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FLORIDA LOCAL PUBLIC EMPLOYEE

CHARITABLE CAMPAIGNS
Local public employers in Florida include counties and cities, school boards, sheriffs and police, water management districts, community colleges and universities, public hospitals and taxing districts, and more.  Most of these employers provide their employees an opportunity each year to contribute to charity through payroll deduction.  Because the United Way has a proven track record in administering the campaigns, most local public employers ask the United Way in their communities to conduct the campaigns for them.  These campaigns do not "belong" to United Way; they “belong” to the local public employer and their employees and are conducted for their benefit.
Local public employers and their employees select the charities that participate in their annual employee campaigns.  

Proposed legislation would create the Florida Public Employees' Charitable Campaign.  It would mandate that local public employers include in their annual employee charitable campaigns any federation - or member agencies of a federation - that comply with the bills’ requirements.  (A federation is an umbrella organization representing at least 10 charities.)  This would add potentially hundreds of additional charities - most of which do not provide "local" services - to each of these campaigns.  The United Way of Florida strongly opposes this legislation for the following reasons:

· The legislation is not necessary.  Local public employers are currently empowered to include any legitimate charity or federation they deem appropriate.  

· The needs of the local community - not the state - should determine which charities participate in a local employee campaign.  Local public employers have designed their campaigns to address the unique needs of their communities and their employees.  A state formula mandating participation by charitable organizations flies in the face of local control, authority, and determination, and undermines the ability of local communities to address their unique needs.

· The bill is anti-competitive.  Any federation or agency desiring to participate in a local charitable campaign should be required to show the local community it deserves to be in the campaign.  This is what happens under current law.  The legislation removes this element of competition and instead mandates participation by certain groups.

· The bill will reduce funding for community health and human services.  Most local public employee campaigns include United Way and other local charities.  Employee contributions are made primarily to these local charities to address serious local problems.  Passage of the bill will result in less money for the critically important services these charities provide because the bill does not require participating agencies to provide local services. 
The United Way of Florida urges policymakers at all levels to oppose legislation that removes control and authority from local public officials to determine which charities participate in their workplace campaigns.
T.E.A.C.H.
Striving for quality in our School Readiness and afterschool programs
The Teacher Education and Compensation Helps (T.E.A.C.H.) program provides scholarships to child care practitioners/teachers to assist them improve their educational status so they are better prepared to address the developmental needs of the children in their care.  Scholarships can be used only for training leading to staff and director credentials or an associate degree in early childhood or child development.  T.E.A.C.H., the only state-level quality initiative for Florida’s School Readiness programs, first received state funding in 1998.  It is intended to improve the quality of care by:   providing financial incentives to increase the education of teachers who earn on average only about $9 an hour and to reduce turnover.
While it is fundamentally a scholarship, at its heart T.E.A.C.H. is a three-way public-private partnership contract between the teacher, the center owner/director, and the T.E.A.C.H. program, with each having certain responsibilities:  The teacher “buys-in” to his/her professional development by paying 10 percent of the costs of books and tuition; the center owner/director commits to pay 20 percent of the costs and the T.E.A.C.H. program pays at least 70 percent plus a stipend for travel and expenses. The center owner/director commits to support the teacher by providing three hours of paid release time each week for the teacher to study, attend to family duties or attend class.  Since participants in T.E.A.C.H. are typically non-traditional students, this is an important component in juggling the myriad of responsibilities.  The teacher commits to stay employed at the center for a specified period of time after completion of the contract (usually one year) in exchange for the investment of the employer.  Trained T.E.A.C.H. counselors commit to help teachers navigate educational options, mediate issues and potential conflicts, and offer encouragement and support to reach goals. Upon completion of the contract, the employer agrees to provide a raise or bonus for the teacher in recognition of accomplishment.  The T.E.A.C.H. program also provides a bonus.

The program reduces turnover to less than nine percent, in a field that generally experiences high turnover (30-40 percent annual national average).  Teacher training and education is increased which is directly correlated to higher quality and better child outcomes.  More than 98 percent of employers and participants report they are very satisfied with the program. 
The Legislature appropriated $3 million to T.E.A.C.H. during the 2010-2011 fiscal year.  This level of funding must be maintained if T.E.A.C.H. is to continue its good work as Florida’s only statewide child care quality initiative.  

