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Connecticut nursing homes seek $193 million
in state aid. The ask comes amid staffing
issues, transparency questions.
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State officials were noncommittal this month when responding to a
voluminous request for funding from the nursing home industry, which is
struggling to staff its facilities and keep up with soaring inflation.

The nursing homes, stung by chronic staffing issues and wage pressure, had
asked for $193 million more in aid to help sustain struggling elder care
facilities. The state’s social services budget allows for an additional $28
million. Leaders at the department did not immediately agree to send more
money to the sector.

“We look forward to continued discussions as we work to improve the lives
of Connecticut nursing home residents,” wrote Andrea Barton Reeves,
commissioner of the state Department of Social Services.

But lawmakers and advocates say they want to see greater transparency on
nursing home spending before signing off on such a request, arguing the
state has already provided the industry with millions of dollars in extra
funding during COVID.

Matthew Barrett, president and CEO of the Connecticut Association of
Health Care Facilities, and Mag Morelli, head of LeadingAge Connecticut,
which together represent 186 of Connecticut’s 205 nursing homes, wrote in a
Nov. 30 letter to the state that there is an “urgent need” for additional
funding.
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“We are writing to you once more to ask you to provide additional financial
relief to our state’s skilled nursing facilities as they endeavor to provide
quality care during this now elongated and unrelenting environment of
double-digit inflation and increasing staffing costs,” they wrote.

From February 2020 to December 2022, the nursing home industry lost
210,000 jobs nationally, and staffing fell to levels not seen since 1994,
officials with the American Health Care Association and National Center for
Assisted Living said.

Facilities added an average of 3,700 jobs per month over the last nine
months. At the current pace, staffing would not return to pre-pandemic
levels until 2027, AHCA noted.

In Connecticut, understaffing has led to widespread problems in some
facilities. The CT Mirror reported that Athena, one of the largest long-term
care providers in the state, has come under the scrutiny of officials in three
New England states after receiving consistent complaints about conditions in
its nursing homes.

Athena is facing numerous lawsuits alleging it owes money to temporary
employment agencies that provided workers to short-staffed facilities. The
company is also accused of failing to pay nearly $6 million in employee
health benefits and has faced consent orders at facilities in Connecticut,
Massachusetts and Rhode Island.

Residents of some Athena homes complained of being stranded in bed for
long stretches of time, missing meals or medications and being unable to
attend daily activities. Family members described their loved ones as
unkempt during visits. Residents have reported regularly missing showers
and haircuts.

In some homes, residents say they’'ve seen a single nursing aide assigned to
20 people. A typical ratio to ensure good care is one worker to every eight or
10 people, the state’s long term care ombudsman has said.

The state Department of Public Health recently had placed one of Athena’s
facilities, the Newtown Rehabilitation and Health Care Center, under
immediate jeopardy because of troubling conditions found when inspectors
visited the building. Immediate jeopardy occurs when violations cause or are
likely to cause serious harm or death. Athena fixed the problems in less than
two days, and the order was lifted.
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But nursing home officials and state investigators say Athena’s problems are
not isolated and that staffing shortages and cost increases are affecting care
in many facilities.

Barbara Cass, chief of DPH’s health care quality and safety branch, said the
department issued four immediate jeopardy orders across Connecticut
nursing homes during the last quarter.

“It’s really the staffing,” Morelli said of the funding request. “And it’s not just
direct care staff, all staff costs have gone up. There’s been very real pressure
on the cost side and not getting [enough] on the revenue side.”

Legislators, advocates call for more transparency

Lawmakers and advocates acknowledge the situation in nursing homes is
dire and must be addressed. But while some are supportive of sending
additional funds, many say greater transparency is needed to show exactly
how managers are spending the money.

“There’s been no accountability for where this money went,” said Mairead
Painter, Connecticut’s long-term care ombudsman. “[The state has] given
them lots of dollars since COVID — lots of lots of money. Where did this

money go? Because it’s not going to the staff and the residents that we can

”»

see.

During the first year of the pandemic, the state announced more than $90
million for nursing homes to help deal with plunging occupancy, staffing
costs and protective gear, among other expenses.

Still reeling from the worst of COVID, the state in 2021 extended nursing
homes a temporary 10% Medicaid rate hike that sent another $86 million to
the facilities between July 2021 and March 2022. And nursing homes and
Gov. Ned Lamont’s administration averted a major caregivers’ strike in
spring 2021 with a significant package of wage and benefit enhancements.
The state bolstered Medicaid rates to send an extra $125 million to $130
million annually to help cover labor costs.

