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As the state continues to grapple with Gov. Chris Christie's fiscal year 2012 budget, agencies threatened with funding cuts are as confused and uncertain as everyone else about how they will be affected.

"There are still a lot of unknowns," said Celine Fortin, associate executive director of The Arc of New Jersey. "We just don't know how it's going to play out.

North Brunswick-based Arc, with a mission to improve life for developmentally disabled individuals and their families, has agencies throughout the state, including the tri-county region. Fortin said funding numbers are impossible to know at this point. But changes that affect The Arc are symptomatic of the confusion surrounding the new budget.

For example, while Medicaid is a federally funded program, the state determines how the funds are doled out. Christie has expressed concern that Medicaid spending is growing, and the state is mandating that some people on Medicaid move into HMOs.

The state is working on a proposal for a comprehensive Medicaid waiver, as required in the new budget, which must go to the federal government for approval. The plan would affect how federal money comes into the state for support services to developmentally disabled people in group homes.

"Medicaid pays 50 percent toward those services," Fortin said. "But the state proposal could impose co-pays or limit eligibility."

Her largest concern over Medicaid changes is that they can be overwhelming and confusing for those directly affected.

On the other hand, Fortin is guardedly optimistic about state aid to early-intervention programs, which offer help to young children with problems that could delay their development.

After cutting aid for these programs in last year's budget, Christie increased the allotment this year. Although the final state budget lowered the amount of money that had been earmarked for these programs in February, the figure is still higher than what was in last year's budget, Fortin said.

"There were cuts last year that were difficult to absorb, but some in the administration have said it's going to be OK. We may see federal money (added in). But this is a messy one."

Social service agencies do not oppose Republican budget cuts out of hand. The Arc supported the governor's proposal to close Vineland Developmental Center, one of seven in the state, believing it is better for the developmentally disabled to live in small community settings than large congregate ones.

But the Democratic Legislature took the Vineland closing out of the budget. Christie then revised the language, leaving the door open for Vineland to close at some point. Fortin said closing the center would save millions of dollars being spent on decreasing populations.

Even county social service departments are unsure about the full impact of cuts as the tug of war continues. And privately funded agencies not directly affected by cuts are also scrambling as people affected by the fallout turn to them for help they cannot provide.

"We don't get government funding, but we are seeing more and more people calling here for assistance because they are losing their services," said Camy Trinidad, spokeswoman at Camden County Red Cross.

"They can't pay their electric bills. They can't pay their rent," said Trinidad, whose agency provides disaster relief but isn't equipped to fund other necessities.

"The poor are scouting around to help the poor. All the agencies are in the same boat."

At Robins' Nest in Glassboro, which provides support services to children and families, CEO Anthony DiFabio said there are no cuts to his agency in the new budget -- but that doesn't mean it hasn't had an impact.

"With other programs being cut, there is a tremendously growing demand for our services and we simply can't meet it. Without an increase in our own budget, this is causing greater stress and strain because it's hard to maintain our current capacity."

Robins' Nest has more than 40 programs, including a number that are state-funded. Its "safety-net" programs -- which benefit the most at-risk clients -- were protected in the current budget, DiFabio said.

"But without cost-of-living or cost-of-providing-care increases, it is hard to provide for our clients."

Thomas Burke, CFO for Haddonfield-based Bancroft, a private, nonprofit service provider for people with neurological disabilities, said flat state service-reimbursement rates over the last few years have taken their toll.

"Our costs to provide services continue to escalate -- employee benefits, transportation, energy for our group homes and apartments," he explained.

The state provides about a third of Bancroft's revenues for an annual operating budget of $100 million.

"We are doing additional fundraising," Burke added, "but at some point, as our costs escalate with no commensurate state support, we will have to reduce the services we provide."

In the area of early-childhood intervention programs, most state funding has been retained for fiscal 2012, Burke acknowledged.

"But we still haven't recovered from last year's drastic cuts to these programs, which were over $12 million statewide.

"That has implications on a human level," Burke added. "The sooner a child is identified and receiving early intervention services, the better chance of developing to maximum potential.

"There is also an impact on taxpayers. It's kicking the can down the road, when the problems will be even more expensive to deal with."

