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CANTON – The man in ripped jeans and a dirty T-shirt on a local street corner asking for
money may not be mentally stable.

Police Chief Jack Angelo wants residents to be safe but he also wants to keep that man from
winding up behind bars.

Many panhandlers suffer from mental health issues that grow, becoming problematic for
police while they're actually "dementia issues or simply a cry for help," he said.

More on mental health: StarkMHAR offers crisis training, support programs

The number of those suffering from a mental health crisis that draws police attention is on
the rise, Angelo said.

Hoping to keep these people out of the criminal justice system, Angelo assigned detective
Todd Gillilan, a 20-year veteran of the police department, to serve as a liaison between
a "suspect" and the care that person needs.

"The goal is to keep them out of the criminal justice system," Angelo said. "These people
don't belong in the criminal justice system. They belong in the mental health system."

Since the coronavirus pandemic began, police are increasingly called to incidents that stem
from a mental health crisis. Calls are skyrocketing but Gillilan's work "has been
phenomenal," Angelo said.

Detective Todd Gillilan's new role with Canton PD

Gillilan keeps in communication with mental health professionals, caregivers of the people
police are called to address the most and with officers.

https://www.cantonrep.com/
https://www.cantonrep.com/staff/5624244002/lori-steineck/
https://www.cantonrep.com/story/news/2021/04/16/crisis-intervention-training-part-starkmhar-coleman-professional-services/7194622002/


He works with those who need the help, but he also issues bulletins for "high risk" people so
that other officers are aware of those with high-risk mental health issues. 

And he shares that information daily with area mental health agencies.

Sgt. Craig Riley of the Community Involvement Unit listed the cooperating agencies: Stark
Mental Health and Addiction Recovery, Coleman Professional Services, Mobile Crisis, ICAN,
Aultman Hospital, Cleveland Clinic Mercy Hospital and Akron Children's Hospital, EMS
services, municipal courts, county courts, Stark County Sheriff's Office, and Child and Adult
Protective Services.

He also follows up to help ensure the person who needs mental health help is getting it. 

It's a measure aimed at preventing the courts from becoming bogged down with minor cases.

For example, one such high-risk person is a 38-year-old homeless woman who has been
arrested 53 times since 2010 – all but one involving misdemeanor charges.

Police know her due to the multiple encounters. Officers also know others who have violent
tendencies.

The number of people needing mental help "isn't something that's going to go away," Angelo
said. 

Surge of mental health calls in Canton

In the first three months of this year, Canton police responded to 602 mental health calls, the
chief said. In all of 2020, they addressed 1,132.

Gillilan said that since January, he has opened 300 cases, which do not include repeats.

All officers get a 40-hour Crisis Intervention Training class.

"But it doesn't make you a specialist in mental health issues," Angelo said.

More: Canton officer displays 'warrior spirit' in face of violent attack

The type of mental health issue varies greatly.

"We have about 60 (group homes) in the city, and 95% of them, we never get a call from.
There are about a half dozen that we go to a lot," the chief said. "A big majority is just people
who live in their own neighborhoods."
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The chief said his officers have encountered numerous situations where, "the hospital doesn't
want to take (the suspect) anymore because it's a chronic thing, and her parents have tried
everything with that girl."

Other "suspects" are people who hear voices or see people who don't actually exist. And
hospitals can take a person experiencing a mental health issue only temporarily. 

"There are so few beds and so many people who need them, and outpatient care doesn't work
for everybody," Angelo said.

He said that the county's Mobile Response or "mobile crisis unit," which comes to the scene
of an incident with a team of professionals trained in crisis intervention, has been a big help
to police and the person experiencing an issue.
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