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SPONSORS OF BILL:  
 
The Public Health Committee 
 
REASONS FOR BILL:  
 
This bill was introduced to humanize, support, and extend respect and dignity to those in recovery 
from substance abuse. It updates legal references in various statutes by generally replacing the 
term “substance abuse” with “substance use” to reflect person-centered, recovery-friendly 
language. The bill also does the following: 
 

1. Requires the Department of Emergency Services and Public Protection (DESPP) to 
coordinate with the Department of Mental Health and Addition services (DMHAS), in 
addition to Department of Public Health (DPH) as under current law, when deploying 
behavioral health professionals in certain emergency situations. 

 

2. Updates the membership requirements of certain DMHAS advisory boards to reflect 
current practice.  

 
3. Repeals a statutory provision establishing catchment area councils and removes related 

references in various other statutes. Their functions are now performed by Regional 
Behavioral Health Action Organizations (RBHAOs).  

 
SUBSTITUTE LANGUAGE:  
 
The substitute language makes various minor and technical changes, such as replacing the term 
“substance abuse” with “substance use” in additional statutory provisions.  
 

https://www.cga.ct.gov/asp/cgabillstatus/cgabillstatus.asp?selBillType=Bill&which_year=2026&bill_num=HB-5517
https://www.cga.ct.gov/aspx/CGADisplayTestimonies/CGADisplayTestimony.aspx?bill=HB-5517&doc_year=2026
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RESPONSE FROM ADMINISTRATION/AGENCY:  
 
Nancy Navarretta, MA, LPC, Commissioner, Department of Mental Health & Addiction 
Services (DHMAS):  
 
Commissioner Navarretta expressed strong support for the bill. She points out that recovery-
friendly language avoids stigmatizing terms and focuses on supporting individuals on their 
journey to recovery which is a key focus of this bill. "Substance use" is a neutral term that 
does not carry judgment, allowing individuals to seek help without fear of shame or labeling. 
She adds that it reflects occasional use and problematic use and focuses on the health and 
well-being of the person while the term "substance abuse" can create and maintain negative 
stereotypes, reducing the person to their behavior and often discouraging them from seeking 
the support they need. Commissioner Navarretta feels that recovery-friendly language will 
create a more "inclusive and supportive environment that encourages healing and growth for 
individuals facing substance use challenges."  
 
Commissioner Navarretta also points out that the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental 
Disorders (DSM), which serves as the main authority in the United States for behavioral 
health diagnoses, has also made important changes in updating terms like “detoxification” 
which have been replaced with “withdrawal management”, “opiate addiction” to “opioid use 
disorder”, and “substance abuse” to “substance use”. Throughout drafting, DMHAS 
collaborated with 18 state agencies to finalize this updated terminology, utilizing shared 
principles to ensure consistency.   
 
NATURE AND SOURCES OF SUPPORT:  
 
Thomas Burr, Public Policy Manager, National Alliance on Mental Illness (NAMI) CT: 
 
NAMI Connecticut (NAMI CT) is in support of the Connecticut Department of Mental Health 
and Addiction Services (DMHAS) stance in updating the Connecticut Statutes related to 
mental health and addition.  It believes it will create a more inclusive and supportive 
environment that encourages healing and growth for individuals facing substance use 
challenges, as well as reducing the stigma often associated with this use.  
 
Stacy Charpentier, Executive Director, CT Community for Addiction Recovery (CCAR): 
 
Ms. Charpentier is in strong support of the DHMAS recommendations regarding recovery-
friendly language and revisions to mental health and addiction statutes. She shares that 
when she first joined CCAR, she was introduced to the concept of recovery in a unique way 
as she had a family member impacted by addiction. She says she had always known her 
father as “an addict” and those were the words used to describe him and his disease.  
However, after completing the CCAR Recovery Coach Academy she understood the impact 
of stigma embedded in the language surrounding addiction. "Sitting in a room with individuals 
whose lived experience differed from my own as a family member, I witnessed firsthand how 
certain words affected people. I saw the tension in faces and the tightening of jaws when 
terms like “abuse” were used repeatedly. My predecessor, Phillip Valentine, explained that 
while the term “substance abuse” is common, it carries the same weight as other forms of 
abuse, child abuse, domestic abuse, emotional abuse — all of which imply harm, blame, and 
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moral failing." She expresses that that realization helped her understand why many people 
struggling with addiction internalize shame and continue to see themselves as “addicts,” even 
after years of recovery. Ms. Carpentier emphasizes that language is powerful and shapes 
identity, self-worth, and the willingness to seek help. 
 
Monika Nugent, Manager, Public Policy and Advocacy, The Alliance: 
 
The Alliance which represents a group of statewide community nonprofits supports the bill. 
Ms. Nugent states that the group that provides essential services to over half a million 
individuals and families in Connecticut every year, appreciates the department’s commitment 
to changing outdated language and replacing it with language that reflects modern clinical 
understanding and compassion. She adds that it also supports section 111 of the bill that 
speaks to the deployment of grief counselors and mental health professionals to individuals 
who have a close association with any victim of a mass shooting.  
 
 
NATURE AND SOURCES OF OPPOSITION:  
 
Connecticut Hospital Association (CHA):  
 
Connecticut Hospital Association (CHA) opposes the bill as written and would like to work 
with DMHAS to address what it calls "significant contextual errors" in several sections of the 
bill.  
 
CHA mostly supports the goal of instituting recovery-friendly language throughout 
Connecticut to destigmatize substance use care, but insists that in some instances, the 
changes are out of context and mistakenly change the plain meaning of laws. "This would 
make several sections of the law incorrect and unworkable. The bill also could have 
unintended consequences related to medical records and medical billing, health insurance or 
health program coding language, and federal grants, laws, or programs."   
 
In their testimony CHA offers a list of recommendations and suggested revisions.  
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