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Dear Colleagues, Partners, and Friends,

We were grateful for the opportunity to present Governor Lee’s FY27 budget proposal for the Tennessee
Department of Mental Health and Substance Abuse Services before the House Finance, Ways and
Means Committee on February 25. The proposal represents more than $29 million in initiatives aimed at
supporting Tennesseans who are struggling with mental health and substance use challenges. We are
always thankful for the partnership and engagement of the members of the Tennessee General Assembly.
We appreciate their thoughtful approach, wise stewardship, and commitment to strengthening behavioral
health services across our state. You can watch the House hearing_at this link on the General Assembly’s
website (Our hearing starts at about 3 hours and 20 minutes in the video). Our second and final

legislative budget hearing will be before the Senate Health and Welfare Committee on Wednesday,
March 4, 1:00 p.m. (CST), Senate Hearing Room I.



As always, thank you for your support and your dedication to the life-saving work we are engaged in.

Marie
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Happenings

First Statewide Planning and Policy
Council Meeting of 2026

NAMI Nashville Director, Ashley Blum, and NAMI
Chattanooga Director Eddie Grant

The first Statewide Planning and Policy Council
meeting of 2026 was full of information and
updates. Attendees heard updates from Deputy
Commissioner Matt Yancey on FY27 proposed
budgets, federal funding, and Winter Storm
Fern, along with appreciation for the General
Assembly and Governor Bill Lee for their
continued support.

Regional Council Chairs gave reports of the first
meetings of 2026. We're grateful for the work
happening in communities across Tennessee.

Featured presentations included:

+ Zakeria Clark and Natalie Looney Of Mental
Health America MidSouth on Erase the Stigma
and using their mascot, I.C. Hope, to help
students learn about mental health and
reducing stigma.

* Eddie Grant and Dr. Kia Ruffin of NAMI
Chattanooga on Sharing Hope community
conversations.

You can connect with the Statewide and
Regional Planning_and Policy Councils through
their meeting schedule at this link.




Dr. Kia Ruffin and Eddie Grant Natalie Looney (left) and Zakeria Clark (right) of
MidAmerica MidSouth

New Problem Gambling Campaign Launches
Focused on Sports Betting
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Watch the videos here

The department’s problem gambling treatment provider at the University of Memphis Gambling Clinic is
excited to debut a new media campaign aimed at preventing problem gambling. The concept is called
“Control the Trolls” and will feature different characters who personify how quickly problem gambling can
get out of control. The first commercial debuted during the Super Bowl in some Tennessee TV markets
and can be viewed at this link. You can also view the campaign website at ControlTheTrolls.org.

When sports betting launched in Tennessee in 2020, legislation ensured that help would be available for
those impacted by problem gambling. Five percent of the sports betting privilege tax is directed to the
Department of Mental Health and Substance Abuse Services to support prevention and treatment efforts
across the state. These funds help support the Tennessee REDLINE and provide prevention and
treatment services through a grant partnership with the University of Memphis’ The Gambling Clinic. In-



person services are available at three locations statewide, and all Tennesseans can access virtual
services regardless of location.

If you, or someone you know, are struggling with problem gambling, help is available. Contact the
Gambling Clinic to learn more about prevention and treatment services: thegamblingclinic.com

National Recognition for Quality Care at
Memphis Mental Health Institute
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MMHI's Quality Management Department is being recognized by the American Society for Healthcare
Risk Management (ASHRM) for its hard work and dedication to service recipients. Earlier this year,
MMHI’'s Assistant Superintendent for Quality Management, Dr. Tracey Davis-Moore (pictured above),
submitted an abstract to ASHRM titled “Shifting the Culture of Care: Sustaining Reductions in Seclusion
and Restraint Through Risk-Informed Practice.” The abstract highlights how MMHI has used its Sensory
Room project, staff education, and de-escalation strategies to achieve a 50% reduction in seclusion and
restraint use over the past three years. Out of 210 abstracts submitted, Dr. Davis-Moore’s was one of five
selected for presentation at ASHRM'’s Annual Conference in Phoenix this October. MMHI is proud to
serve its service recipients and looks forward to representing Tennessee at the conference.



Partnering with the University of Tennessee
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February saw TDMHSAS leadership partnering with the University of Tennessee on a couple of great
events. First was the Tennessee Grand Challenges Summit on February 10. Commissioner Williams
and Dr. Stephen Loyd were part of a leadership discussion on overcoming addiction. Department staff
from the Division of Substance Abuse Services also contributed their perspectives to a breakout panel full
of familiar faces and collaborators in the afternoon. The second event was February 20 at the UT Health
Sciences Center College of Medicine in Chattanooga. Commissioner Williams was the keynote speaker
at a mental health summit which explored the need, resources, and opportunities for improving services
in the greater Chattanooga area.

We are so grateful for the leadership and dedication of President Randy Boyd, Chancellor Dr. Peter
Buckley, Dean Lori Messenger, Jennifer Tourville, and many, many more across the UT System who are
passionate about creating a brighter future for our state.

