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April 20, 2020 

 

Green Mountain Care Board      

144 State Street 

Montpelier, VT 05601 

Re: NMC ED Renovation CON Docket No. GMCB-003-19 

 

 

Dear Chair Mullin and members of the Green Mountain Care Board, 

 

NAMI Vermont would like to provide public comment on the Northwestern Medical Center Emergency 

Department renovation CON Docket No. GMCB-003-19.  

 

NAMI Vermont is the independent Vermont chapter of the National Alliance on Mental Illness.  We are 

a statewide, non-profit, 501c3, grassroots, volunteer organization comprised of people who live with a 

mental health condition, family members, and advocates.  As our mission, NAMI Vermont supports, 

educates and advocates so that all communities, families, and individuals affected by mental illness or 

mental health challenges can build better lives.  

 

We are disappointed that advocates and the leadership of the Northwestern Medical Center were not 

able to have a face-to-face discussion of the issues surrounding the Emergency Department renovation 

CON.  We believe that the CON process could have moved much quicker and likely to a better solution 

if that conversation could have occurred. 

 

People looking for help and the Vermont Mental Health Care System have been forced to adapt to the 

COVID-19 pandemic.  The situation today is one where fewer people in mental health crisis are going to 

the ED for care and fewer people are being admitted for inpatient treatment.  It is too soon to know if 

this reduction in hospital visits indicates that people are not getting the services that they need.  We are 

hearing from informal discussions with community health providers that the increased use of telehealth 

services may be having a positive impact on the lives of people in the community.    

 

NAMI Vermont has been following the correspondence related to the Northwestern Medical Center 

Emergency Department renovation CON since last November and was a co-signer on the November 11, 

2019 letter submitted by Advocates.  We would like to make a few additional comments in response to 

the certificate of need.   

 

Regarding this new ED, NAMI Vermont is most concerned with two key issues: 

1. The proper/legal use of a locked space for people who are at the ED voluntarily. 

2. The physical design of the ED that provides equitable and appropriate care for a person in a 

mental health crisis.  

 

NAMI Vermont is supportive of the input provided on these issues within the letters that Disability 

Rights Vermont and the Office of Health Care Advocates submitted to the GMCB on April 13, 2020.   
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NAMI Vermont does not believe 

that the NMC ED design 

displays a layout, e.g. rooms, 

hallways and other space 

configurations, that will allow 

for the equitable and most 

therapeutic care for a person in a 

mental health crisis.  

 

The data (shown to the left) 

collected within the Vermont 

Uniform Hospital Discharge 

Data System for 2018 indicates 

that a vast majority of people go 

to the NMC ED for crisis care, 

stay for one day or less, and are 

discharged to their own home or 

other family care.  As much as 

we would prefer crisis care to be 

received outside of a hospital setting the data shows that many people are still going to the hospital for 

that care.  Therefore, we believe that ED renovations must address the needs of people who come to the 

ED for short term mental health crisis care.  

 

The following is an image of a Rutland Regional Medical Center secure exam room.  (From a 

presentation given to the Vermont Healthcare Engineers Society.  http://www.vhes.org/wp-

content/uploads/2017/06/Psych-Safe-Emergency-Rooms.pdf ) 

 

NMC has referred to the Rutland design 

as being the standard of care they are 

matching.  In the CON application letter 

NMC describes these rooms as ligature 

resistant safe holding rooms.  We 

appreciate that the rooms need to 

provide a measure of safety for patients 

and staff.  The issue we have with this 

room design is that they are intended as 

holding rooms and NOT as a space to 

address the therapeutic needs of most 

people in crisis.   

 

Both youth and adults need space to 

move around.  Each would benefit from 

a space that is more like a “living room”.  A room as shown in the image above forces a suboptimal 

interaction where the care provider is forced to stand or crouch while talking with the person on a bed.  

The Rutland room design standard does not support a trauma informed approach to care.   
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NMC should give serious consideration to 

the furnishings within the Mental Health 

ED rooms.  A couch and comfortable chairs 

rather than a bed seems more appropriate 

for a person in crisis.  Hospital EDs around 

the country are beginning to adapt a design 

concept referred to as an EmPATH 

(Emergency Psychiatric Assessment, 

Treatment and Healing) unit.  The photo to 

the right shows an example of an EmPATH 

unit at Franciscan Health in Lafayette 

Indiana.  We believe that innovations like 

this could help to inform the design at 

NMC. 

 

Although the physical space is important, NAMI Vermont wants to emphasize that the health care 

providers are key to providing appropriate care to people in the ED.  Involuntary procedures occur more 

often when management procedures and staff training are not in place.  We encourage NMC to invest in 

staff training and use approaches like Six Core Strategies to manage their ED.  This evidence-based 

approach has been shown to improve staff safety while reducing the occurrence of emergency 

procedures to the person. The Vermont Cooperative for Practice Improvement and Innovation (VCPI) 

provides this training to the Designated Hospitals in Vermont. 

 

If history can be used to predict the needs of the people that will come to the NMC ED in the future, 

many people will continue to arrive at NMC in need of short-term mental health crisis care.  The 

proposed design for the NMC Emergency Department does not equitably support that type of care.  

NAMI Vermont is recommending that the design be revised to provide a comfortable, therapeutic space 

that is more of a “living room” that will support minimizing trauma and maximizing positive outcomes. 

 

Thank you for considering NAMI Vermont’s comments.   

 

Sincerely, 

 

 

 

Laurie Emerson, Executive Director 

NAMI Vermont 

 


