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Patty Loew:

Hello and welcome to “In Wisconsin.”  I'm Patty Loew.  On Tuesday of this week Governor Jim Doyle presented his two-year state budget proposal, more than $57 billion in all.  But the state budget is about much more than numbers.  And our reports this week introduce you to some of the people who are struggling with issues addressed in the governor's budget.  

Paying for healthcare was one of the keystones of the governor's Budget Address.  Some people who have found the current health insurance system isn't working for them.  And find out how they're making ends meet.  Governor Doyle also voiced a commitment to dealing with the backlog of cases at the State Crime Lab.  Discover why the attorney general says that backlog affects public safety.  And the governor also spoke at length about funding schools.  Find out if those proposals will be enough to save some schools that are in danger of closing the doors for good.  That's all ahead, in Wisconsin.  

Loew:

Around nine percent of people in Wisconsin are without health insurance, according to estimates by the Wisconsin Department of Family Services.  Meanwhile, in his budget proposal, Governor Doyle unveiled several initiatives to reduce the cost, and increase the availability of health insurance.  But in addition to those who are uninsured, there are others who have some insurance, but still face financial problems due to medical expenses.  And then, there are the people who happen to be between health plans when diagnosed with an illness.  Reporter Art Hackett brings us the story of some of those people.  

Art Hackett:

In the course of doing my job, I drive all over the state.  I stop at a lot of gas stations and eat in a lot of small town cafes.  There are people whose faces I've seen at a truck stop in Belmont, a cafe in Algoma and outside a Chinese buffet in De Pere, faces of people who are raising money to cover their medical expenses.  

Bobby Peterson:

You know, I think a lot of people are one step away from that.

Hackett:

Bobby Peterson is an attorney with ABC for Health, a Madison organization funded with state, federal and private money to help people navigate the healthcare financial system.

Peterson:

I think a lot of them are just like you and I.  They've run into an illness that might not be covered by their insurance.  And they might not be sick enough yet for Medicaid or some of the other safety net programs.

Hackett:

Some of the fund raisers make the news.  Such was the case with one held for 20-year-old Brandon Motiff of Green Bay.

Newscast:

As you can see, Brandon Motiff obviously had a lot of friends.  This place is packed.

Jennifer McDonough:

He never really had a care in the world.  He just was so carefree.  He never thought anything bad could ever happen to him.

Hackett:

Jennifer McDonough is Brandon's sister.

McDonough:

He a just a thing on his shoulder and he wanted to have it looked at.  The dermatologist took one look at it and said I think that might be cancerous.  So in December right before Christmas he had a severe headache.  He went in and the CT scan showed that he had a golf ball size brain tumor.  It went from his brain to his spine.  From December to March he had Stage 4, and then in March, he passed away.

Hackett:

Motiff had insurance through his job at a Green Bay lumber company.  A human relations official with the company says it offers a variety of plans.  The lower cost ones have co-pays of 20 percent to 50 percent of some procedures.

McDonough:

It's insurmountable.  I can't imagine how you could just pay that.  I mean thousands of dollars.  And it was just one bill, one stay.  And he was there in and out for a year.

Hackett:

Do you know what his total medical bills were?

McDonough:

Altogether, if I had to put an estimate on it, I think it would be around $50,000 to $75,000.  Brandon said no.  Absolutely not.  No way.  I don't want people giving me money.  I don't want people feeling sorry for me.  No, he was adamant, no.  And I didn't want to.  We sat him down and said here's a list of what you owe.  Here's a list of what you have.  Because I was trying to help him take over his finances.  Brandon, there's just no way.

Hackett:

Brandon Motiff died before the benefit was held.  Jennifer McDonough estimates it raised around $30,000.  Some of the money covered bills.  Some was donated to charities.  Some was used to pay McDonough's bills.  About the time of her brother's death, she too was diagnosed with melanoma.

Hackett:

Did you have insurance?

McDonough:

Yeah.  I had insurance.

Hackett:

But even that didn't cover everything.

McDonough:

No.

Hackett:

Of all the billing problems faced by hospitals, George Quinn of the Wisconsin Hospital Association says those created by high deductibles are the fastest growing.

George Quinn:

Those higher deductibles can amount to $1,000 to $4,000.  So, a much greater proportion of where the patient might encounter by way of services is not covered by the insurance company.

Peterson:

The problems are that we have a system that has developed in a very chaotic -- you just can't imagine designing a system the way it is right now.  

McDonough:

As it turns out, I'm not the only person to notice how many people are holding medical fund-raisers.  Dan Haas is in the pest control business.  

Dan Haas:

In my line of business, I travel up in Door County and Kewaunee County a lot and you see so many jars out.

