THE VERMONT COUNCIL OF DEVELOPMENTAL AND MENTAL HEALTH SERVICES

LEGISLATIVE UPDATE FOR FEBRUARY 24, 2009

Budget Adjustment Passes the House of Representatives

On Friday February 20th the House of Representative passed the fiscal year 2009 budget adjustment act.  Their proposal for the bill is higher than the Governor’s request by $832,000. The 4% provider reimbursement reductions were eliminated as were the reductions in payments for Medicaid/Medicare cross-over claims, V-Pharm, dental benefits for Medicaid enrollees and Reach-up changes by the Administration.  These reductions plus a 4% reduction in DCF contracted services will all be considered in the fiscal year 2010 budget.

The Senate Appropriations Committee has already accepted testimony on the Budget Adjustment Act and plans to move the bill with just a few minor amendments through their committee very quickly.  Their goal is to have full Senate approval of the bill by the end of the week.  

The Big Picture of State Funding

The Legislature and the Administration are still in the process of analyzing the federal stimulus package.  It appears that there will be $268 million in Medicaid funding and $130 million for transportation, plus additional funding for head start, food stamps and other initiatives.  Out of 272 funding categories, Vermont might be eligible for 31 categories.  However, the projected state budget shortfall for fiscal years 2010 and 2011 is still $100 million per year.
The House Appropriations Committee is planning to complete its work on the fiscal year 2010 budget by the end of March for the House of Representatives to vote on during the first week of April.  Advocates are still hoping that revenue increases will be part of the Legislature’s proposal to balance the budget.

The Council has sent a letter to the Governor to inform him of our concerns about the proposed budget and its impact on our consumers and services.  We requested an opportunity to discuss our concerns with him.

Senate Health and Welfare Committee Considers OVHA 2010 Budget Request

The Director of the Office of Vermont Health Access (OVHA), Susan Besio, explained to the Committee that they are still researching what the impact of the stimulus package will be. Even the federal match rate may be subject to change on a quarterly basis based on unemployment rates and other factors.  Right now OVHA believes that the maintenance of effort requirements will not allow changes to eligibility criteria for benefits, but may allow greater consumer cost sharing (e.g. premiums) and reduced provider reimbursement rates.  Additionally, they may need to preserve coverage on uncovered prescriptions through V-Pharm.  When Senator Racine expressed concerned about increased premiums he was informed that the new premiums would be at the same level they were three years ago, to which he responded that enrollment went down then.
Susan Besio spoke about the reality of needing to cut funding to avoid digging a deeper deficit for future years when the stimulus money runs out.  Senator Racine was adamant in his position that funding decisions are made in the context of the whole budget, including revenues.  “It’s a matter of priorities” he said. “We can afford whatever we are willing to pay for.”

Senator Mullin questioned the wisdom of cutting provider reimbursement rates.  He noted that not only will we loose two federal dollars for each state dollar cut, we will also be increasing the cost shift on private insurers and employers who will be asked to make up for the provider losses.  

Rob Hofmann, Secretary of Human Services presented to the Committee on the impact of the proposed budget reductions on a typical low-income family.  The Committee was not satisfied with his information and will have legislative staff do the analysis for them, instead.

House Human Services Learns about Responses to Community Crises 
Earlier this month, Linda Chambers the Director of the Clara Martin Center educated the House Human Services Committee on the fundamental role of community mental health centers in responding to community crisis.  She explained that each year there are serious events that require the local professional system to help communities to manage severe stress and confusion. A community response to these types of events brings out the strengths of its citizens, the resiliency of a community and demonstrates the community’s ability to respond to community members. A quick and well-planned community response during these tragedies is essential for preventing further disruptions in the community. Since these systems are no longer supported with funding, Linda pointed out,  they are currently at risk of disintegrating. 
This week’s schedule:

Tuesday

Senate Judiciary Committee

Offenders with mental Illness and other Functional Impairments 10:30 AM

Scott Johnson, Agency of Human Services

Leah Matteson, Vice President, NAMI-VT

Matthew Valerio, Defender General

Wednesday

House Corrections and Institutions Committee

Vermont State Hospital Futures 8:30 AM

Michael Hartman, Commissioner DMH
Beth Tanzman, Deputy Commissioner DMH

Gerry Myers, Commissioner Department of Building and General Services

Michael Kuhn, Department of Building and General Services

Tom Hubner, President Rutland Regional Medical Center

Stephen Kimbell, Lobbyist

House Appropriations Committee

Mark-up Fiscal Year 2010 budget 9:30 AM

Public Hearing Room 11 2:30 PM

Many speakers including Julie Tessler, VT Council
Senate Judiciary Committee

Offenders with Mental Illness and Other Functional Impairments 10:00 AM
Mark-up and vote
House Human Services Committee

Impact of the Proposed Budget on Residential Treatment and Medical Detox 10:15 AM
Bill Young, Director, Maple Leaf Farm

Jack Duffy, Director, Valley Vista

Mary Ellen O’Brien, Director, Recovery House

Bea Grause, President, VAHHS

Barbara Cimaglio, Deputy Commissioner, VT Department of Health

Senate Health and Welfare Committee

Developmental and Mental Health Services 3:00 PM

Representatives of the Vermont Council including:

Margaret Joyal, Director of Outpatient Services, WCMHS

4:00 PM
Michael Hartman, Commissioner of Mental Health Services

Joan Senecal, Commissioner of Disabilities, Aging and Independent Living

Thursday 

House Appropriations Committee

Mark-up Fiscal Year 2010 Budget 8:45 AM

Federal Stimulus Bill 10:45 AM

Joint Fiscal Office

Mark-up Fiscal Year 2010 Budget 1:15 PM

House Human Services Committee

Impact of Proposed Budget on Residential Programming for Children & Youth 9:00 AM

Stephen Dale, Commissioner Department of Children and Families

Catherine Simonson, Director of Children’s Services, HowardCenter

Gillian Eaton, Parent

Shelly McGinnis, Director, Park Street School

Friday

House Appropriations Committee

Mark-up Fiscal Year 2010 Budget 10:00 AM

For more information or to take action:

· Legislative home page: http://www.leg.state.vt.us

· Sergeant-at-Arms Office: (802) 828-2228 or (800) 322-5616

· State House fax (to reach any member): (802) 828-2424

· State House mailing address (to reach any member):





Your Legislator




State House




115 State Street, Drawer 33




Montpelier, VT  05633-5501

· Email, email, home address and phone: Legislators' email addresses and home contacts may be found on the Legislature home page at http://www.leg.state.vt.us

· Governor Jim Douglas (802) 649-6825 or http://www.vermont.gov/governo

The purpose of the legislative update is to inform individuals who are interested in developmental, mental health and substance abuse services about legislative advocacy, policy development and activities that occur in the State Legislature. The Vermont 

Council is a non-profit trade association whose membership consists of 16 designated developmental and mental health agencies. 