The United Way of Florida urges the Florida Legislature to appropriate $3 million to maintain TEACH excellence.
VOLUNTEER Protection Act

Background: Last year, more than 4,000 volunteers across Florida helped hard working low income workers prepare their tax returns, resulting in more than $80 million in tax refunds coming back to Florida families.  Additionally, because of this volunteer assistance, the workers and their families received almost $30 million in Earned Income Tax Credits (EITC), getting back some of the hard-earned money they had provided to the IRS to cover their personal income taxes. The bottom line: volunteers generated more than $100 million in income for low income families, to be infused into the economy.

These volunteers are part of a growing network of organizations that are working with low income workers to help them gain higher levels of financial literacy so they are better able to budget their limited funds, save for college, a new home, a new car, etc, and climb the economic ladder of success.  Unlike most government programs that merely provide financial assistance, this network has taken the ancient Chinese proverb to heart:  “Give a man a fish and you feed him for a day. Teach a man to fish and you feed him for a lifetime.”
Issue: The opportunity to engage more volunteers to assist with tax preparation – and other valuable volunteer services – is hampered because employers are concerned that if they provide compensation to their employees while their employees are volunteering, the employers and/or their employees may be liable for mistakes they make while volunteering.

Solution:  Section 768.135, Florida Statutes, is the Florida Volunteer Protection Act.  Passed by the Florida Legislature in 1993, it is intended to shield volunteers from liability for damages they cause while volunteering if they were acting in good faith and as reasonably prudent people.  Of course, the nonprofits for which they are volunteering are still subject to liability.

The Volunteer Protection Act provides immunity for “Any person who volunteers to perform any service for any nonprofit organization…without compensation…”  The statute is unclear as to whether or not a person who “volunteers” for a non-profit while at the same time receiving compensation from his/her employer is indeed able to use the Volunteer Protection Act as a defense.

The clear intent of the Florida Volunteer Protection Act is that it does not apply to paid staff of the nonprofit or others who are being paid by the nonprofit to perform a service.  It is intended to provide immunity from lawsuit for volunteers who do not receive compensation from the nonprofit for which they are volunteering.  The Act should be amended to clarify that it applies to individuals who are volunteering for the nonprofit and who might, at the same time, be receiving compensation from their employers.  This amendment will spur more people to become volunteers in myriad ways that improve the quality of life for all Floridians.

The United Way of Florida urges the 2011 Florida Legislature to clarify that Florida’s Volunteer Protection Act shields nonprofit volunteers from liability even when they receive compensation from their employers during volunteer hours.

Healthy Families Florida

Restore Funding 

Every 43 hours a child dies from abuse or neglect in Florida.  In fiscal year 2008-2009, 110,795 children were abused or neglected in Florida. Of those children, 51.36% were five years of age or younger. In addition, the Florida Child Abuse Death Review Committee found that 93% of the 198 children who died from child abuse or neglect in 2008 were five years of age and under. 
To address this long-running scourge, the 1998 Florida Legislature created the Healthy Families Florida program.  Contracted by the Florida Department of Children and Families to the Ounce of Prevention Fund of Florida, Healthy Families Florida is a voluntary, community-based, intensive home visiting program that builds on family strengths, equipping parents to create and maintain safe and stable home environments for their children.  
Because Healthy Families initiates services during pregnancy or at the birth of the baby, it prevents child abuse and neglect before it ever occurs, averting associated long-term consequences such as juvenile delinquency, teen pregnancy, substance abuse, and developmental delays requiring special education.

A rigorous five year evaluation – supported by additional studies - shows that Healthy Families Florida is 98% effective in preventing child abuse among high risk families in the highest risk zip code neighborhoods and counties in Florida..  The cost of serving a child in Healthy Families is $1,671 versus $64,000 to care for a child who is abused.  The additional costs avoided through Healthy Families attributable to mental health problems, family dysfunction, lost productivity, etc, are incalculable, but arguably extraordinary.

Even so, the 20010 Florida Legislature cut the $28 million Healthy Families budget by $10 million (35.53%), resulting in more than 3,000 families losing services.

Fiscal prudence dictates that state funding be targeted to programs that are evidence-based and cost effective.  Healthy Families Florida is one of the few programs that fit this definition.  Not only does it avoid significant human costs, it is also playing a part in Florida’s economic recovery: 70% of Healthy Families participants who are unemployed at enrollment are employed by the time they leave the program.

Now is not the time to reduce the state’s smart investment in a program that has a demonstrated track record of breaking the cycle of child abuse and neglect and improving economic self-sufficiency.  A program that more than pays for itself.