Hackett:

Since 1997 he's had a DJ service on the side.  People holding benefits would contact him about providing music.

Haas:

Different kind of benefits for people that I know, or I DJ'd for other benefits, maybe another 20 I’ve donated my time for.  

Hackett:

He's helped with eight or nine where he's known the person involved, like the one for Dave Jensen of Rio Creek.  Haas and Jensen had worked together at an electric motor plant in Sturgeon Bay.  Dave Jensen's wife worked there too.  With the job came insurance.  But the plant closed in 2003.  Jensen went into a retraining program.  By then, his wife was working at another plant, which also offered insurance.  In April of 2006, Jensen was diagnosed with Acute Myelogenic Leukemia, a disease which attacks the bone marrow.  

Dave Jensen:

I spent my 30 days in the hospital, on my initial treatments.  And I had begun a system of four treatments for three days at a time, and it went over a period of four months.  I had started into that and then lost the -- well, Mary lost her insurance.

Hackett:

Mary Jensen says she lost her job due to a shoulder injury, but even when the couple had insurance, bills were mounting.  The insurance covered some expenses, but not others.  There were co-pays and deductibles.

Mary Jensen:

Here from some of the insurances, stating that we owe $2,096.10.

Hackett:

Her anger is more with the paperwork.  

Mary Jensen:

It's a lot of work.

Quinn:

There is still a situation within the hospital industry and the healthcare industry as a whole, where we need to have better and more mobile medical records, patient records; electronic records and so forth, so that a lot of this paperwork doesn't need to be duplicated.

Hackett:

Mary estimates the couple still owes about $1500.  She says St. Vincent hospital wrote off about $5,000 in charges.  As for the benefit arranged by the disc jockey and the rest of their friends --

Dave Jensen:

I believe it was around $2600.

Hackett:

And that covered what?

Dave Jensen:

It helped on a lot of bills.

Mary Jensen:

It helped to pay some of the medical bills.  It helped us to make the house payments.  The electric, food, because it just -- you know, I mean, at that time I was only on unemployment.

Hackett:

And all the while, Dave Jensen's care continued and it continues to this day.  He eventually qualified for Medicaid under a program for people with disabilities.  That pays his current medical expenses, but not his past ones.  The Jensens' complaint is not with St. Vincent hospital or the Green Bay Oncology Clinic.

Dave Jensen:

Whether I had insurance or not, my care did not change whatsoever.  And it was always top shelf.

Mary Jensen:

There were many times they put us so at ease, because we were just blown away by everything that was going on with him.

Hackett:

Their complaint is with the system that seems to make few people happy.  The Wisconsin Hospital Association estimates its members write off about $450 million in charity care and bad debt each year.  Except it's not really charity, not in the sense of money dropped into a jar.

Quinn:

It comes from you and me through our insurance policies.  Those of us who are covered by insurance have, as part of that cost, the unfunded dollars that are spent on charity care cases, in some cases bad debts.

Hackett:

The cost is paid by patients and their families.  Even those paying for health insurance are sometimes left to improvise ways of paying uncovered costs.

Haas:

Even if you run a benefit, even if it comes up with $6,000 or $4,000 or $5,000.  One I did was $18,000, but their bill was $233,000.

McDonough:

It's unbelievable what we pay.  I still have the co-pay at my doctor's.  We still have these bills at the end of the month.  So for someone to turn around and have to have a benefit, I feel sorry for them.

Loew:

Under Governor Doyle's proposed budget, couples like the Jensens would likely qualify for the expanded BadgerCare program if their income is below 200% of the poverty line.  Because Brandon Motiff had insurance through his employer, he would not have qualified.  The governor's budget proposal also proposes ways to make insurance more affordable.  Among them is authority to establish a large state-run insurance pool, which would cover catastrophic cases like brain tumors.  This would potentially make employer-provided health insurance less expensive.  You can read the details of what the governor is proposing by going to our Web site at: www.wpt.org/inwisconsin.  

Loew:

During his Budget Address, Governor Doyle also called the situation at the state crime lab, “a major concern.”  The governor is referring to what Attorney General JB Van Hollen says is a backlog of cases waiting for DNA testing.  Van Hollen says as a result public safety in Wisconsin is in jeopardy.  He's calling for 31 new analysts.  Governor Doyle has proposed hiring 15.  Frederica Freyberg reports on what's behind the backlog and what state leaders want to do about it.  

Van Hollen:

We need almost an emergency situation to be able to start hiring more staff.

Freyberg:

Attorney General JB Van Hollen has called the backlog of DNA cases at the state crime lab monstrous, and he says it's dangerous.

