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P eople of color increasingly think 
twice before dialing 911 to report an 

emergency, be it on the road or at home.

This reticence reflects a profound fear of 
police among growing numbers of African 
Americans, Latinx, Asian Americans, Pacific 
Islanders and Native communities.

A 911 call by a dark-skinned citizen 
has at times resulted in the caller and/or 
relatives being beaten or even killed by law 
enforcement, followed by the survivors’ 
arrest. Caucasians dialing 911 also risk the 
same tragic fate, but at lower rates. 

Fortunately Sacramento now has an 
alternative way to resolve certain crises, 
without police involvement.

“We are not anti-police,” Adam Wills, a 
co-founder of the new system, emphasized 
recently. “We are anti-police terror, which is 
when entire communities fear for their safety 
in dealing with law enforcement.”

The new program, Mental Health First, or 
M.H. First, is a volunteer critical intervention 
team that primarily responds to disturbances 
involving persons with mental health issues. 
Its responders include registered nurses, 
crisis counselors and others, with a doctor 
always on call. The unarmed team, which has 
modified its operations amid COVID-19, is 
sponsored by the Anti Police-Terror Project, 
a grassroots group that believes police are 
overburdened.

Sacramento County’s police agencies respond 
to thousands of non-criminal mental health 

calls yearly, Wills, an experienced mental 
health worker, said.

“Police chiefs across the nation say police don’t 
want to be mental health workers,” he said.

Between January and March, when 
COVID-19 arrived, M.H. First independently 
responded to dozens of calls for people with 
mental health issues. The calls vary from 
“people acting erratically because they’re 
hearing voices or seeing (imagined) things” 
to “someone acting paranoid, thinking 
someone is out to get him,” said Wills’ wife, 
Asantewaa Boykin, R.N., an M.H. First 
member and an emergency room nurse at a 
local hospital. 

One call concerned a pedestrian weaving in 
and out of traffic downtown. Such situations 
can be exacerbated by “authoritarian figures” 
armed to the teeth, Wills said. 

“When you approach people in crisis, you 
approach them meekly,” he said.  “You ask 
them, ‘How are you doing? May I help you?’”

The first step can be as simple as handing the 
distressed person hot cocoa, sodas or blankets.

Keeping people out of jail is a priority 
— which explains why some M.H. 
First volunteers belong to Decarcerate 
Sacramento, a group supported by The 
California Endowment.

For now, COVID-19 has turned M.H. First 
into a “support line.” Callers are counseled 
on how to de-escalate crises, or are referred 
to mental health programs. 

The team works Fridays/Saturdays/Sundays 
from 7 p.m. to 7 a.m.  Its hotline/textline: 
916-670-4062.

A crisis-resolution option
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Your ZIP code shouldn’t predict how long you’ll live –
but it does. Staying healthy requires much more than
doctors and diets. Every day, our surroundings and
activities affect how long – and how well – we’ll live.

Health Happens in Neighborhoods. Health Happens in Schools.

Health Happens with Prevention.

https://www.
antipoliceterror 

project.org/mh-first

“WE arE Not 
aNti-PoliCE. WE 
arE aNti-PoliCE 
tError ...”
Adam Wills
Co-founder, Mental Health First

Mental Health First is for Sacramentans who “are not comfortable calling 911, or who will not call 911,” said r.N. 
asantewaa Boykin (left), who, like her husband adam Wills (right), is a founding member of the volunteer response 

team.  Both wore M.H. First’s distinctive green tops. Photo by Edgar Sanchez  

in 2010, the California Endowment launched a 

10-year, $1 billion plan to improve the health 

of 14 challenged communities across the state. 

over the 10 years, residents, community-

based organizations and public institutions will 

work together to address the socioeconomic 

and environmental challenges contributing 

to the poor health of their communities.
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