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Codey Removes Road Block to Recovery 
 

Acting Governor Signs “Lien Law” at Mental Health Summit 
  
(SOUTH ORANGE) – Acting Governor Richard J. Codey today signed legislation that 
wipes out existing liens for individuals who have been hospitalized at a state or county 
psychiatric hospital and prohibits future liens.   
  
“As of today, people who cannot afford their stay at a state or county hospital, will no 
longer have liens hanging over their heads when they are released,” said Codey. “We are 
wiping out a draconian law that penalized our most vulnerable citizens and made their 
recovery that much harder.”  
  
The Acting Governor signed A779 during a statewide mental health summit focusing on 
living successfully with mental illness. He was joined by First Lady Mary Jo Codey and 
Mental Health Task Force Chairman Robert N. Davison.  
  
“We are in the midst of a period of unprecedented progress in the way New Jersey citizens 
approach the subject of mental health and mental illness,” the First Lady said. “Governor 
Codey is deeply committed to promoting legislative reform that brings about meaningful 
change for all individuals and families whose lives are affected by mental illness.”  
  
The new law prohibits state and county facilities from placing liens on the assets of 
individuals who cannot afford to pay for care after being involuntarily committed to a state 
or county psychiatric hospital. The law also extinguishes any existing liens.  
  
“In signing this bill into law, Governor Codey is relieving individuals with mental illness of 
a grossly unfair financial burden,” said Davison. “Repealing the unjust lien law allows 
consumers to continue their journey to recovery. This is yet another example of Governor 
Codey's compassionate leadership.”  
  
The bill’s sponsors include: Assemblymen Reed Gusciora and John Wisniewski, 
Assemblywomen Loretta Weinberg and Bonnie Watson Coleman, and Senators Shirley K. 
Turner and Walter J. Kavanaugh. 
  
“Many patients are released from such institutions only to face a burdensome lien placed 
against their assets,” said Gusciora (D-Mercer). “Recovering patients and their families are 
then left with overwhelming financial burdens running into the tens of thousands of 
dollars.” 



Under the former law, a psychiatric hospital could impose an automatic lien on a spouse or 
family members for the cost of care. The law was instituted in 1918 when mental patients 
were warehoused, not treated.  

“It is about time we removed this stigma. Mental health treatment for people with limited 
means should be handled like other medical services that are covered by the state's charity 
care program,” said Weinberg (D-Bergen). 

Patients still may be required to pay for mental health care services, but establishing a 
sliding-scale payment plan would be more appropriate than automatic liens. 

 “It is unconscionable that we penalize discharged patients, despite their inability to pay off 
these liens,” said Watson Coleman (D-Mercer).  “The liens not only stigmatize them for 
life, but often prevent recovering patients from purchasing a home or applying for jobs that 
require background checks.” 

Wisniewski (D-Middlesex) agreed. 

“Patients should have the opportunity to pay for their treatment within a reasonable time 
frame, as is the case with physical ailments under charity care,” Wisniewski said.  

Turner (D-Mercer) expanded on Wisniewski’s remarks.  

“The state's charity care programs must provide equal coverage for both the mentally ill and 
non-mentally ill,” said Turner.  "This measure is designed to renew our commitment to 
ensuring that all New Jerseyans have access to the health care they need without putting 
their family's financial well-being at risk.” 
  
Kavanaugh (R-Morris, Somerset) said:  “For too long the mentally ill have been shunned as 
if they were second-class citizens.  I am glad to be part of this effort to change that, so those 
in need of treatment don't have to sacrifice their dignity to get the help they deserve.” 
  
Codey was also joined by summit panelists Nora Bell, of Essex County, Angel Sanchez, of 
Passaic County, and Peggy Swarbick, of Monmouth County. All three panelists shared their 
personal experiences with mental illness.  
  
“I am especially happy to show support for Governor Codey’s initiatives for assisting 
people with mental illness,” said Sanchez. “When someone is struggling, the availability of 
treatment, access to safe housing and support in regaining employment can truly be the 
difference between life and death.”  
  
The summit was held at Seton Hall University and hosted by the Governor’s Task Force on 
Mental Health, which Codey established by executive order on Nov. 16, his first day as 
Acting Governor.  The task force is charged with recommending way to provide better 
community-based services, improve access to care and offer better quality care. A report is 



due March 31. 
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