Facility operators are required to submit annual cost reports that feature
revenue, expenditure and balance sheet information. But Painter and others
are calling for deeper explanations of the spending.

As part of her legislative agenda this year, Painter asked lawmakers to
mandate that nursing home managers turn in narrative summaries of
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expenditures, with explanations of many individual costs. She also
recommended that the social services commissioner make the reports easily
identifiable on the state website and include comparisons between the
homes’ spending.

In addition, Painter asked legislators to pass a bill forcing nursing homes to
halt admissions if they don’t meet the minimum staffing requirement of
three hours of direct care per resident per day.

Officials at the AARP in Connecticut support the transparency measures.

“It’s historically been too easy for the industry to say, ‘We need more
money,” said Anna Doroghazi, associate state director for advocacy and
outreach. “We’ve seen that going on for years and years, and we have
increased rates. ... What is harder to see in the cost reports and data that’s
available is at the end of the day, who’s benefiting the most? Is it residents?

Is it workers? Is it facility owners?

“The concern we have as advocates is there are a lot of clues that seem to
indicate someone other than residents are the ultimate beneficiaries here.”

As the legislative session gets underway, lawmakers have signaled they will
craft bills to boost accountability.

“A key question for us is, ‘Where is the money going if it isn’t going to pay for
more staff?’” said Jillian Gilchrest, a West Hartford Democrat who is co-chair
of the Human Services Committee. “Before we can take any policy steps,
there has to be some funding transparency from the providers.”

“It’s hard enough to attract people to do these difficult jobs, and we know
they aren’t adequately paid in many cases,” she said. “So we need to make
sure if we end up raising rates, that it is going to pay the staff.”

Considerable surplus
Given that the state is projecting a $3.2 billion budget surplus, Barrett said,
nursing home leaders are keeping the lines of communication open with

officials at DSS.

“Dynamics are different in a year when there’s a considerable surplus,” he
said.



At issue for the nursing homes are Medicaid rates that haven’t been adjusted
to compensate for inflation since 2019. The legislature and social services
officials launched a three-year process in 2021 to begin to correct that
problem.

But that became far more challenging when inflation rates hit a 40-year high.
The Consumer Price Index topped 8% for most of the last calendar year and
hit 9% in June. By comparison, the CPI was just 5.4% when the legislature
adjourned in June 2021.

By Nov. 30, when Morelli and Barrett made the funding request, the
inflationary correction needed was 16.2%. Legislators, however, gave DSS
discretion to limit rate growth based on available resources. This “stop-loss”
provision effectively was used to cap rate increases far below the
recommended inflationary adjustment.

Connecticut nursing homes receive, on average, $282 per patient per day
from Medicaid. Based on that, a 16.2% adjustment would require the state to
boost the average facility’s rate by $45 per patient. The stop-loss provision
capped the inflationary adjustment at $6.50 per patient per day — one-
seventh of what the industry says it needs to tread water financially.

“Nursing homes are losing ground,” Barrett said in an interview. “Generally,
nursing facilities will continue to be disadvantaged and undermined in their
ability to hire additional staff. ... And that will mean there will continue to be
issues related to nursing homes’ ability to accept hospital admissions.”

Crisis situation

Jane Garibay, a Democrat from Windsor, has received a flood of emails, texts
and calls from constituents with loved ones in nursing homes.

“What I'm hearing is we’re in crisis,” said Garibay, a co-chair of the Aging
Committee. “I get pictures of their loved ones with whatever’s happening to
them. I've gotten pictures of bedsores. I've gotten videos of their loved ones
in pain.

“We have to work on legislation to protect our seniors. It seems to me like it’s
a forgotten group. We rightfully put a ton of money into our children, they
are our future. But I feel we’re not treating our elderly with the dignity they
deserve.”



Senate Minority Leader Kevin Kelly, D-Stratford, suggested the General
Assembly consider an increase in the Medicaid reimbursement in the next
state budget to help bolster staff.

Facility leaders are not opposed to greater accountability, Barrett said.
“The sector is open to even more transparency,” he said. “We believe
Connecticut’s system is one of the most transparent in the nation, and we’re

open to ideas where there could be greater transparency.”

CT Mirror Reporter Keith M. Phaneuf contributed to this story.



