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Hearing was to present HHSC’s plan for develpment of eligibility system

1. TSEU oral testimony by Jerry Wald, TSEU Houston (just retired from HHSC)

NOTE: oral testimony for TSEU also given by Sheila Badzioc (HHSC Houston)

TSEU testimony HHSC Council Eligibility System Subcommittee, 9/21/07

Good morning.  My name is Jerry Wald and I am here on behalf of the members of the Texas

State Employees Union.  

Our agency and eligibility system are in a crisis.  Our timeliness on service delivery has sunk to

levels that make us liable to incur federal standards.  We are concerned that the current transition

plan does not move quickly enough in the direction of solving these grave problems.

TSEU supports the efforts to modernize and improve the current eligibility system. We think that

clients should be able to access a variety of services by completing one simple application. We

agree that access should be convenient.  We think that the best way to ensure convenient access

to services is to ensure that there are an adequate number of community-based eligibility offices

strategically located throughout the state.  These offices should be adequately staffed, by

knowledgeable and well-trained eligibility professionals. 

We're glad to see that HHSC has taken some good first steps toward rebuilding its network of

community-based eligibility offices by converting most of the temporary workers in these offices

to full-time, permanent workers. 

However we think that HHSC needs to do more to increase staffing levels closer to the levels

before the call center experiment was implemented. Riders 54 and 68 of the agency's 2008-2009

appropriations gives HHSC the authority to increase staffing levels further, and the agency

should begin taking steps toward achieving this goal. 

There are simply not enough people to do the work.  The current workload crisis was caused by

the fast-tracked down-sizing of the workforce and the diversion of valuable resources into the

failed experiment of privatized call centers.  

The workload crisis will be solved by rebuilding and by stabilizing the HHSC workforce.  This

means hiring more permanent staff in the regions, where clients are served.  We need to rebuild

the regional management staff so that there are people to supervise and train these new

employees.  Basic Skills Development training needs to be fully revived so that all new

permanent staff are adequately trained.  

Our agency should reach out to the hundreds of experienced, qualified excellent staff who left the

agency when they feared losing their jobs, or in the face of the uncertainty of the future of the

agency.  Many of those employees will come back if they believe that they will have job security

at HHSC.  We lost their knowledge, dedication and commitment.  But we can get it back.

We are deeply concerned about plans to continue to contract out significant parts of eligibility

services.  We think that the contracting out experiment failed and that efforts to revive it are a

waste of money.  Clients are best served by trained state workers in their own communities,

either face to face in field offices or, as is often the case, with those same people through the

option of the phone interview.   The accuracy and timeliness of our eligibility workers between

1998 and 2005 earned Texas $142 million in federal bonus money.  

In the 2 years since the call centers were initially rolled out, case quality has plummeted,

particularly in Region 7, the pilot region.  Region 7's timeliness rate for August 2007 is 81.4

percent, well below the statewide average of 91.1 percent. State-workers have continued to work

overtime to try to clean up the mess.  The state, it's taxpayers and the clients should not suffer

through another privatization scheme which takes resources away from the place where the work

gets done:  the local human services offices.

Finally, in it's current form, TIERS is an obstacle, not an aid, to effectively and quickly

determining eligibility on the mass scale required for HHSC programs.  We think that the de

facto roll-out of TIERS must be stopped.  Continuing to put cases into TIERS worsens the

workload crunch because the program is too clunky and time-consuming.  Having two systems

for determining eligibility puts a burden on all staff.  Furthermore, pulling staff out of over-

worked field offices to work TIERS cases and do TIERS training is a bad idea while there are

still massive performance problems to TIERS.  Putting more cases into TIERS isn't going to fix

the serious performance problems with the program.  SAVERR could be web-enabled and is not

as out-moded as has been suggested.  

In conclusion, we reiterate our support for efforts to stabilize and rebuild the human services

staff.  We ask HHSC to use the authority granted by the legislature to stop the contracting

experiments and increase field staff.  We ask that the TIERS roll-out be stopped and that research

be done into web-enabling SAVERR.  Give us the resources and we will do the job right.

***************************

2. Other testimony given to committee in writing

2A: Alma Ramirez, HHSC McAllen

I have been employed with DHS, DPW, HHSC and when we used to call it welfare since 7-20-

65. I retired in 2-1997 and came back to work in 2-1998.  You can say I have been around a long

time - to be exactly over 44 years and still employed.  I am 62 years old and I have enjoyed

working for our agency for all these years.  But never has it been so poorly run then it is now. 

Who told these people that the call centers was the answer to their problem. When we had

janitors as our employees and the state decided to impress legislature by reducing the spending

they did away with our janitors.  They still hire others to clean our offices - cheaper but not

better.  Now they think that the call centers can work cases accurately like our state employees -

they are so mistaken.   

Clients like to see the staff on a face to face; they like to call a number and have someone on the

other line take their changes.  They do not like to be waiting hours on the phone.  These people

who are doing the changes need to think of our clients first and foremost and then maybe they

find ways of helping not only the clients but also the people that are doing the work. Some of us

work 10 to 12 hours a day trying to keep up with all the changes, our walk-ins; our reviews.  And

remember all this has to be done with no errors.  We have proven for many years that we can do

it.  Why change now. We lost a lot of good people because of the roll out.  We need more staff

on board to replace all that we lost. 

