THE VERMONT COUNCIL OF DEVELOPMENTAL AND MENTAL HEALTH SERVICES

LEGISLATIVE UPDATE FOR JANUARY 27, 2009

 

House Human Services Questions Impacts of the Budget Cuts

DAIL Commissioner Joan Senecal, with support from Ellen Malone, gave an overview of her Department and the budget reductions that are occurring to the House Human Services Committee on January 21st. It was specified that the elimination of goods from funding was a State decision, otherwise agencies were given flexibility about where to reduce funding with the caveat that reductions would have as little impact on consumers and families as possible.  In response to concerns raised by committee members about the loss of funding for goods, Joan said that there are a few other options to meet those needs, including one time funds and clinical supports.  Committee Chair, Ann Pugh, questioned what percentage of agency budgets can not be cut due to client needs and received some information on the number of people on Act 248.  When questioned about the impact of continuing benefits for consumers who appeal service reductions, Joan responded that one-time dollars are available to meet those service needs.

Kelley Homiller, the Executive Director of Champlain Community Services testified that all of the service reductions resulting from the rescissions will put families at risk.  When respite, community supports and employment supports are reduced it endangers the families’ ability to balance their jobs with their family members’ needs for support.  Kelley reviewed how the appeal process works when benefits are reduced and shared the Council’s initial estimate of $120,000 in likely appeals with requests for continuing benefits.  The four agencies with ten days or less of cash on hand will be put at risk, unless the State continues to fund the services.  She reported that currently appeals to the Human Service Board take anywhere from six months to one and a half years to process.  The Committee Chair asked about the purpose of Specialized Service Agencies.  Kelley described their role in meeting specialized consumer needs and offering consumer choice.  The administrative efficiencies achieved by ARIS for the single service and specialized agencies were described, too.  She said eliminating specialized service agencies would simply shift costs.
Self advocate Nicole LaBlanc spoke about the impact of reducing employment and community supports for consumers who often end-up being supported solely by their developmental home providers as a cost-saving measure.

Karen Schwartz, the director of the Developmental Disabilities Council told the Committee that only a few agencies met with consumers and gave them choices to enable self-determination regarding their service reductions.  She sited the sustainability study as saying that if consumers are empowered to make choices without using service categories the services would be more cost effective.  She suggested that as the service priorities change we track the impact on people, including those left on the applicant list.

Governor Announces Fiscal Year 2010 Budget 

On January 22nd the Governor gave his annual budget address in which he offered a grim picture of the State’s revenues and spending needs for fiscal year 2010. He informed us that Vermont ranks number one in the number of non-profits per capita and suggested that we evaluate the salaries of the executive directors and look at opportunities for mergers, although he acknowledged that he can not mandate this.  A proposal for a 4% reduction in the reimbursement rate for human service agencies is expected to generate $2 million in savings in fiscal year 2010.  The Governor is proposing that fiscal year 2010 capitol budget include $500,000 for planning the secure residential facility and $250,000 for the development of psychiatric beds at Rutland Regional Medical Center.

After the Governor’s speech the House Appropriations Committee convened and Secretary of Administration Neale Lunderville pointed out to them that $84 million of the projected $200 million shortfall for fiscal year 2010 is related to human services.  The Administration’s proposed budget for 2010 uses the $16.3 million in the human service caseload reserve which would empty the fund and only be available on a one-time basis.  The Committee questioned how the change in the federal match rate would impact school Medicaid reimbursement.  Commissioner Reardon said their intent is to keep the current match ratios the same at the local level and use the funds generated from the change for other state funding needs.  Several members of the House Appropriations Committee expressed concern about the cuts in human services and pharmacy benefits, and about the implication that non-profits are not using their funds effectively.  Representative Sue Minter expressed dismay that as a society we would make cuts on the backs of the poor and working class.
The Council has not been able to get many specifics on the proposed 2010 budget, yet.  Here is what information we do have:

· All funding from DMH and DAIL that has already been reduced by the 1.25% August Rescission and the 2.5% December rescission will be held level in 2010.