Van Hollen:

And what it means, I think, to the people of the state of Wisconsin is we have more crimes likely occurring, because we're not getting some of these perpetrators off the street fast enough.  And you can't put a price tag on another homicide that may occur, or another sexual assault, where frequently, another property crime that occurred because we weren't able to get a wrongdoer off the street in time.  

Freyberg:

County prosecutors confirm they feel the pinch, especially in lower priority cases.

Steven Bauer:

We've been waiting for about close to a year before we're going to get DNA evidence back on cases that have not been already charged.

Freyberg:

High priority cases, like this triple homicide in Janesville, get bumped to the top of the list of the Crime Lab.  And police investigating this kind of violent crime can be counted on to gather hundreds of items from the scene to submit to the State Crime Lab for testing.  

Bauer:

Law enforcement officers have been trained to collect pretty much everything that could potentially have any DNA evidence on it.

Freyberg:

That's because police understand the crime-solving power of the so-called perfect DNA match.  Putting a suspect's unique genetic fingerprint at the scene of a crime, on a murder weapon or a victim or ruling a suspect out.

Bauer:

Because that's what the jury is looking for.  

Freyberg:

Prosecutors say the jury is looking for the kind of evidence they see on TV, shown in television crime dramas like “CSI, Crime Scene Investigation,” where crimes are solved at lightning speed at the touch of button in a made-for-TV crime lab.  In the legal community, this is called the CSI effect.

Bauer:

I think that jurors are being taken off of the streets; many of them have absolutely no contact with the criminal justice system except for what they see on television.  

Jerome Geurts:

It's not like one instrument or one test.  It's a whole series over several days to get a profile.

Freyberg:

At the real State Crime Lab, the highly-trained DNA analysts work methodically.

Woman:

That's an indication it is blood.  If it is positive like that, then I'll sample it for DNA testing.

Freyberg:

And DNA analysis takes days, not seconds.  Each observation of a piece of evidence must be noted and logged.  That's not true on TV's “CSI.”  

Geurts:

One of the episodes I remember seeing, one of the officers comes into a very attractive DNA analyst and says, hey, I need DNA run on this right away.  I'll run it right away.  Do you want me to call you when it's done?  He says, “No, I’ll wait.”

Freyberg:

The director of the State Crime Lab in Madison says that's a laugh, because in reality, that officer would have to set up a cot and stay for a while.  What's no laughing matter is the very real backlog at the State Crime Lab.  Wisconsin currently has 29 DNA analysts, but they are so overburdened by the workload brought on by ever higher expectations for high tech evidence, that their backlog is growing faster than they can test their way out of it.  Van Hollen says the backlog now stands at around 2,000 cases and will grow by another 1,000 a year.

Van Hollen:

We need to roughly double the staff we have here, and we may need to do a little more than that.  

Doyle:

My budget will include a substantial number of new DNA analysts.

Freyberg:

Governor Jim Doyle says he well understands the need for more positions at the crime lab.  He says as attorney general, he started the DNA program in the early 90s.  But now as governor it's not his only priority.  He has not yet committed to some 31 additional analysts.

Doyle:

You can never have enough.  I mean, you could put 100 crime lab analysts in there, and there would still be a so-called backlog.  So we've got to find the right number that really meets the needs of law enforcement in this state.

Freyberg:

The right number is now open for negotiation during budget deliberations.  Van Hollen says he needs new hires right now, because it takes more than a year of in-house training for a new DNA analyst to come online.  All the while, crime scene submissions keep coming and the backlog keeps growing.  

Loew:

An emergency funding bill from the governor introduced this week, along with the regular budget, allows for hiring the 15 analysts starting in April.  Van Hollen says he still thinks he'll be successful in upping that number.  

Loew:

School aides are the largest single item in the state budget.  It's no surprise that when that much money is involved, there's lots of debate on how the proposed $5.5 billion in aid will be spent.  Leading up to the budget proposal, there were plenty of complaints about school funding and ideas on how to solve the problems floating around the capitol.  Reporter Art Hackett tells us about some of those plans, and takes us to a school district that's hoping one of those plans brings financial relief.  

Art Hackett:

In the fall of 2005, the Florence County school district on Wisconsin's northern border was one referendum away from dissolving and sending the children elsewhere.  The district blamed the state school aid formula.  This school year's poster children for fixing the school aid formula attend Markesan schools in Green Lake County.  Like Florence, Markesan is penalized by the formula.  The district's declining enrollment and high-value lakefront property reduce state aid.  State-imposed spending caps limit how much Markesan can raise from the local property tax.  

Susan Alexander:

We have enough money to finish this school year and to run one more school year, which is the 2007-2008 school year.  After that, then the district will have to dissolve.

