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In what one advocate called a stunning victory for children with emotional disturbances - and one with national implications - U.S. District Court Judge Michael Ponsor ruled last week that the state has failed to provide adequate and timely health services to some 15,000 impoverished children with mental illnesses. 

Ponsor said the inadequacies of the system have forced thousands of mentally ill children "to endure unnecessary confinement in residential facilities." The judge called it one of "the painful ironies" of the case that the state wastes large sums of money on institutionalizing children who could be better cared for in a less expensive home-based setting. 

Ponsor's decision - the first time a federal judge has weighed in on the need for home-based mental health services - was rendered in the class action suit, Rosie D. et al v. (Gov.) W. Mitt Romney. The class action suit was initially filed in 2001 against acting Gov. Jane M. Swift, with plaintiffs including the parents or guardians of nine children aged 5 to 17 years old. The suit alleged that the children were either hospitalized or at risk for hospitalization because of the state's failure to provide home-based services. 

The judge gave the state and the plaintiffs until Feb. 23 to come up with a plan to improve and expand home-based services. 

The Romney administration was analyzing the 98-page decision on Friday, and a spokesman for the health and human services office said, "We will decide if we are going to appeal." 

The state should not appeal this decision, but instead find a way to work with the plaintiffs to improve the lives of children who suffer from health problems that are so widely misunderstood and stigmatized by society. 

In his ruling, Ponsor wrote that the 16-year-old girl, Rosie D., for whom the suit was named, suffered "poorly coordinated services" for multiple psychiatric problems, resulting in a three-month hospital stay when she was 6. 

The high cost of hospital stays should be argument enough to change the system in the Bay State, but Judge Ponsor's decision is also a compassionate one. We hope the ruling will shed a beacon of light on the struggles facing children with mental illness and serve as a catalyst for improving their lives. And we hope this case will focus attention on an American health care system that is badly broken. 
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