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The National Association on Mental Illness gave Oregon a grade of C in 2009 for how well it 
provided mental health care. That was one letter grade better than the nation as a whole, which 
received a D. But Oregonians should not take comfort in being slightly better than abominable. 
And the state's grade was unchanged since the previous report card three years before. 

John Thiry is the latest public face of Oregon's struggle to address mental health needs among 
its most vulnerable citizens. 

The 41-year-old homeless man probably started the devastating Oak Knoll fire in August that 
destroyed 11 homes. A judge decided Thiry was likely the source of the fire, but was not 
convinced Thiry was aware of the danger of his actions and found him not guilty of reckless 
endangerment. 

Thiry was back in jail Jan. 22 after witnesses said he threw a traffic pin off the Highway 62 
overpass into Interstate 5 traffic and screamed at customers at a nearby grocery store, 
demanding they give him money. 

Thiry's former public defender say he is only one of many apparently mentally ill individuals in 
Southern Oregon who run afoul of the law but can't or won't get the treatment they need. 

The law makes it impossible to hospitalize a person against their will unless they are a danger 
to themselves or others. Even then, the detention is usually temporary. 

Many people lack health insurance to pay for treatment, even if they agree to cooperate. If they 
don't agree, the only route to treatment is through the criminal justice system, which is ill-
equipped to deal with them. 

Thiry won't get treated for mental illness in jail, and he won't get referred to Jackson County 
Mental Health workers unless he exhibits behavior while behind bars indicating he is dangerous 
to himself or others. If he is found guilty of the most serious charge against him — throwing an 
object off an overpass — he might receive a 10-day sentence, perhaps somewhat longer if he's 
convicted of other charges. 

Once sentenced, he could receive treatment, but prisoners awaiting trial are not entitled to 
mental health care or substance abuse treatment. 

Mental health treatment has long been a weak point in Oregon's social service network. Cost is 
a big reason for that. 



State mental health funding is unlikely to increase anytime soon, with Oregon facing a $3.5 
billion budget shortfall. Gov. John Kitzhaber's proposed budget does include funding for a new 
state hospital in Junction City, but there is no guarantee the Legislature will approve it, and even 
if it does, it's not likely to help John Thiry or others like him. 

There are no easy answers to this situation. Better health insurance coverage is still years 
away, even assuming the national health care reform legislation survives Congressional 
attempts to dismantle it. More psychiatric treatment beds are needed here and elsewhere in 
Oregon, but the state has no money to provide them. 

And all the treatment in the world won't help if the people who need it refuse to accept it. 