I believe that the work is there for both the calls centers and the staff at the local office.  Those

that are making the policies do not have an understanding of what is involve in certifying clients

for the different programs.   I am in a program that cannot be worked by the new system TIERS. I

am with the adult Medicaid program that has proven to be too difficult for this new system. 

Again if the old system was working - why change.  Is it correct to say that we are stuck with this

new system because of the amount of money already invested on it.   

Thank you for your attention. 

Alma Jo Ramirez 

971-1352

***********************

2B. Joan Barasch, HHSC San Antonio

I was so pleased to hear about the increase in staffing that the 80th legislature authorized in the

state budget.  This is desperately needed in our office.  I work at the Pleasanton Road office in

San Antonio.  We do not need money being siphoned off from this staffing to put out new bids

for new contracts that won't help our public in need.

Timeliness is suffering.  Quality is suffering.  Our phones do not work, and it is frustrating when

workers do not have the time to reach their appointments in the specified time.  Clients complain;

they can't call in.

We've been down the privatization road.  The road is a dead end.  We all know the definition of

insanity is doing the same thing and expecting different results.  

Please be responsible to the citizens of Texas.

Thank you, 

Joan Barasch, 

San Antonio, TX

**************************

2C. Georgia Couch,  HHSC Greenville

Our HHSC office are urgently in need of help. We have so few workers that we are all forced to

work many hours of overtime. We cannot work the cases in the short time allotted to each one.

We have so few clerical staff that the workers have to do clerical duties, taking away from

caseload work. The clients are ill-served by this shortage. The Tiers workers also seem to be

overworked, not completing the expedites and other cases we sent them for data entry in a

suitable amount of time, as they have not enough staff. The clients must call and call for days

before they are certified. The whole new system seems to be unwieldy and unworkable.

Georgia Couch

*****************************

2D. Lideiva Delgadillo

I am a temporary employee in a local human services office.  As a temporary employee, I felt that

the introduction to our work was not organized.  New employees need more time with workers

after we complete training.  No mentors were assigned to us and if we do have mentors, we

frustrate them because they have so many other duties and they don't have time to train us. 

There is a lack of staff.  New workers have to do lots of tasks that are not related to learning to

work cases.  We help with the switchboard, which is overwhelmed with calls.  We file a lot,

which is a waste of training time; we should be sitting in with experienced workers.

We don't have job security as temps.  We need it.  We need better training, more mentorship, and

more staff.

Lideiva Delgadillo

*****************************

2E. Gwen Balderrama,  HHSC San Antonio

As a worker for the last seven years.  I've gone from simply "needing a job" to wanting my job to

help as many people as I possibly can.  Unfortunately this task has been more and more difficult. 

At one point in my short career, I had my own caseload, in which I did all of my own re-certs and

anytime a client had a questions he/she could call and ask.  Whether it was questions on rent or

utilities or child care to "when are my benefits due for review?", I was at one point able to

answer every phone call in 24 hours.  

Now I've become a data entry clerk who has no time to find out exactly what needs my client

has;  "just the facts, ma'am" became our catch phrase.  We serve the meekest of the meek and the

most vulnerable citizens of Texas.  My job is now so much about the paperwork that you tend to

forget why we're there:  not just a paycheck.  And the culprit to all of our woes:  the lack of

staffing and idealistic notion that call centers are the way of the future.  How can we reply on

some kid off the street looking at an $8.00 an hour job, to comprehend the complex and ever-

changing policy mandated by the USDA?  As seasoned workers with adequate training we

ourselves look to other co-workers to make sure we have it right.  You need to know what

questions to ask and what other needs our clients may have.  Our goal is simple: to bring back

what once was.  

Ask any client how they feel about not having one worker they can come to any time they need

and most will tell you they hate it.  It is humbling enough to ask for assistance and explain your

situation once, but to have to do it every time you get a new worker, because they don't know

your "story" is just cruel and unusual punishment.  

We need more staff.  We need better training so that the staff that has come to our agency can do

a sufficient job.  We need to stop wasting time and money on a system that has no hope of ever

working.  The system that more than half of the state still uses day to day is a reliable system and

can be made into a web-based windows system.  And just because you want to turn a deaf ear to

it doesn't make it any less true.  

I care about my job and about my clients and the poor decisions that you have made, for the

majority, have made both of those statements harder and harder to stay focused on.  There has to

be a point where you realize that your failed experiment is over and done with.  It doesn't work

and no amount of money or time will change that fact.  For now, all I can do is come to work

every day, do my job, help who I can, and believe that one day we will become what we once

were:  a state agency that cares about the citizens of Texas and not continue to feed into the cash

cow of politics.  

We work in human services: basic needs.  There is no way to make money from it.  And it is a

crime to the tax payers of Texas that we've waster over $600 million dollars on companies we

knew would fail because we had seen them fail before.  So it's come down to who you know and

not what is best for the citizens of Texas.  

You've come here today to ask what do we think is wrong with the system and you'll get some

response.  The real question is what will you do with our answers and simple solutions?  Will

every word that we've written and thought simple be thrown in file 13?  Will you take any of

these testimonies to heart and believe that changes need to be made?  One can only hope.  

I leave you with one last thought.  You're sitting there never having been where our clients sit

now.  If you ever needed our assistance, and you were sitting in my office, how would you expect

to be treated?  I want to be able to give all of my client as much time as they need, lack of

staffing makes that a thing of the past.

Sincerely,

Gwen Balderrama

Sutton Bldg

San Antonio, TX
