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Cindy Voelker has been in 

the behavioral health field for 
about four decades, starting as 
a psychiatric nurse and even­
tually rising to become the 
president and CEO at Spec­
trum Health and Human Ser-

• 

vices. 
And in that time, she's 

seen more than a few govern­
ment proposals for behavioral 
health, which mostly proved 
disappointing. 

So as she listened to Gov. 
Kathy Hochul's State of the 
State address on Tuesday, which 
laid out a $1 billion plan "to fix" 
the state's continuum of men­
tal health care, Voelker couldn't 
help but feel a little optimistic. 

"I was really impressed and 
just thrilled to hear that she 
was really living up to a lot of 
things that she's told us over 
the last few years," Voelker 
said. "To see it actually hap­
pen - that she really under­
stands the situation and really 
has ideas that make sense and 
that could really help - was the 
most positive thing I've seen in 
the last few years." 

That sense of optimism is 
different from what she's expe­
rienced over the years. Voelker 
has seen plans that eliminate 
inpatient beds and that fail to 
ensure enough of the cost-sav­
ings are reinvested in commu­
nity care. At times, she's seen the 
mental health system ignored. 

Many Western New York 
behavioral health providers 
echoed those same thoughts. 
Hochul unveiled several health 
care proposals in her 277-page 
State of the State Book re-

care 

leased Tuesday, but the focus 
on the mental health system 
was, by far, the headline. 

Behavioral health providers 
in Buffalo Niagara and across 
the country have seen increased 
demand since the Covid-19 pan­
demic hit. According to Ho­
chul's office, more than one in 
three New Yorkers has either 
sought mental health care or 
knows someone who has since 
the onset of the pandemic. 

At the same time, providers 
are struggling to recruit and re­
tain employees, which means 
fewer workers are scrambling 
to meet higher demand. 

In her comments Tuesday, 
Hochul said the state has under­
invested in mental health care 
for too long, which has allowed 
the situation to become so dire. 

"Today marks a reversal in 
our state's approach to men­
tal health care," Hochul said. 
"This is a monumental shift to 
make sure no one falls through 
the cracks. This will be the 
most significant change since 
the deinstitutionalization era 
of the 1970s." 

There is, of course, a long 
way to go. Hochul will unveil 
her state budget proposal in 
the coming weeks, which will 
contain all the crucial fine 
print and kick off months of 
discussions with state legis­
lators in advance of the state 
budget deadline of April 1. 

But so far, behavioral health 
providers are encouraged by 
what has been released about 
Hochul's plan for the mental 
health system. That includes 
expanding insurance cover­
age for mental health services, 
boosting mental health services 
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