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It was before dawn when the
pediatrician was called in to the
hospital maternity floor to sup-
port the delivery of slightly pre-
mature twins. Pediatricians on
call always come in for these de-
liveries, no matter the time of
day or night. Fortunately, the in-
fants did well, and the family
went home in just a week. Ev-
eryone was happy and healthy.

Two months later another late
night call brought this doctor to
the emergency department to re-
suscitate an infant. It was one of
the twins. He was unresponsive
to all efforts to revive him. It
was a sudden and unexpected
death and a devastating tragedy
for his family.

Maine’s infant mortality rate

has increased as the national
rate has declined. In 2010, the in-
fant mortality rate in Maine was
5.4 deaths per 1,000 infants,
which translates to 70 deaths per
year. In 2013, this rate rose to 7.1
deaths per 1,000 babies born in
Maine: 90 babies.

People who provide care for
babies wonder what could cause
an infant to die in our state. We
know the risk for sudden unex-
pected infant death syndrome,
or SUIDS, goes up when a baby
sleeps with an adult on a bed.
Sleeping with a baby on a couch
dramatically increases this risk,
as babies can suffocate between
the cushions. If parents who
share a bed with their baby have
had alcoholic drinks, smoked
marijuana or taken medications
that cause drowsiness, such as
methadone, the risk of SUID is
50 times greater.

We know the risk is higher
for baby boys, when babies are
born premature, when parents
smoke tobacco, when babies
sleep on soft surfaces or water-
beds and especially when babies
sleep face down or on their side.

In Maine, SUID is a leading
cause of infant death. From 1999
to 2010, six to 12 babies would
die per year in Maine because of
SUID. That number is now 14 to
17.

In early 2015, five healthy in-
fants — younger than 4 months
old — died within a two-month
period in Maine because of acci-
dental suffocation while bed
sharing. The Maine attorney
general’s office and the chief
medical examiner were so con-
cerned that they issued a news
release to raise public aware-
ness.
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Here’s a story about a kid with
mental health needs. He suf-
fered, ongoing, from signifi-
cant depression. Sexual abuse

and family indifference — perhaps
they just didn’t know he had emo-
tional and mental health needs —
were part of his mix. Some seem-
ingly poor decisions skidded him to
the edge, where if things had gone
otherwise he would have landed in
“juvie” and his life would have
gone south.

More troubling for this kid is
that he didn’t know what to do. He
was lost and had no one to whom he
could turn in his struggles and suf-
fering. This isolation only added to
his depression.

I remember him saying aloud on
a walk home from school, “If this is
what life really feels like, this is
awful.” Somehow he kept going,
carrying the weight of unaddressed
depression so heavy upon his shoul-
ders.

I know this kid. His story is true.
That kid was me. Time has passed,
and, yes, the world and I have
changed. But the impact of unad-
dressed mental health issues and
the need youth have for counseling
and support services has not dimin-
ished one iota and only increased
over time. To not want to see the
obvious is to stand in denial.

I’m dismayed by the decision of
Gov. Paul LePage and Department
of Health and Human Services
Commissioner Mary Mayhew to
turn away federal funding specifi-
cally targeted for treating mental
health issues facing Maine youth.
Considering the facts of human life,
youth with mental health issues are

Let’s not pass
laws that
violateMaine
Constitution

To keepmoreMaine babies alive, think inside the box

Fast forward to Janu-
ary. Imagine Gov.
Paul LePage proposes
some new law. It is

met with an eight-page let-
ter from Attorney General
Janet Mills, effectively de-
claring it unconstitutional.

What then? If you op-
posed the idea, you’d claim
LePage doesn’t understand
the Consti-
tution and
praise the
wisdom of
the Legisla-
ture in
electing
someone
reasonable
and prudent
in Mills. If
you sup-
ported it, you’d probably
point out that the attorney
general has missed the
mark before when it came
to legal showdowns with
the governor.

But what if you’re in the
supporter camp and learn
Dan Wathen, a Republican
and former chief justice of
the Maine Supreme Judicial
Court, ruled in a simulated
trial that Mills’ position is
correct and that the propos-
al is unconstitutional? What
then? Do you wonder if the
law’s proponent — Gov.
LePage — might be mistak-
en?

Now remove LePage from
that scenario and place an
advocacy group in his
stead. What do you get?
Question 5, the “ranked
choice voting” legislation.

Its supporters are good
people offering what they
believe is an electoral im-
provement; you can’t fault
them for that, even if large
amounts of their funding
comes from out-of-state
groups. However, when le-
gitimate concerns about the
Maine Constitution are
brought up, they run rough-
shod over them. The gist of
their argument is “if there
is a problem, don’t worry
about it; we’ll fix it later.”

Yet as Mills’ letter adept-
ly points out, the constitu-
tional problems are plain.
The exact language of the
Maine Constitution pro-
vides that winners are de-
termined by a “plurality of
all votes returned.” And it
requires votes be counted
by the “election officials of
the various towns and cit-
ies.” Ranked choice voting
jettisons pluralities in favor
of majorities and entrusts
the secretary of state with
counting the votes.

Maybe it seems old-fash-
ioned and quaint, but con-
stitutions are meant to
mean something — you
don’t get to ignore their pro-
visions because you don’t
like them. That is why we
require those in govern-
ment to swear an oath not
to “good ideas,” but to the
Constitution, be it federal
or state.

If Donald Trump were
writing big checks to sup-
port some unconstitutional
ballot question that would
allow him to sue more peo-
ple for libel, the howls
would never cease. WeSee Services, Page D3

See Cianchette, Page D3

See SUID, Page D3

Untreatedmental illness
adanger forMaineyouth
To one survivor,
Maine’s rejection
of federal funds
for support
services is
heartless
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A baby sleeps
in a Finnish-
style baby
box. Health
officials say
baby boxes
reduce bed
sharing, which
is a leading
cause of
sudden unex-
pected infant
death syn-
drome.
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For more than a year, a half-dozen orga-
nizations have relied on federal money to
provide coaching and care coordination,
psychiatric treatment and peer-to-peer
mentoring to young adults. On Aug. 23,
those organizations received a letter
from the Maine Department of Health and
Human Services announcing all funding
would cease Sept. 30.


