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MONTGOMERY — The state’s 2017 $1.8 billion General Fund budget is expected to be voted on in the House this week, and will likely be sent to

Gov. Robert Bentley soon after.

Bentley has said he’ll veto it because of a lack of funding for Medicaid. Lawmakers have said they don’t want to take from the separate education

budget, or raise taxes in order to beef up funding and will likely override his veto.

The budget has minor increases and decreases throughout it. Here’s a look at what the proposed budget means to several agencies.

Medicaid and its RCOs

The biggest stumbling block in the budget, and the one that had Bentley last week saying a special session may be called later this year, is Medicaid.

The most recently proposed 2017 appropriation is $700 million, $85 million shy of what Medicaid officials say they need — and what the federal

government would require before allowing the state to move forward with the implementation of its planned regional care organizations.

Those organizations have been in the works for several years, and would take Medicaid from its current fee-for-service model to a managed care one.

The RCOs also come with more than $700 million in federal funding during the next five years.

Medicaid officials have warned that not allocating the agency $785 million next year will not only stop the RCOs, but cut services provided by

Medicaid.

“We have to have $785 million to continue our program as it is, that is really, literally, the bare minimum,” Medicaid Commissioner Stephanie Azar

said last week. If cuts to programs like outpatient dialysis or provider reimbursements are made, the federal government could start to question patients

access to care. About 1 million Alabamians are on Medicaid.

“We are required to have adequate access,” she said.

But lawmakers are frustrated with the state’s ever-growing obligation to the program that eats up more General Fund money than any other agency.

“Right now, the disposition is, why should we look at raising taxes when we have a program that has uncontrollable costs and mandates (from the

federal government) where we can’t control how the program is run and operated?” Sen. Arthur Orr, R-Decatur, said Thursday.

“We have no ability to reward good behavior, or punish bad behavior on the program,” Orr, a General Fund committee member, said. “There is an

extreme frustration with a program where you can’t control the cost, or how it’s delivered to the public. It’s becoming untenable.”

Other states are facing the same challenges, he said.

Orr also said he’s OK with delaying the RCO program, which the Legislature approved in 2013. Bentley in 2014 said the transition could save $25

million to $50 million per year.

“At the end of the day, I think that model’s probably not going to work, but we’ll see,” Orr said. “I don’t know that we can afford it. Time will tell.”

About a possible special session, Senate President Pro Tem Del Marsh, R-Anniston, said the governor should give the budget time to “soak in” with

the public and see if there is any outcry.

“If there’s not an outcry, the results will not change,” Marsh said. “The next budget that comes out will look very similar to what I think will pass in

the next couple of weeks.”

Senior Services

The Alabama Department of Senior Services was one of several agencies cut by about 2.5 percent. Among other things, Senior Services provides

in-home care as an alternative to Medicaid-paid nursing home stays to hundreds of people in the region, and serves nearly 200,000 meals per year to

seniors.

Director Neal Morrison said he talked to lawmakers about the proposed cut. It can be absorbed through administrative cutbacks, like eliminating travel

for conferences. He said the cuts won’t reach seniors, but he’s worried about Medicaid funding.

“Directly, we’re going to be OK; however, indirectly, if someone doesn’t find a solution to the problems at Medicaid, that is going to impact seniors,”

Morrison said.

If physicians leave because their Medicaid provider fees are cut, that will impact seniors and others, even if they’re not Medicaid recipients.

He also said many seniors are caring for their grandchildren, who are on Medicaid.

“These grandparents, what are they going to do if that grandbaby loses Medicaid services?” Morrison asked.
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DHR

The budget includes a 4.26 percent, $2.5 million increase over current year funding for the Alabama Department of Human Resources.

Last month, Commissioner Nancy Buckner said the number of foster children in the state’s care is up. She blamed an increase in heroin use in the

state.

She said the agency also would be negatively impacted by a lack of funding for Medicaid, which serves low-income children.

The budget also includes funding increases for the departments of mental health and public health. Corrections, the second-largest consumer in the

General Fund, has an increase for a total of $412 million.

ALEA

The Alabama Law Enforcement Agency had requested an additional $23.5 million in 2017 to maintain current operations and hire 50 additional state

troopers.

The budget level funds the agency at $44.6 million.

“Level funding will allow ALEA to maintain current services,” acting Secretary of Law Enforcement Stan Stabler said last week. “Additionally, we

will continue to work diligently to streamline our agency operations, and make improvements to better serve the state.”

In the House, lawmakers added non-binding language to the budget saying it’s their intent ALEA use a 2016 driver’s license fee increase to

“adequately fund and staff driver’s license offices to minimize customer inconvenience.”

Last year, offices in about 30 counties were closed. Many were reopened one day a month after public outcry.

The language also says any trooper posts and driver’s license offices open this year should remain open in fiscal 2017, “and that any reductions in

force implemented by the agency … focus on areas of operation not directly impacting services provided to customers.”

ALEA spokeswoman Anna Morris said the agency isn’t opposed to the language.

The budget also level funds district attorneys.

Conservation

and parks

The Alabama Department of Conservation and Natural Resources doesn’t receive an appropriation in the General Fund, but instead relies on other

earmarks, including fees and federal funding.

The 2017 budget doesn’t include any transfers from conservation to the General Fund. This year, lawmakers moved $3 million over. The parks

department earlier this fiscal year closed five state parks. All five had been losing money.

Lawmakers now are halfway through the legislative session.
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