If the purpose of revenue limit is to reduce the number of districts, please share this, and then help us to understand why.

Hackett:

Susan Alexander of Markesan was one of many superintendents that took their complaints about the aid formula to a legislative council task force.  It was set up to determine whether the state’s school aid formula is in need of a fix.  Kimberly's superintendent, Mel Lightner told the task force the spending caps are based on what his district spent in 1993.  That was the year the spending caps took effect.  The legislature has been trying to hold increases to that base below the rate of inflation.

Mel Lightner:

That is insane and asinine.  If any one of the legislators thinks that our children are not worth the price of inflation, I think they need to get out of Madison and go and earn another living.

Jerry Trochinski:

In terms of long-term solution, the school aid formula we currently have probably isn’t tweakable or fixable.  It needs to be revisited, re-done, re-created.

Luther Olsen:

A lot of people say we need to blow it up, but blow it up for what.

Hackett:

Senator Luther Olsen chairs the task force.  He admits it's difficult for many districts to pass referenda to exceed state spending limits.  

Olsen:

A number of communities have a lot of people in there who don't want to spend any more money on their children of that community, because they're not engaged.  They don't have kids.  They've got expensive properties and they're done paying.

Hackett:

In the end, the committee didn't blow up the formula.  Instead, they recommended several adjustments.  School districts would be allowed to exceed the spending limits by up to one percent, but it would take a two-thirds annual vote of the school board.  All the money would come from local property taxes, not from state aid money.  The committee also recommended to change the formula to soften the blow of declining enrollments on district budgets.  They also proposed a change to benefit districts, such as Kimberly, that were low spenders when spending limits took effect.

The task force's recommendations will be reviewed by lawmakers as they draft the state's budget for the next two years.  But it turns out the Legislative Council Task Force isn't the only group offering advice to legislators.  Another task force has also been looking into the way Wisconsin pays for schools.  

That group is headed by UW educational finance researcher Allan Odden.  It's supposed to be an independent, bipartisan effort.

Allan Odden:

You take a good education system, and Wisconsin's school system is good, and we need to make it a great education system by doubling performance.  And what we did is we then said what are the kind of turnaround school improvement strategies.  And what are the programs or strategies that we know work in schools.  That's what we costed out.

Hackett:

Among the changes, reducing school sizes to no more than 500 students.  Improved curriculum focused on core subjects instead of electives.  Some uncertified aides would be replaced by certified teachers dedicated to one-on-one tutoring of struggling students.  Odden says the most important change is adding instructional coaches.  These are people who deliver professional development to the teacher in the classroom.  Some districts, such as Appleton, already have them.

Odden:

My metaphor is sailing.  If we thought we could learn to sail by going to a classroom and being taught everything about wind currents, and air currents, and the water, and then we were given a sailboat and sent out on the water, we'd probably capsize.

Hackett:

Most Wisconsin school districts don't offer this elaborative a program.  Appleton’s programs are funded by a federal grant.  It pays veteran teacher Pat Marinac to work with new teachers for their first three years on the job.

Pat Marinac:

The new teacher has to get their feet on the ground.  They're not really thinking about their teaching.  They're thinking about the next day, and they’re thinking about surviving probably until Friday.  And then, you know, starting over on Monday.  

Hackett:

In 2005, districts spent on average around $11,000 per pupil.  Odden's group estimates the high-performance plan could be funded for about $900 a year more.

Odden:

Many people thought the price tag was going to be $15,000, $20,000 a pupil.  And we had a lot of people in the room squirming for the price tag, even though for every recommendation, we have evidence that it works.

Olsen:

The state of Wisconsin will have to kick in some more money, but if it's an investment in better outcomes, that's a lot easier to swallow than saying we're going to pay more for the same, because nobody is really interested in doing that.

Hackett:

Olsen also questions how districts would react to the UW task force's call for changes in the way schools are staffed.  That would mean a loss of local control.  If that's the alternative, would districts want the aid formula blown up?

Loew:

Doyle's budget contains most of the recommended changes in the school aid formula from the legislative council study group.  The governor also proposes exempting costs of mentoring new teachers from school spending limits.  But it does not provide added state funding for the teacher coaches, UW professor Allan Odden's task force recommends.  

Again, you can log onto our website at www.wpt.org/inwisconsin to read details of Governor Doyle's budget proposal.  And what happens to the budget next?  Well, the legislative joint finance committee will hammer out the details, send it to the Senate and Assembly, and finally to the governor, who of course can veto any or all of it.  

And with that, we leave you to take a beautiful winter walk through the Necedah national wildlife refuge in Juneau County.  For “In Wisconsin,” I'm Patty Loew.  See you next week.  
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