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SETTING THE COURSE FOR  
BEHAVIORAL HEALTH IN 2026
During the short 2026 short legislative session, policy makers have a rare 

opportunity to strengthen the state’s crisis-care continuum system for people with 

behavioral health issues and to support the mental health and wellness of first 

responders in our state.

The need for action is urgent because an estimated 400,000 residents may have 

reduced health insurance coverage following planned cutbacks in federal subsidies. 

This seismic shift in health care will force more individuals in crisis to rely on 

overstretched police, fire and emergency services.

BHCore is a University of Washington research and innovation center focused on 

behavior health crisis outreach, response and education. Our mission is to reimagine 

how frontline responders deliver behavioral health crisis care and to transform how 

those dedicated responders are recruited, trained and supported. 

Here’s what legislators can do to advance a fully integrated and 
effective behavioral health crisis-response and care system: 

n Require a minimum of 8 hours of behavioral health training for Fire/EMS. 

This can be accomplished by directing the Washington State Department of 

Health, which oversees EMS training, education and certification, to mandate the 

training in county Ongoing Training & Evaluation Plans (OTEP). 

	 BHCore has developed and deployed its 8-hour Fire/EMS training course at nine 

Washington state Fire/EMS departments with high marks. The next step is to 

scale up the training, using previously allocated resources so that it’s available  

to fire and EMS departments across the state. 

n Expand law-enforcement-based crisis-response teams. Mandating 

improved collaboration between the Washington State Criminal Justice Training 

Commission and BHCore (as outlined in an amendment to SB 2015) will expedite 

the growth and development of law-enforcement based crisis-response teams.
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frontline responders 
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	 BHCore has the expertise to play an instrumental role in the implementation 

of the law by developing specialized training for law enforcement-based 

co-response programs and by providing training and technical assistance to 

newly funded teams. 

n Direct state agencies to review, study and implement recommendations 

from a workgroup focused on the growth and sustainability of police and 

fire co-response programs.  

	 Representative Osman Salahuddin is leading the workgroup, as a follow-up to 

2025 legislation, examining how to better integrate crisis-response systems 

and develop effective billing strategies to fund programs.

Here’s what legislators can do to support the health and well-
being of first responders, many of whom suffer secondary 
trauma from repeated and acute contact with people in crisis:

n Fully fund the frontline responder certificate program. Crisis responders 

currently receive no systematic training on how to work with people in crisis, 

which leads to high rates of frustration and burnout. 

	 BHCore has developed a 40-hour certificate program based on best practices 

in behavioral health interventions and in self-care for frontline responders. 

Support for the certificate program should come from 988-generated funds so 

that the program administration becomes a cost-effective and integral part of 

a robust crisis-response ecosystem.

n Repurpose existing Washington State Department of Labor & Industries 

funds to create and support proven wellness programs designed for first 

responders. 

	 L&I has a process in place for PTSD and other occupation-related behavioral 

health claims from first responders who are injured on the job. However,  

first-responder agencies are requesting a greater focus on prevention,  

which will reduce treatment duration and costly in-patient care.

Find out more about BHCore and its innovative training programs at  

bhcore.org/training-opportunities.

The need for highly  

skilled co-response  

services is great. Our  

state currently has about  

60 multidisciplinary,  

co-response teams  

handling more than  

one million 911 calls  

every year.


