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    Mental Health and Addiction Agencies, Inc. 

 

 

December 2, 2020 

 

The Honorable Phil Murphy 

Governor, State of New Jersey 

c/o George Helmy, Chief of Staff 

225 West State Street 

P.O. Box 001 

Trenton, NJ  08625 

 

Re:  Vaccine Distribution 

 

Dear Governor Murphy: 

 

As your Administration finalizes plans for distribution of forthcoming COVID-19 vaccines, I am 

writing on behalf of the New Jersey Association of Mental Health and Addiction Agenciesô 

(NJAMHAAôs) member organizations to ensure that the essential healthcare workers among 

their staff are included in Phase 1A of the Stateôs vaccine distribution. 

 

Providers of mental health and substance use treatment are in daily contact with those they serve 

in many settings.  While the New Jersey Department of Healthôs (DOHôs) COVID-19 

Vaccination Plan published in October includes: hospital workers, LTC workers, ambulatory and 

urgent care clinic workers, other non-hospital healthcare facilities, public health workers, group 

home workers and other paid and unpaid licensed and unlicensed healthcare workers in its list of 

example subgroups under the Phase 1A healthcare workersô designation that will receive the 

initial available vaccinations, those working in the behavioral health field are often overlooked 

despite working in these very same settings. 

 

There are both adult and child group homes, but there are also other congregate care facilities, 

including short-term and long-term substance use residential programs.  In addition, there are 

those who work in crisis services, both childrenôs Mobile Response and Stabilization Services 

programs and Screening Centers, some of which are not located in hospitals. These and other 

programs, such as Programs for Assertive Community Treatment (PACT), Community Support 

Services and Family Preservation Services, often must be visiting clients at their homes or 

elsewhere in the community. Then there are day programs: partial care, partial hospitalization 

and intensive outpatient (IOP).  While most outpatient programs are still operating in part via 

telehealth and telemedicine, the majority are also operating in-person services for some of their 

clients. In many of these programs, including outpatient clinics, there are nursing and physician 

staff who will more naturally be included in the 1A distribution group; however, many other 

staff, both licensed and non-licensed, face daily exposure to the public.   

 

Behavioral health staff are working with populations with high rates of medical co-morbidities 

and at high risk for COVID-19 infection.  Their interactions, performing necessary in-person 



treatment services like medication injections, case management services, and caring for those 

experiencing psychiatric or substance use crises, routinely puts both provider and client at risk of 

infection.  It is important a wide range of behavioral health staff be included in the Phase 1A 

healthcare workers group, not only for their own safety and the continuity of services, but to 

contain the spread of the virus and protect these very vulnerable populations. 

 

As noted in this letter from the National Council for Behavioral Health, Mental Health 

Corporations of America and the National Association of State Mental Health Program Directors 

to the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, the U.S. Department of Health and Human 

Services and the Advisory Committee on Immunization Practices, Assistant Secretary for Mental 

Health and Substance Use (SAMHSA) Dr. Eleanor McCance-Katz wrote in May ñthat the 

services provided in mental and substance use disorder treatment programs across the country 

are essential medical services.ò  Providers, whether working in residential substance use 

treatment facilities, crisis services, day programs or other outpatient programs, are essential 

health care providers and should be categorized as frontline healthcare workers, making them 

eligible to receive a COVID-19 vaccine in Phase 1A of distribution. 

 

We understand that your office and the DOH are working with many Departments in planning 

and executing the vaccine distribution, including the Department of Children and Families 

(DCF) and Department of Human Services (DHS).  We urge you to specifically request lists 

from DCF and DHS of all staff designations in all the aforementioned mental health and 

substance use treatment programs which should be captured in the healthcare workers 

designation for Phase 1A of vaccine distribution. 

 

We thank you immensely for the leadership you have shown throughout this public health 

emergency.  As always, I remain available should you have any questions or require additional 

information regarding this or any other matter. 

 

Sincerely, 

 

 

 

Debra L. Wentz, Ph.D. 

President and CEO 

 

Cc:  Kaylee McGuire, Senior Policy Advisor, Office of the Governor 

 Judith M. Persichilli, Commissioner, NJ Department of Health 

 Carole Johnson, Commissioner, NJ Department of Human Services (DHS) 

 Christine Norbut Beyer, Commissioner, NJ Department of Children and Families (DCF) 

 Marcela Maziarz, Deputy Commissioner, DOH 

       Deborah Hartel, Deputy Commissioner, DOH 

       Sarah Adelman, Deputy Commissioner, DHS 

 Katie Stoehr, Deputy Commissioner of Operations, DCF 

 Valerie Mielke, Assistant Commissioner, Div. of Mental Health & Addiction Services, DHS 

 Mollie Greene, Assistant Commissioner, Childrenôs System of Care, DCF 
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Resources as well as a weekly e-newsletter,
Vax Matters, featuring updates on New Jerseyôs 
COVID-19 Vaccine Plan can be found at on the 
New Jersey Department of Healthôs website.

https://www.state.nj.us/health/cd/topics/covid2019_
vaccination.shtml

https://www.state.nj.us/health/cd/topics/covid2019_vaccination.shtml


The New Jersey Department of Health is sharing updates on 
�š�Z�����•�š���š���[�•�����K�s�/��-19 vaccination planning through a weekly 
newsletter.

The inaugural edition can be found here:
https:// www.state.nj.us/health/cd/documents/topics/NCO
V/120420_NJDOH_COVID-19_Vaccine_newsletter.pdf
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about COVID-19 vaccination will be posted here:
https://www.state.nj.us/health/cd/topics/covid2019_vaccin
ation.shtml


