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Providers buoyed
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by state plans for
mental health care

Hochul pledges

$1 billion to system

Cindy Voelker has been in
the behavioral health field for
about four decades, starting as
a psychiatric nurse and even-
tually rising to become the
president and CEO at Spec-
trum Health and Human Ser-
vices.

And in that time, she’s
seen more than a few govern-
ment proposals for behavioral
health, which mostly proved
disappointing.

So as she listened to Gov.
Kathy Hochul’s State of the
State address on Tuesday, which
laid out a $1 billion plan “to fix”
the state’s continuum of men-
tal health care, Voelker couldn’
help but feel a little optimistic.

“I was really impressed and
just thrilled to hear that she
was really living up to a lot of
things that she’s told us over
the last few years,” Voelker
sald. “To see it actually hap-
pen -~ that she really under-
stands the situation and really
has ideas that make sense and
that could really help ~ was the
most positive thing I've seen in
the last few years.”

That sense of optimism is
different from what she’s expe-
rienced over the years. Voelker
has seen plans that eliminate
inpatient beds and that fail to
ensure enough of the cost-sav-
ings are reinvested in commu-
nity care. At times, she’sseen the
mental health system ignored.

Many Western New York
behavioral health providers
echoed those same thoughts.
Hochul unveiled several health
care proposals in her 277-page
State of the State Book re-

leased Tuesday, but the focus
on the mental health system
was, by far, the headline.

Behavioral health providers
in Buffalo Niagara and across
the country have seen increased
demand since the Covid-19 pan-
demic hit. According to Ho-
chul’s office, more than one in
three New Yorkers has either
sought mental health care or
knows someone who has since
the onset of the pandemic.

At the same time, providers
are struggling to recruit and re-
taln employees, which means
fewer workers are scrambling
to meet higher demand.

In her comments Tuesday,
Hochul said the state has under-
invested in mental health care
for too long, which has allowed
the situation to become so dire.

“Today marks a reversal in
our state’s approach to men-
tal health care,” Hochul said.
“This is a monumental shift to
make sure no one fallsthrough
the cracks. This will be the
most significant change since
the deinstitutionalization era
of the 1970s.”

There is, of course, a long
way to go. Hochul will unveil
her state budget proposal in
the coming weeks, which will
contain all the crucial fine
print and kick off months of
discussions with state legis-
lators in advance of the state
budget deadline of April 1.

But so far, behavioral health
providers are encouraged by
what has been released about
Hochul’s plan for the mental
health system. That includes
expanding insurance cover-
age for mental health services,
boosting mental health services
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Gov. Kathy Hochul, in her State of the State address Tuesday, said she wants to establish a Commission on the Future of Health Care, which will provide strategic guidance to trans-

form the state’s health care system.

Hochul plans to bring back 1,000 mpatient psychiatric beds
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in schools by increasing Medicaid pay-
ment rates for school-based clinics and
bolstered planning so that high-risk,
high-need patients who are discharged
are immediately connected to wrap-
around services.

“The Governor’s commitment to
increasing funding for behavioral
health treatment and supports is en-
couraging and a step in the right di-
rection,” said Elizabeth Woike-Ganga,
president and CEO of BestSelf Behav-
ioral Health.

“These dollars are sorely needed to
ensure that our sector, which is seeing
increased demand and inadequate re-
sources, can provide immediate ac-
cess to high-quality mental health
and substance abuse treatment, as
well as services such as supported
housing, to our most vulnerable com-
munity members,” she said.

Hochul’s plan also includes adding
1,000 inpatient psychiatric hospital
beds across the state, which would in-
volve directing community hospitals
to immediately bring back 850 psy-
chiatric beds that had been offline.
Further, the governor’s plan includes
opening 150 new adult beds in state-
run psychiatric hospitals, with 100 of
those in New York City, and the re-
maining 50 outside of it.

Since 2014, the number of inpa-
tient psychiatric beds in New York has
declined by 20%, from 9,320 to 7,421.

Bringing 1,000 of those beds back,

Hochul said, could serve more than
10,000 New Yorkers each year and re-
store the capacity to respond to the
most serious cases of mental illness.

Hochul also vowed to expand out-
patient services, which she said would
boost access, reduce waiting times
and ensure appropriate levels of care.

Within that, Hochul’s plan in-
cludes adding 12 new sites across the
state with comprehensive psychiatric
emergency programs, which provide
hospital-level crisis care.

Those kinds of emergency pro-
grams could help relieve some pres-
sure on Erie County Medical Center’s
overwhelmed CPEP unit, which is the
Buffalo Niagara region’s largest “safe-
ty net” mental health emergency de-
partment. In a series of stories over
the last month, CPEP staffers and pa-
tients have described to The Buffalo
News a program that is severely over-
burdened, with some patients waiting
for up to three days to see a psychia-
trist.

In a statement, ECMC applaud-
ed Hochul’s multi-year plan to boost
mental health services, noting it has
advocated for more funding and
greater access to outpatient services
and long-term psychiatric beds for
years.

“In order for ECMC and other hos-
pitals across the state to increase ca-
pacity, significant increases are need-
ed for inpatient reimbursement, as
well as state funding for capital im-
provements to achieve that goal,” the
Buffalo hospital said. “We look for-
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BestSelf CEO Elizabeth Woike-Ganga says Gov. Kathy Hochul’s
“commitment to increasing funding for behavioral health treatment and
supports is encouraging and a step in the right direction.”

ward to the efforts of the state to pro-
vide these resources to hospitals. Gov.
Hochul’s plan addresses increased
access, which 1s critical to reducing
overcrowding 1n psychiatric emer-
gency rooms across the state.”

The wild card in all these plans, of
course, surrounds staffing constraints.

It stands to reason that more men-
tal health programs and more inpa-
tient beds will require more staff.

“I think addressing the workforce
1ssue 1s something that has been a fo-
cus and needs to continue, because
that’s the other part of the problem,”

sald Voelker, of Spectrum Health.
And it 1s a problem for many others

in health care, too.
Here’s a brief look at some of Ho-

chul’s other health care proposals:

Health care’s future

Health care is a challenged indus-
try, struggling with workforce needs
and trying to keep up with a rapidly
evolving care delivery system.

For that reason, Hochul wants to
establish a Commission on the Fu-
ture of Health Care, which will pro-
vide strategic guidance to transform

the state’s health care system.

The commission’s goals would in-
clude improving access to and the qual-
ity of care as well as health outcomes.

The commission also would identi-
fy ways to eliminate waste in the sys-
tem and create long-term stability, in-
cluding a plan for struggling hospitals
- and Western New York has plenty
of those.

Travel nurse agency reform

Throughout the pandemic, health
care providers that were short on staff
found themselves relying heavily on
traveling nurses, who could make
three to four times the hourly pay of a
permanent staff nurse.

Some providers claimed the staft-
ing agencies were, at times, price-
gouging.

Hochul plans to introduce legis-
lation to require staffing agencies to
register and report key data about
their operations. The goal, Hochul’s
office said, 1s to increase transparency
into the use and cost of contract labor.

The data would then be used to ex-
plore “options to remedy the depen-
dence upon, and escalating costs re-
lated to, agency staffing.”

Bea Grause, president of the
Healthcare Association of New York
State, which represents hospitals,
nursing homes and other health care
organizations, in a statement lauded
several of Hochul’s health care pro-
posals, including “proposing mea-
sures to reform traveling nurse staff-
Ing agency practices.”