Pictured Above: Commissioner Williams and Dr. Loyd share a lighthearted moment in their discussion
moderated by UT’s Jennifer Tourville. Below (Left): Tony Jackson lends his expertise to a panel
discussion event, (Right) Commissioner Williams poses with Michael Sigsworth, MD, Jennie Mahaffie,
MD and James Haynes, MD at the UTHSC Medical School event in Chattanooga.



summit

James Haynes, MD, MBA, FAAFP
professor and Dean, UT Health Science Center College of
Medicine-Chattanooga

Save the Date: Tennessee’s Day of Hope

Governor Lee has proclaimed March 10,

2026 for the 7th annual Day of Hope in

Tennessee (Link to Governor’s Proclamation).
We're so excited to be marking seven years of
this impactful and life-giving celebration across
our state. Governor Bill Lee’s comments on the
power of hope in the first year of his
administration provided the spark for what has
become a statewide effort to spread hope to
people who are struggling with substance use
and mental health challenges. The Day of Hope
took off in its first year and was sustained in the
years since thanks to the efforts and
enthusiasm of partners in communities across
the state. Organizers of local events include
coordinators with the TDMHSAS Faith-Based
Initiative, Lifeline Peer Project Coordinators,
Regional Overdose Prevention Specialists, and
Substance Use Prevention Coalitions. Events
for the day of hope feature an uplifting message
paired with education and resources to
empower people to make change in their own
lives and that of others.
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Leading up to, during, and after the Day of
Hope, we would love to create a movement on
social media around the theme “Hope

Lives Here.” If you want to participate, you can
shoot a short video where you talk about what
gives you or your community hope. Find more
details about that on our Day of Hope webpage
at this link.




Opioid Abatement Council to open Cycle 3
Community Grant Application Portal

The Tennessee Opioid Abatement Council Office is preparing to open its application portal for the third
round of community grants. To help applicants prepare, the OAC has released its Announcement of
Funding document and technical assistance materials. These resources are designed to support
prospective applicants in preparing strong, compliant proposals for the upcoming funding cycle. These
materials reflect the Council’s continued commitment to transparency, clarity, and responsible
stewardship of opioid abatement funds as efforts advance to support high-impact programs across
Tennessee.

The Application Portal will open on March 2 at 8:30 a.m. CT and will close on April 6 at 4:00 p.m. CT.
All applications must be submitted through the Portal prior to the deadline. Interested applicants are
encouraged to review the technical assistance materials prior to beginning their submission. Additional
information, including application guidance and key dates, is available at: TN.gov/oac/community/current-

grants.html

Save the Date:
SAVE THE DATE! RIP’s Spring
Festival

ﬁm Join us for the Regional Intervention Program’s
Spring Festival as we celebrate Children’s

Mental Health Action Week, May 3-9. This
event is designed to bring families and

SATURDAY . .

MAY 9TH. 2026 ﬁf&f‘:ﬁ%ﬂimm community members together for a day of fun,
connection, and access to valuable resources
that support children’s well-being.

March Coalition Events

3/3 TN: SPF-PFS Regional Meeting — Jackson

3/10 TN Day of Hope

3/15-21 National Drug_and Alcohol Facts Week, National Poison Prevention Week
3/20 World Oral Health Day




e 3/16-22 Brain Awareness Week
e 3/30 National Doctors' Day,

Team dates

Andy Lawrence
Named Director of
Behavioral Health
Safety Net and Older
Adults Services

Andy Lawrence is our new Director for the
Office of Behavioral Health Safety Net and
Older Adults Services. Andy joined TDMHSAS
in 2021 serving as the Assistant Director with the
TDMHSAS Office of Crisis Services and Suicide
Prevention. Prior to his work with TDMHSAS, he
worked as a Crisis Director at Centerstone for
many years, and as a Hospital Admissions
Director at Rolling Hills Hospital. He brings great
expertise and knowledge of the individuals and
communities served through the work of
TDMHSAS. He has a strong commitment and
shows great passion for connecting individuals
experiencing mental health needs with services
that offer hope and resiliency.

John Gerdes Set to Retire After 33 years of

State Service

Congratulations to John Gerdes on an
incredible legacy of service. March 4, 2026 is
the last day in the office for John after 33 years
of state service and 54 years total in the
mental health field. Mr. Gerdes, a Licensed
Senior Psychological Examiner completed his
master's degree in psychology at Vanderbilt



University and has been a loyal Commodore fan
ever since. He began with the Department in
1972 at what was then the Forensic Services
Division and has witnessed and contributed
significantly to the modernization of forensic
services to the person-centered therapeutic
system it is today. Mr. Gerdes took a break from
state service and practiced in the private sector
1982-2002 and has worked in the Office of
Forensic & Juvenile Court Services since then.
His thoughtful, thorough approach to managing
forensic cases cannot be replaced.

PLANNING & POLICY

Council Meetings

The TDMHSAS Planning and Policy Council Committee meetings will resume in April.

To verify the schedule and plans for future meetings, please visit the department website at these links:

Statewide & Committee Meeting Schedule (tn.gov)
Regional Council Meeting_Schedule (tn.gov)

TDMHSAS is committed to providing individuals with disabilities an equal opportunity to participate in and
benefit from TDMHSAS programs, activities, and services. To request reasonable accommodations or
modifications, please contact Amy Holland at amy.holland@tn.gov at least 10 business days prior to the
meeting. Requests for accommodations or modifications made after the deadline will be honored to the

maximum extent feasible, but it may not be possible to fulfill them.

Fssential Resources




988

SUICIDE & CRISIS
LIFELINE

Call or text 988 and press 0 to talk to a trained
counselor who can help. You can also chat with
988lifeline.org.

TN
REDLINE S48

1.800.889.9789

Call or text the Tennessee REDLINE at 800-
889-9789 for free and confidential referrals to
services.



