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May 3, 2016 

 

Senator Mark Leno 

Chair, Senate Budget Committee 

State Capitol, Room 5100 

Sacramento, CA 95814 

 

 

 

 

Assemblymember Phil Ting 

Chair, Assembly Budget Committee 

State Capitol, Room 6026 

Sacramento, CA 95814

RE: Investment in Supplemental Security Income/State Supplemental Payment in 2016-17 

Budget 

 

Dear Senator Leno and Assemblymember Ting: 

 

On behalf of the National Alliance on Mental Illness (NAMI) California, we write to urge 

investment in Supplemental Security Income (SSI) and the State Supplemental Payment (SSP) in 

the 2016-17 Budget. 

 

Approximately 1.3 million Californians currently depend on SSI/SSP cash assistance, 71% of 

whom are disabled. Since 2010, the Social Security Administration (SSA) has reported that 

mental illness is the primary reason individuals receive benefits.  

 

Grant Levels 

 

This year, the total maximum SSI/SSP grant for an individual in California is $889, which is 

90.6% of the Federal Poverty Line (FPL). Since 2007-2008, the 1 million Californians who rely 

on SSI/SSP have been placed into poverty by the suspended cost-of-living adjustment and lack 

of increases to the grant. The California Budget and Policy Centers estimates that monthly rent 

for low-cost housing in 2016 will be approximately $868. This leaves individuals subsisting on 

this benefit with $21 for food, transportation, utilities, medical care, clothes and other basic 

needs each month. With grants at this level, individuals receiving the benefit are at high risk of 

becoming homeless and/or hungry.  

 

NAMI California supports the Governor’s proposed increase of $4.63 a month for individuals 

and $11.73 a month for couples. However, we must note that this increase would continue to 

leave individuals living with a disabling mental illness below the FPL and unable to meet their 

basic needs. We urge the Legislator and the Governor to instead invest in restoring grant to 

levels to above the FPL and reinstating the COLA. 

 

Application Assistance 

 

In order to qualify for SSI/SSP, individuals who are disabled must apply to the SSA and prove 

their disability through a complicated and lengthy process. For individuals who are disabled by 

their mental illness, the process can be particularly difficult. The SSA does not use the same 

diagnostic system as medical professionals, and claims are rarely reviewed by mental health 
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professionals. Additionally, as a substance use disorder is not a qualifying disability, individuals 

living with co-occurring mental illness and substance use disorder often have particular 

difficulties qualifying for benefits despite their significant needs. 

 

The difficulties are demonstrated in the 29% approval rate for initial applications. The NAMI 

HelpLine receives 8,000 to 10,000 calls a year from individuals across the country that are 

having difficulty receiving benefits.  

 

The problem is prominent for individuals who are homeless, at least 40% of whom live with a 

mental illness. Reports state that only 10% of SSI applications from individuals who are 

homeless are initially approved. These individuals are unlikely to have had consistent medical 

care and therefore often do not have documentation adequate for the SSA’s process. 

Additionally, the process requires interviews, paper applications, and documents that are often 

inaccessible to people without stable housing and resources for transportation.  

 

NAMI California encourages the Legislature and the Governor to invest in advocacy and 

outreach programs to reach individuals who may be eligible for SSI/SSP but not currently 

receiving any benefits, as well as those who are currently receiving the General 

Assistance/General Relief (GA/GR) payments from the county because their application was not 

initially approved.  

 

In particular, these programs should include application assistance and case coordination for 

individuals re-entering the community from jails and prisons. Currently, at least a quarter of 

California prison inmates live with a mental illness and the Los Angeles County jail houses an 

average of 1,400 inmates with mental illness each day. Providing these individuals with the 

assistance of the SSI/SSP grant upon re-entry could stabilize their living situation such that their 

chances of recidivism would be reduced. However, as noted above, the process is complex and 

even more so for individuals who have not had consistent medical care and individuals who live 

with mental illness.  

 

Additionally, we recommend assisting individuals with mental illness who are being discharged 

from inpatient hospital and emergency department settings with the application process. This is 

often an opportunity for the health and social services systems to intervene, particularly for 

individuals who are homeless and living with mental illness. But, currently too many people 

simply cycle between hospitals and homelessness without having their basic needs met.  

 

Thank you very much for your consideration. 

 

If you have any questions, please contact Kiran Savage-Sangwan at Kiran@namica.org or 916-

567-0163. 

 

Sincerely, 

mailto:Kiran@namica.org
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Jessica Cruz, MPA/HS 

Executive Director 

NAMI California 

 

CC: The Honorable Holly Mitchell, Chair, Senate Budget Subcommittee on Health and Human 

Services 

The Honorable Tony Thurmond, Chair, Assembly Budget Subcommittee on Health and Human 

Services 

Members, Senate Budget Subcommittee on Health and Human Services 

Members, Assembly Budget Subcommittee on Health and Human Services 


