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January 26, 2023
Jennifer Illich

Chairman Bekkedahl, and members of the Appropriations Committee, thank you for the
opportunity to provide testimony today about the life-saving work of FirstLink. My name is
Jennifer Illich, and I am the executive director of FirstLink. I am here to express support for SB
2012. FirstLink is the only designated center in North Dakota to answer the 988 Suicide and
Crisis Lifeline, and 211 information and referral phone lines. FirstLink services are imperative to
build a strong mental health system that provides the care, support, and services needed to help
people build better lives throughout North Dakota.

FirstLink answering the 211 information and referral and 988 suicide and crisis phone line is part
of a long-term effort to build complete mental health and suicide and substance prevention crisis
response system in North Dakota. The overwhelming majority of callers can be stabilized over
the phone. Those who need more support are connected to appropriate mental health services.
FirstLink serves as a hub of information and a connector to other non-profit and behavioral
health centers. We screen and triage for open access, and subacute stabilization centers and
deploy mobile crisis units for the Human Service Centers throughout North Dakota. The attached
information shows the number of contacts and connections.

FirstLink needs increased support to continue operating 24/7 and meet all the demands of our
community members that are connecting with us. We must add FTE to our team to keep up with
the increases in call volume. We need to update our technology services because every second
counts when talking to someone that is suicidal, has a substance use challenge, or is experiencing
a behavioral health crisis. We need to add redundancy to ensure that our phone lines never go
down. We need to have a diverse and culturally competent workforce and pay our staff
professional wages to provide quality service to those reaching out for help and to help with staff
retention.

I hope you will consider supporting SB 2012, so we can support our most vulnerable neighbors
in a moment of crisis. I will restate what Dr. Wehbi stated in his testimony on January 16, 2023,
we are working together to make North Dakota the healthiest state in the nation.

I sincerely thank you for listening and for your ongoing support, and I look forward to your
questions.



Jennifer Illich

Executive Director
FirstLink

701-293-6462
ienni_feri@myﬁrstlink. org

FirstLink Annual Budget Needs

Total

Payroll expenses S 1,622,984.00

Education and outreach S 93,480.00

Operating expense S 202,902.00

Professional fees S 123,966.00
$

2,043,332.00
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