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The Honorable John McCain
Chairman






Ranking Member
Senate Armed Services Committee



Senate Armed Services Committee
United States Senate





United States Senate
Washington, DC 20510





Washington, DC 20510
Dear Chairman Levin and Senator McCain: 
We, the undersigned members of the Senate, are writing to request that the Senate Armed Services Committee consider the elimination of an outdated and unnecessary barrier facing the men and women in the armed services and their families in seeking outpatient mental health services under TRICARE.
Current law requires TRICARE beneficiaries wanting to see a licensed TRICARE mental health counselor to first obtain a referral from a physician, and to have any outpatient psychotherapy provided be supervised by the physician.  Oddly, supervision of outpatient psychotherapy can be provided by any physician, including orthopedic surgeons and gastroenterologists, regardless of whether or not the physician has expertise in the diagnosis and treatment of mental disorders.  Beneficiaries are not required to obtain a physician referral when seeking therapy from any other similarly-trained providers covered under TRICARE, such as clinical social workers and marriage and family therapists.  
Requiring a physician referral before seeing a licensed TRICARE mental health counselor makes even less sense given the recent General Accounting Office (GAO) report (“Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder: DOD Needs to Identify the Factors Its Providers Use to Make Mental Health Evaluation Referrals,” GAO-06-397) which found that less than one in four soldiers likely to have post-traumatic stress disorder actually get referred for therapy.  
The recent demonstration project conducted by the Department of Defense (DOD) in which licensed TRICARE mental health counselors were allowed to practice independently found that it resulted in increased beneficiary access to care, with no increase in program costs.  Allowing counselors greater autonomy within TRICARE would likely help ameliorate the impact of critical mental health staff shortages.  
Our troops have placed their lives on the line for our nation, and it is crucial that we provide them with the best possible quality of and access to care.  We ask the Senate Armed Services Committee to consider placing language in the FY2008 Defense Authorization to grant independent practice authority to licensed mental health counselors, as has been repeatedly approved by the House Armed Services Committee.  

Thank you for taking the time to hear our concerns and consider the best interests of U.S. servicemembers and their families.
