.

None of the officers at the scene
where Henley was shot had Tasers
and plans to equip more officers in
the city with the less-lethal weap-
ons has been delayed for years. Plans
again were put on hold last fall when
the Brown administration said funds
to purchase the equipment were not
available.

Brown and the Common Council
included funding for Tasers in this
year’s city budget.

Henley, who was hospitalized af-
ter the shooting, was charged with
assault. In March, he was found not
competent to proceed with the crimi-
nal case against him.

‘Walton, who at that point had yet
to declare her intention to run for
mayor, came to the shooting scene
that day.

Later, during a rally of about 200
people supporting Henley, Walton
said Henley had cause to be fearful
during the police encounter.

“I'm already scared and I can’t see,”
she said, describing Henley’s plight af-
ter being pepper-sprayed. “What the
hell did you expect him to do?”

Demonstrators called on the may-
or and law enforcement leaders to
resign, pointing to the shooting as
another example of persons of color
becoming victims of police violence.

Two days after Henley was shot,
Mayor Byron Brown announced the
department’s new Behavioral Health

Team would begin operating the fol-
lowing month.

‘What Walton wants

Earlier in her campaign, Walton
said she wanted police removed from
having a role in “most mental health
calls”

During an interview with the Buf-
falo News Editorial Board in Septem-
ber, she said police officers are bur-
dened “with doing jobs that they’re
not hired for,” including homeless
outreach and mental health re-
sponse.

Police should be given the time
and space to perform their jobs, while
agencies designed to specifically ad-
dress needs of the homeless or those
with mental health issues also deserve
additional funding, Walton said.

“I want to free police up to do po-
lice work,” she said.

The winner of June’s Democratic
primary also said she would reduce
some police spending in some areas
and use it to “fully fund mental health
services,” improve homeless outreach,
invest in diversion programs, as well
as to increase officers’ base pay.

Walton has said her administra-
tion would create a “mental health
first-responder corps,” that would
send out mobile crisis teams that in-
clude therapists and social workers.

Pairing of officers, clinicians

A study of data from nine police
agencies from across the country pub-
lished in July found a little more than
1% of 911 calls are for mental health
issues.

In Buffalo, from Oct. 1, 2020,
through Sept. 30, 2021, the Behavioral
Health Team responded to 1,110 of the
department’s 6,742 mental health-re-
lated calls. The team also performed
about 1,400 follow-ups, according to
the department.

Of the roughly 2,500 individual in-
teractions the team had, an individu-
al was taken to Erie County Medical

Center’s Comprehensive Psychiatric
Emergency Program 135 times, the
department said.

Under state law, anyone found to
need transport to the hospital for a
psychiatric evaluation, who is not go-
ing voluntarily, must be taken with
police assistance. Crisis Services is
the nonprofit designated with the au-
thority by Erie County to make a de-
termination if a person needs to be
transported for further psychiatric
evaluation, said CEO Jessica Pirro. Po-
lice can also transport a person with-
out an assessment by a mental health
professional.

Crisis Services, which operates a
24-hour crisis hotline, has a mobile
outreach operation for people in need
of mental health assistance, and in
cases where there may be safety con-
cerns, police are requested, Pirro said.
Such “heightened cases” are “not the
norm,” she said.

Crisis Services has offered a mo-
bile crisis response since 1980, Pirro
said. About 60% of the agency’s mo-
bile outreach calls have no police in-
volvement, she said.

The Police Department’s Behav-
ioral Health Team has six officers and
two lieutenants who work with three
clinicians and a program supervisor
from Endeavor.

It’s called a “co-responder model,”
putting the two types of professionals
together. The model is meant to re-
duce hospitalizations, more efficient-
ly use an officer’s time and improve
access to and speed of receiving care,
said Mauro, of Endeavor.

The team works 8 a.m. to 6 p.m.
Monday through Friday. Officers city-
wide are able to request Behavioral
Health Team members assist on calls.
As of the summer, about 140 officers
in the department have received crisis
intervention training.

When the Behavioral Health Team
arrives at a scene, the clinician’s role
is to assess, de-escalate and figure out
what a person, or “the client,” needs,

said Beyer, who became the depart-
ment’s crisis intervention training co-
ordinator in 2018.

The team, when possible, tries to
avoid putting the client into the crimi-
nal justice system. Facilities in the city
provide services to those who don’t
need “acute stabilization” at ECMC.
Those include walk-in clinics, club-
houses and respite centers, which are
akin to urgent care centers for men-
tal health.

But they don’t always have a choice.

“Sometimes the only way to keep
this person safe from themselves is
to incarcerate them,” Beyer said, “be-
cause there’s limitations on the men-
tal health system on what they can
make somebody do.”

“And if somebody refuses to engage
in treatment, if somebody refuses to
get help themselves and they’re out
there conducting themselves crimi-
nally and putting themselves and the
community in dangerous situations,
then ultimately we have to look at that
option,” she said.

Still, there are calls that could be
handled by different agencies and not
by police, Beyer said.

After Brown announced the forma-
tion of the Behavioral Health Team, a
group of social workers, mental health
professionals and community mem-
bers denounced the plan outside City
Hall.

In an opinion piece published in
The Buffalo News in November 2020,
four educators in counseling and so-
cial work from area colleges and uni-
versities called on the city to stop
using police as first responders to
mental health calls.

Police are just one part of the men-
tal health system, which providers say
as a whole can be improved.

“It’s a system, a continuum,” said
Mauro. “I don’t know how you pull
any piece out of it, frankly.”

News staff reporter Maki Becker
contributed to this article.



