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In Tennessee, we are programmed from an early age to call 911 when we need help.
What has been neglected is who our first responders should call when they need

help; what is their 911?

The evolution of fire services provided
by firefighters 50 years ago to today’s
services provided by all-hazards fire
and EMS departments has added many
physical and emotional challenges for
our public safety employees. Daily,
these employees are called upon to do

the unthinkable so that the rest of us
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are accustomed.

Effective July 1, 2018, the Tennessee Public Safety Behavioral Health Act' was passed
and codified as a new section of the Tennessee Code Annotated, Title 8, Chapter 50,
Part 1. This groundbreaking legislation addresses a pressing national and Tennessee

crisis: the mental health epidemic among public safety employees.

The legislative intent of the act was to tackle several critical issues associated with
the trauma and stress our first responders endure on our behalf, such as:

e Epidemic of behavioral health issues: The nation and Tennessee are grappling
with a surge in behavioral health problems, particularly post-traumatic stress
disorder (PTSD), affecting many public safety workers.

e Cumulative trauma: Public safety employees face cumulative trauma
throughout their careers, significantly impacting their professional and
personal lives.

e Rising suicide rates: Alarmingly, suicide rates among public safety officials are

on the rise.

'Tenn. Code Ann. § 8-50-119



https://advance.lexis.com/documentpage/?pdmfid=1000516&crid=84850838-5db0-435b-9231-2938037a320e&nodeid=AAIABWAABAAT&nodepath=%2FROOT%2FAAI%2FAAIABW%2FAAIABWAAB%2FAAIABWAABAAT&level=4&haschildren&populated=false&title=8-50-119.%2BTennessee%2BPublic%2BSafety%2BBehavioral%2BHealth%2BAct.&config=025054JABlOTJjNmIyNi0wYjI0LTRjZGEtYWE5ZC0zNGFhOWNhMjFlNDgKAFBvZENhdGFsb2cDFQ14bX2GfyBTaI9WcPX5&pddocfullpath=%2Fshared%2Fdocument%2Fstatutes-legislation%2Furn%3AcontentItem%3A5SJV-M0V0-R03N-F50D-00008-00&ecomp=6gf5kkk&prid=ec91d0b4-d82c-4d27-9c27-de8fd8dd3750

Treatable conditions: PTSD and other behavioral health issues can be
effectively treated with appropriate care.

Complex needs: Public safety employees dealing with these issues often
require more specialized assistance than what general employee assistance

programs can provide.

Key Definitions

Like many other pieces of legislation, the Tennessee Public Safety Behavioral Health

Act has its own definitions. Some of these include:

“Public Safety Employee:” A full-time emergency medical worker or firefighter
employed by a public safety employer.

“Public Safety Employer:” The state of Tennessee, a local government, or any
political subdivision of Tennessee employing public safety employees full-time.
“Mental Health Service Provider:” A licensed professional in good standing
with training in at least one trauma therapy and a minimum of two years of

post-licensure experience with trauma patients.

Public Safety Employee Employer Requirements

The Tennessee Public Safety Behavioral Health Act enabled some new requirements

for public safety employee employers. Under the act, public safety employers must:

Provide access to mental health services: Offer at least 10 visits or sessions
with a mental health service provider for PTSD treatment, either through the
employee’s health benefits or other means. Co-pays or co-insurance should
not exceed those for other health benefits.

Promote mental health resources: Encourage the use of mental health service
providers and other behavioral health professionals among public safety
employees.

Establish support programs: Create support programs in collaboration with
mental health service providers to address behavioral health issues within the
public safety community.

Maintain provider lists: Annually update and distribute a list of qualified mental

health service providers for trauma therapy to public safety employees.



Protections Against Retaliation

The act explicitly prohibits retaliatory
action against public safety employees
seeking or using mental health services.
Such actions include but are certainly not
limited to termination of employment,
denial of promotions, punitive work
assignments, transfers, or other similar

measures that could be seen as retaliatory.

The public safety world has many traditions,  photo Credit: Steven Cross. Vehicle crash extrication

including being invincible and untouched by and helicopter transport

our work. Statements like “It is just part of the job” and “l am good!” are expected,
regardless of the emotional and physical challenges encountered when responding

to traumatic human suffering and calamity.

Public Safety Employee Provider Training Requirements

An important provision in the act requires mental health service providers to
participate in annual training within the jurisdiction where public safety employees
work. This training must aim to familiarize providers with the unique challenges of
the public safety profession, including critical incident response, stress management,
and practical exercises like ride-a-longs and visits to emergency services stations and
facilities. This training builds mental health providers’ understanding and credibility

needed to most effectively serve public safety employees.

Notably, physicians, psychological examiners, senior psychological examiners, and
psychologists specified in subdivision (b)(1)(B) of the Act are exempt from this
requirement. T.C.A. 8-50-119
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Some Frequently Asked Questions

Are EMS and full-time firefighters considered public safety employees under
the Act?
o Yes, full-time EMS, firefighters, and law enforcement employees are

included in the Act's definition of public safety employees.

Our Employee Assistance Program only provides six visits, and the Act
requires 10. How do we do this?
o Providing not less than 10 visits or sessions with a mental health service

provider to treat PTSD is a requirement of the Act.

How often must mental health service providers participate in specialized
training?

o A minimum of once per year.

The Tennessee Public Safety Behavioral Health Act has been in effect since 2018,

however, many public safety employers remain unaware of its requirements,

sometimes even confusing it with the "James 'Dustin’ Samples Act.” Unlike the

proactive Tennessee Behavioral Health Act, which aims to prevent PTSD and other

behavioral health issues, the James 'Dustin’ Samples Act establishes a rebuttable

presumption that PTSD is work-related if specific conditions are met.

For further assistance in meeting the Act's requirements in your municipality, contact

MTAS Fire Management Consultant Steve Cross at steven.cross@tennessee.edu.
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