· OVHA and DCF reimbursement rates will be reduced by 4% on July 1, 2009.  If the 2009 Budget Adjustment Act passes by the end of February, as proposed, OVHA rates would be reduced effective April 1, 2009.  Catamount would not be included in the OVHS cuts. Assistive Community Care Service rates for residential care homes would be reduced.  For dual eligible Medicaid/Medicare enrollees Medicaid will no longer pay the difference in rates when the Medicaid rate is higher.
· DMH Commissioner Michael Hartman has said that $330,000 for children’s caseload will be in the Fiscal Year 2010 budget.

· The proposed caseload for developmental services includes $4 million for regular caseload and graduates and $1.1 million for individuals who pose a public safety risk.  This is $1,792,776 less than was appropriated for fiscal year 2009. 

· Alcohol & Drug Abuse Programs — 

· For service providers, the fiscal year 2009 1.25% cost of living adjustment (COLA) reduction will be carried forward into fiscal year 2010 

· Reductions taken in fiscal year 2009 for provider underutilization will reduce base funding for fiscal year 2010 

· Reductions in the Student Assistance Program will continue into fiscal year 2010 

· Reductions in outpatient treatment services will decrease base funding by the fiscal year 2009 amount for fiscal year 2010 

· Treatment improvement grants will be eliminated in the fiscal year 2010 budget 

· Residential treatment will be reduced by 3 beds in fiscal year 2010 

· No provider rate increases will be given in fiscal year 2010 

VIT Hearing on the Budget - Monday, February 9that 4:30 to 7:00 PM
The House and Senate Appropriations Committees will hold a joint public hearing on Vermont Interactive Television (V.I.T.) to give Vermonters throughout the state an opportunity to express their views about the State budget for fiscal year 2010. 

 

All V.I.T. sites will be available for the hearing: Bennington, Brattleboro, Castleton, Johnson, Lyndonville, Middlebury, Montpelier, Newport, Randolph Center, Rutland, Springfield, St. Albans, Waterbury, White River, Junction and Williston.  Go to VIT's website for an up-to-date location listing, including driving directions, addresses and telephone numbers.  For information about the format of this event, interested parties please call the House Appropriations Committee office at 802/828-5970.

 

February 2nd Rallies
There are a number of rallies planned for locations around the State on Monday, Feb 2nd.  The purpose of the rallies is to protest the Governor’s budget cuts impacting low-income Vermonters, the elderly, and people with disabilities and address the difficult economic circumstances facing our state.  Advocates for low-income and working Vermonters and others who rely on essential services have objected to these budget cuts and are calling for increasing taxes as a better way to balance the budget. While there has been much news on the subject in recent days, these advocacy groups want to invite the public into the discussion. Check the S.O.S. (Save Our State) blog http://www.sos-vt.blogspot.com/ for more information.
This week’s schedule:
Wednesday January 28, 2009

House Human Services

9:00 AM Mental Health Advocacy Day

Larry Lewack, NAMI-VT

Tom McArto

Karen Lorentzon, VT Psychiatric Survivors

Ken Libertoff, VAMH

Kathleen Holsopple, VT Federation of Families

Senate Judiciary Committee

10:30 AM S.2 Mental Health and Corrections

Micheal Hoyt,Legislative Counsel

Andrew Pallito, Commissioner of Corrections

Fran Levine President, NAMI-VT

Leah Matteson, Vice President NAMI-VT

Ed Paquin, VT Protection and Advocacy

Senate Appropriations Committee

3:30 Budget Adjustment Act

Jim Reardon, Commissioner of Finance and Management

Senate Health and Welfare

3:45 Mental Health

Larry Lewack, NAMI-VT

Thursday January 29, 2009

House Human Services Committee

Following the afternoon session of the House

Vermont State Hospital Replacement Services

Michael Hartman, Commissioner of Mental Health

Beth Tanzman, Deputy Commissioner of Mental Health

Mark Sailor, Concerned Citizen

3:30 PM Developmental Disabilities Follow-up

Robin Lunge, Legislative Counsel

Jennifer Carbee, Legislative Counsel

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. 
