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Good afternoon, my name is Carmen Collado. I am Director of Public Policy and Government Relations at the Jewish Board of Family and Children’s Services (JBFCS). 

I would like to thank the Chair of this meeting Senator Carl Kruger, Co-Chair,  Senator Liz Krueger and all the members of the Senate Standing Committee on Finance  for convening this hearing  on the impact on New Yorkers of any future State budget cuts.
The Jewish Board of Family and Children's Services (JBFCS) is a mental health and social services agency serving more than 50,000 New Yorkers a year from all religious, ethnic, and economic backgrounds through a comprehensive range of 175 community-based programs, residential facilities, and day-treatment centers. Our work is built upon the professionalism of 2,500 employees, including professional social workers, licensed psychologists, and psychiatrists, as well as clinical support personnel in continuing day treatment and residential treatment centers. 

While my role in hearings such as this has always been to make the case for additional funding when possible and in challenging budget years to urge for the preservation of funding let me assure you that this time around the non-profit human services sector has truly reached the breaking point.  The steady reduction of government funding over the last 3 years, combined with the restructuring of reimbursement systems, the additional expenses imposed by government in the form of new regulations passed as unfunded mandates, the imposition of new taxes to finance the MTA and the discincentivizing of charitable giving by the reduction in the State tax exemption for charitable contributions have brought our sector a hair’s breadth away from the point of no return.
If more cuts are made next year, providers will be forced to choose between reducing the number of individuals who will receive treatment, cutting back on hours of operations, laying-off staff or other devastating options. Still, some programs might have to shut down, cutting off services to communities. I must also remind you that once these programs are shut down, restoring these services in an improved economy will be much more costly, if not impossible.

More importantly, the notion of restoring services at a later time is counterproductive because, in a time of economic crises and high unemployment, cuts to behavioral health services are at their most devastating to those individuals who need help coping with job loss, alcohol or drug use dependency, domestic violence and other difficult situations. In the last year, providers have reported an increase in the number of individuals in need of mental health and substance abuse services. Cuts would make it impossible for new consumers to access mental health and substance abuse services. As a result more New Yorkers will suffer from anxiety, depression or even homelessness. Beyond the human toll, there are significant public sector costs associated with these avoidable consequences.

At a time when New York State would benefit from privatizing more and more human services (such as services to youthful offenders) we are destabilizing the same non-profit providers the State will need to look to for help.
Outpatient mental health clinics have already begun a 4 year transition period into a new billing methodology for clinical service reimbursement. A stress test performed by The Coalition of Behavioral Health Agencies projected a significant reduction in revenue for providers under the new system. We are concerned that the new financial pressures from clinic reform will force providers to replace salaried clinicians who have benefits with per diem or part-time staff. This will denigrate the quality and continuity of care for New Yorkers when they need it most.

Clinic reform has moved forward despite not having approval from the Center for Medicare and Medicaid Services (CMS). As a result, providers are required to bill under a dual track billing method until approvals are in place. JBFCS and our colleagues are now burdened with these redundant requirements and will be subject to potential cash-flow problems while billing between the two systems is reconciled. This will also make providers more vulnerable to unmerited audits by the Office of Medicaid Inspector general (OMIG) and other entities. Large recoupments are being made for simple billing mistakes or clerical errors, and not for fraud and abuse, which is the original mission of OMIG. 
In 2009, in a desperate attempt to save the MTA from insolvency, New York State enacted legislation that provided income to the MTA via a new payroll tax which applied to all employers within the MTA service region. No provision was made for exclusion of non-profit service organizations, except for schools. The MTA tax represents well over $375,000 to JBFCS – funds that would otherwise be used to provide services to New Yorkers in need.  In previous years, we might seek to balance out that loss by seeking earmarked support from our representatives  to deliver services to their constituency but, as you know, the State has suspended member item funding without re-appropriating funds for services.
 Along with reductions in government support, new taxes and new administrative burdens, our agencies struggle to secure philanthropic support from individuals who are feeling the pinch of a suffering economy.  To compound this challenge. a proposal to make a cut in the State tax exemption for charitable contributions for donors earning more than $10 million, from the current 50% to 25%, was recently enacted.  While we appreciate the need for shared sacrifice, and know that most donors make contributions based on their belief and commitment to the services provided to those in need, we are particularly concerned about the future implications of this action, fearing further reductions or elimination of the exemption.
We are fortunate to live in a State with one of the finest public health systems in the nation and I am hopeful that we can continue to provide the safety net of critical services New Yorkers in crisis rely on.

As always, much is at stake in the Annual State Budget, and many line items will impact the services we provide to New Yorkers at risk of serious mental illness and with significant developmental issues including very young children on the autistic spectrum. We understand the challenges the Senate and Assembly faces in negotiating a budget during the economic downturn and we urge you to keep long term consequences of budget decisions in mind. 

Rather than proposing new cuts to community-based behavioral health services, the State should retain and support access to them for all New Yorkers. Mental Health and Social Services provided by the non-profit community-based sector:
(1) cost considerably less to operate then State and County run services;
(2) divert clients from and prevent readmission to costly hospitals and emergency rooms; 
(3) help prevent homelessness; and 
(4) help fuel the New York State economy. According to Crain’s New York Business, nonprofits as a whole generate $150 billion in revenue and employ hundreds of thousands of New Yorkers, second only to government. 

As you know, cuts to services that save money in one fiscal year can easily create budget problems in future years.  Furthermore, denial of services to your constituents today are likely to result in compounded problems for families in crisis.

We all understand the challenges our national financial crisis is creating for budgeting on all levels.  However the needs of families and individuals cannot be put on hold.  Mental health care requires continuity.  We urge you to sustain these programs until improved economic circumstances allow for expansion.

Thank you once again for your time and this opportunity to testify.

