TESTIMONY PRESENTED BY GREATER SPRINGFIELD SENIOR SERVICES, INC ON BEHALF OF MASS. HOME CARE TO 

THE EXECUTIVE OFFICE OF HEALTH AND HUMAN SERVICES

AUGUST 28, 2008

Greater Springfield Senior Services, Inc. is one of 27 Aging Services Access Point organizations, (ASAP’s) which are under contract with the Executive Office of Elder Affairs, to provide a variety of services primarily to elderly, frail persons.  We are here to represent our network (Mass. Home Care) whose common mission is to maintain older persons safely within the community and to prevent or delay institutionalization.
There are today a number of front door issues which affect our ability to deliver effective long term care.  We call these issues our “Freedom Trail Agenda,” because they all lead to independence for consumers with disabilities.  Our priorities for the coming year include:

· Community First

· We are pleased with the response of the Patrick administration in supporting the Community First waiver.  The new $15 million through MassHealth is a great down-payment on Chapter 211, the Equal Choice law which entitles eligible recipients the right to use long-term care dollars in the setting of their choice.  For too many years, our spending on long term care for frail elders and the disabled has been overly-reliant on institutional settings and compromises clients’ civil right to live in an integrated community setting.  The recent efforts are a step in the right direction to rectify that situation.  Mass Home Care advocates for more of the same for the other clients  we serve: those elders who are not currently eligible for the waiver, but are just one illness away from becoming MassHealth members.
· Ending Age Discrimination

· Currently, there is no asset test for people under age 65 seeking MassHealth, but a very strict asset test for seniors.  There is a one-time income ‘spend down’ rule for younger people seeking Commonhealth, but a very difficult six month spend down test for community MassHealth for people 65 and over.  We need the Administration to help us end this form of discrimination in public benefits based on age.

· Medication Management

· The ability of many individuals with disabilities to remain independent in the community is contingent upon their ability to take needed medications.  Some of these individuals need assistance in remaining compliant, either due to physical limitations or mental health issues.  The ASAP network can purchase medication management services, but that service is expensive as we are required to use RN’s to perform this function.  Because of the restrictive Nurse Practice Act in this state, we are prevented from using medication technicians under the supervision of a nurse.  We need the Administration to help us pass less restrictive laws.

· Mental Health Warehousing

· Every year, untold numbers of older people are placed in nursing homes because of their mental health status.  The federal screening program known as PASSR does not keep people out of institutions, or get them the individual services they need.  We urge the Administration to take steps to help end the practice of using nursing homes as the default placement for people with mental illness.
· 24/7 Residential Options

· We need the Administration’s help to open up access to programs like “Going Home,” which provides round-the-clock care to individuals who are eligible for a nursing home – but who can be kept at home instead.  Going Home provides a home for 4 or 5 seniors with continuous staff help.  There are only 5 such homes today – all of them reusing existing housing stock in existing neighbors.  Supportive housing sites and other “housing with services” options are critical as we reduce the number of nursing home beds in our state.

In addition to these priorities which directly impact the individuals that we serve, we also would like to take this opportunity to urge EOHHS to use whatever leverage it may have to encourage more funding for heating costs this winter.  Many older persons with lower incomes are vulnerable when it comes to heating their homes, both financially as well as physically.

Thank you for allowing us to speak to you today about these very important issues.
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