The United Way of Florida urges the Florida Legislature to
restore $10 million to the Healthy Families Florida budget in 2011.
Protect Housing Trust Funds
In 1992, the Legislature adopted the William E. Sadowski Affordable Housing Act, establishing a dedicated revenue source for affordable housing by phasing in two 10 cent increases in the documentary stamp tax paid on the transfer of real estate, the first in August 1992 and the second in July 1995.

Sadowski Act monies are statutorily dedicated to state and local housing trust funds, with 70 percent of the revenue dedicated to local governments through the State Housing Initiatives Partnership program (SHIP) and 30 percent dedicated to the state to fund programs such as the State Apartment Incentives Loan Program (SAIL).  
The 2005 Legislature placed a cap, effective July 1, 2007, of $243 million on the amount of funds that can be distributed from documentary tax revenues into the housing trust funds (instead of the 20 cents per $100 of real estate transactions committed in the Sadowski Act). This, combined with the legislature moving funds already in the housing trust funds to general revenue, resulted in more than $1 billion being diverted from affordable housing in the last seven years
 

Affordable housing is the single most powerful economic driver in the state and, as such, is key to Florida’s economic recovery. Housing trust funds provide $7.66 million of economic impact and 77 jobs for every $1 million of state funding; they translate into revenue for the state and jobs for Floridians. 
In many parts of Florida affordable housing shortages are reaching crisis proportions.  The state’s economy is in dire need of a jump start.  The extent of these crises dictates that the cap be removed and that all affordable housing funds be used for that purpose.

The SAIL and SHIP programs, already in place in statute, offer reliable, quick and accountable vehicles for targeting the funds to areas of the state that need them and can best use them.
The State of Florida needs to support and preserve affordable housing and provide the state an economic boost in 2011 by repealing the cap and spending the monies from the state and local housing trust funds on housing.
The United Way of Florida urges the Florida Legislature to repeal the cap on affordable housing trust funds and spend all of Florida’s housing trust fund monies solely on housing.
FLORIDA MEDICAID REFORM
Move forward after considering all available data.

Medicaid is a key healthcare safety net program for Florida’s families. It provides vital healthcare services to more than 2.4 million Floridians – one in every eight state residents.  It provides health coverage for more than one million children and pays for more than 40% of the state’s pregnancies, half of all AIDS patients, much of the state’s blind and disabled population, and two-thirds of those in nursing homes. 

The $19 billion 2010-2011 Medicaid budget grew from 5.9% of the state budget in 1980 to more than 20% in 2010-2011.  Even so, Florida has ranked in the bottom 10 states historically in its per capita expenditures for Medicaid.

Because Medicaid’s projected cost are unsustainable, the 2005 Legislature decided to begin overhauling the program.  Premised on the notion that fostering competition among private healthcare networks would save significant dollars – an estimated $4.58 billion in federal and state funds during the first five years - the 2005 Florida Legislature authorized the Agency for Health Care Administration to seek a federal waiver authorizing the state to conduct two Medicaid reform pilot projects, one in Duval County and surrounding counties and one in Broward County.  These two counties account for approximately 15% of the state’s Medicaid enrollees (10% in Broward and 5% in Duval).  The key change in the pilots is a switch from a fee-for-service payment system to one where the state pays managed care organizations a predetermined, capped premium for each beneficiary.
There has been no analysis showing Medicaid reform has resulted in cost savings.  At the same time, significant concerns have been raised by Medicaid providers, beneficiaries and advocates regarding availability and access to services in the pilot areas.  A third-party evaluation conducted by Georgetown University, funded by the Jessie Ball DuPont Fund found that:

· 51% of doctors surveyed reported it is harder to provide medically necessary treatment to children in the pilot sites because of restrictions and requirements of the pilot program plans.

· Reform has made the Medicaid program more complex and difficult for beneficiaries to understand.

· Half of the HMOs in the pilot areas are limiting drug benefits.

· Beneficiaries report problems getting access to needed drugs.

The promise of Medicaid reform is improved services to beneficiaries at less cost to the state, but there has been no comprehensive evaluation of the program to bear this out or to show how implementation challenges can be effectively addressed as reform efforts are expanded.  At the least, the Georgetown studies – and others - raise serious questions that must be addressed.  The need for thorough evaluation to be conducted before expansion – particularly given the billions of dollars that are being spent and that could be saved – speaks for itself.

The United Way of Florida urges the Florida Legislature to consider expansion of Medicaid reform only after – and based upon – rigorous evaluation showing that reform provides cost savings to the state and better access to services and quality care for patients.







For additional information, please contact the United Way of Florida at (850) 488-8276.

