August 27, 2008

Secretary JudyAnn Bigby, M.D.

Executive Office of Health and Human Services

One Ashburton Place, Room 1109

Boston, MA 02108

Re: Public hearing testimony 8.27.08

Dear Secretary Bigby:

Thank you for the opportunity to present written testimony pursuant to your current schedule of hearings. The Providers’ Council appreciates your continued support for the sector and openness to craft effective solutions to critical problems. It is in that spirit that we offer four requests for your consideration. 

Our perspective, as you know, is framed by the enormous responsibilities our providers perform daily to support the mission of the Commonwealth with limited resources. While the overall funding may reach ten percent of the state’s budget, it is recognized that many contracts have inadequate funding and, at best, require a reformed procurement system. This past year, due to the efforts of your office working with the legislature and our partners in The Collaborative, we had an opportunity to reclaim the commitment to quality services for program participants and taxpayers through Chapter 257. The bill’s passage helps to support the frame-work for our requests.

Chapter 257 implementation: The signing of Chapter 257 was a milestone, which underscored the need for the reform of purchased services and began a move toward fairness, adequacy and transparency in setting the rates for buying human and social services. Our Collaborative’s bill received unanimous support from the legislature and a clear message of support from the Governor. We are gratified. Now our attention is focused on effectively crafting the solution and implementing it in a manner consistent with our expectations. We are interested and available to work with you in developing an appropriate solution that models our ideas for real reform. And while progress toward reform continues, providers remain in a position of fiscal vulnerability due to the general rate of inflation and other key commodity increases, which impact our ability to provide quality services. Accordingly, we ask you to consider offering a cost of living increase to all providers who have not had their new rates adjusted for inflation in the past two years. Further, we also ask you to begin the implementation of Chapter 257 by fully funding 10% of the existing contract funding in FY 2010.

Workforce development - compensation: Retaining and recruiting qualified staff is a top priority for our members. From July 2007 to July 2008 the consumer price index rose nationally by 5.6%. Last year’s salary reserve will cover less than one half of that rise. The impact is compounded on our low-paid workers who are historically one paycheck away from being a service recipient. Premiums for health insurance continue to grow at double digit rates, and our workers remain ineligible for important Connector services. We urge EOHHS to recognize the need for a continued salary reserve in the FY 2010 budget and set, at the very least, a level funding of $23 million.

Workforce development - education: For the past several years providers have accessed the state’s public higher education system through a tuition remission process. This process, administered by the Providers’ Council, permits eligible employees from eligible organizations to enroll in state-supported undergraduate classes. Participants are responsible for fees and book costs. Over 15,000 courses were accessed. And while this is a tremendous benefit, there is a need to access graduate courses and those operated through continuing education. Accordingly, the Council requests your favorable consideration in working to expand the tuition remission program to graduate and continuing education courses in the public higher education system.

Energy costs: There is a growing crisis to providers in meeting rapidly escalating energy costs. Providers are now hard pressed to properly transport clients to vocational, medical and program-related activities, and to provide heating and cooling capability to their hundreds of residences and program sites. In addition, they are unable to reimburse staff at the I.R.S. level of 58.5 cents per mile for business travel. These fixed cost items are escalating and affecting program quality. Two years ago we estimated that the increased energy cost to the sector was close to $15,309,000 and was not reimbursed by the state. By including the July 2007 to July 2008 fuel oil increase of 56% and unleaded gas of 37% with other increases, it is clear that providers are still struggling to meet these increased costs. We would request that the state establish a special reserve of at least

$16,000,000 to help offset the increased energy costs and maintain service quality levels. 

We recognize that some of these requests require additional expenditures at a time when the state’s fiscal situation appears strained. It is our assertion that these are reasonable and expected expenses to preserve the quality of our contracted human service sector that serves thousands and employs over 180,000 in the Commonwealth. We would welcome the opportunity to meet with you and discuss these issues in greater detail. 

Sincerely,

Michael Weekes

President/CEO
Providers’ Council
