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My name is Noah King. I am 27 years old.  When I was 16 years old I was diagnosed with schizoaffective disorder. After several hospitalizations and failed attempts at trying to figure things out on my own, I finally reached out for help. Got a psychologist and opened up to my family for support and mend the bridges almost burned.  I am now one of the 450 million people worldwide affected by a major mental illness and one of the 33,000 clients of the San Francisco department of Behavioral Health.  Schizophrenia is the leprosy of the modern world.  Policy makers, insurance companies, health and labor policies, and the public at large, all discriminate against people like me. If you have a major mental illness such as schizophrenia you most likely will loose your health insurance, even with today’s mental health parity laws. SSI makes the difference between life and death for people with schizophrenia, bipolar disorder, major depression, and other brain disorders that require more than just a pill everyday before those afflicted can get on with their lives and complete their education or enter the work force.
I am very fortunate to have a supportive and loving family that stood by me in my times of crisis.  My mother is with me today and I know that I can count on her and on my sisters, cousins and aunts and uncles.  Mental illness is a family disease because it affects every member of the family, not only the person afflicted. 

It took 2 years and the help of social workers and doctors before my SSI benefits were approved.  My family knew nothing about this complicated and convoluted process. In fact we did not even know that there was anything like SSI. We had to apply for a hearing because, as for many in my circumstance, my first application was denied. Less fortunate friends did not realize that they had a right to a hearing and spent years without the benefits that provide access to medical care.  My mother struggled to support me both financially and emotionally. I was struggling to accept an illness that is so stigmatizing and to take medications that to this day still have difficult side effects.  Being young and headstrong, when I finally received what to me was a large lump sum payment for the years of denial, I spent the money inappropriately.  Today I have the help of a payee, but that also results in difficulties.  I am required to notify social security every time I change my address.  I was told that I must appear in person with my payee in order for me to change my address. But my payee is not always available to come with me. If I do not notify social security on time I will get cut off from the funding that pays my rent in a SF halfway house.  People like me are moved around as if we were pieces of a chessboard instead of human beings needing security, consistency, and structure.  Just imagine having to move from one short-term residence to another and every time having to deal with reporting to social security. 
SSI stipends are not enough to live on in cities such as San Francisco.  If you are not in supported housing the rent for a room in SF is often more than the entire monthly stipend. Cost of living at each state should be taken into consideration when calculating the benefits, and not an across the board calculation.  I lived in group homes where my entire benefit check went to paying for room and board with 100 dollars handed to me to stretch for a month. If not for my mother and family I don’t know how I could’ve made it. Now I live in a co-op and hear from SSI by letter every week about how much I owe for over payment and for me to bring in check stubs from my part time job.
I very much want to complete my education and obtain a full time job.  I have tried to work.  Unfortunately, the large deduction in SSI benefits is almost a disincentive to work.  I feel that no matter the effort I put forth I will always be kept at the poverty level.  The deductions from my stipend when I work are always two or more months behind even when I report my wages promptly.  It is difficult to budget and keep track of what my “overpayments” are and then months later I get a letter saying that I owe an enormous amount of money to social security because they continued to overpay me from months past.  My stipend is reduced just at the time that I may need it the most.  

Going in for an audit of financial records feels like being prosecuted for tax evasion from the IRS.  It used to be that I could call directly to a social security worker who knew me and my case and who would return my calls.  Now all I can reach is a national phone number or I must wait in line and see someone different every time.  It is difficult for me to get my questions answered.   A medical review is even worse; I must prove over and over again that I am sick.  I am treated as if I were a guilty cheat instead of a person worthy of assistance.  I am told that there is help and a program called Ticket to work but no one can really explain what that program is and now to get into it.  I am told that I can work and continue to receive Medicaid benefits but finding out the details of what I am entitled to is very difficult.  People with schizophrenia have problems with concentration and with stress.  The fear that I may loose my financial lifeline if I earn a few dollars over the limit, or make a mistake in filing out a form or if a letter from SSI does not reach me causes great anxiety.  

Those newly diagnosed with this treatable yet poor understood brain disease deserve all of the support to recover and become productive members of society that they can.  Prompt and timely access to disability benefits would make a positive difference in the lives of people such as me.  We can and do become independent.  We use SSI to help us achieve this independence.  I urge this committee to streamline the process for us.  The sooner you do this the less assistance we will need.