With uncertainty about budget cuts hanging over some agencies, there is sometimes a reluctance to speak out. One local executive director of a large community services agency outlined more potential cuts to services affecting young children and adults with disabilities, only to decide it could alarm clients prematurely for the agency to be named.

Not everyone is so reticent. At Camden's Planned Parenthood -- which has spared no rhetoric in fighting Republican efforts to derail much of its mission -- spokeswoman Lynn Brown said there wasn't much more the state could do to hurt its programs in the new budget.

"We've already experienced the devastation of losing $7.5 million in state aid for family planning throughout New Jersey in last year's budget.

"There's a very difficult and ugly debate going on in the Legislature, where the Democrats are trying to restore that money. This money has been ping-ponged around, and it's horrible because there's no place else where women can get affordable reproductive health care."

Planned Parenthood of Camden lost $400,000 in funding last year. The center closed its Cherry Hill site, cut some educational programs, reduced hours and staff, and often has long waiting lines.

"The need for women's health care is not going away," Brown insisted. "We are the safety net for women who have no other place to go. That's what this administration does not understand."

After Burlington County lost its funding for its family-planning clinics last year, county-run clinics in Browns Mills and Westampton were closed on Nov. 30. Those clinics had served 2,300 patients in 2010, county spokesman Ralph Shrom said.

The county is now referring patients to federally funded health-care centers in Burlington City and Pemberton Township. The latter operates out of county-allotted space at Buttonwood Hospital.

"The governor's line-item vetoes had little or no impact on our 2011 budget," Shrom said.

In Camden and Gloucester counties, social services divisions are telling a different story. While aid to families is federally funded, new changes to the state-funded general assistance programs -- aid to individuals without families -- are being felt despite relatively small financial strain on the programs themselves.

"The impact on the county is really minimal from a dollars and cents perspective," explained Ed Smith, director of the Gloucester County Division of Social Services in Sewell.

"The impact is on the clients."

The state-mandated change since July 1, he said, is that people applying for general assistance must go through a 30-day job search at the county "One-Stop" employment center before Smith's division can release any funds.

"There is a group meeting every Thursday," Smith said. "If they don't make that visit, their case is denied."

Christie's proposed cuts to the direct benefit were restored. But the 30-day delay is tantamount to a loss for clients, said Shawn Sheekey, director of Camden County's Board of Social Services.

"Some people may not want to have the hassle of going to the One-Stop. But it's a revolving door. These folks are not going to go away. People are using our services more than ever."

Smith said people are being added to the general assistance rolls at an unprecedented rate. In Gloucester County, numbers have risen by 40 percent over the same time last year -- the largest percentage in the state.

Lines of people waiting for help sometimes snake around the building, with 30 to 40 people waiting outside a common sight at 7 a.m., an hour before opening.

"On July 1, we had 20 applicants for general assistance," Smith recalled. "When we explained the 30-day-wait requirement, five people walked out because they didn't want to go through the process. That's 25 percent. To me, that's a fairly high percentage."

Supplemental living support -- a $150 monthly cash payment for the unemployable on general assistance for more than five years and for households on temporary assistance for needy families -- was also on the chopping block this year. It was restored for calendar year 2011, but will more than likely be terminated in early 2012, Smith added.

As at private nonprofits, Sheekey said cuts to Medicaid may also be coming down the pike for the county agencies. That would affect families, drastically decreasing their income eligibility.

About the only thing that's certain for social services as the New Jersey budget wars continue is that things are likely to get worse for people caught in the middle.

That doesn't sit right with Gwendolyn Harris, executive director of The Senator Walter Rand Institute for Public Affairs at Rutgers-Camden.

"My biggest concern is that the cuts will have an impact at some point -- the so-called "unintended consequences.”
"The societal costs later can come at a greater rate -- and at a greater financial cost to taxpayers at a later point."

At Camden's Cathedral Kitchen, where 120,000 meals are served annually to the needy, Executive Director Karen Talarico said she doesn't know how funding will go this year, but is looking at ways to compensate.

"Our cuts come at the federal level, and they were early and ugly," she revealed. "We're using money in reserve funds, being creative, and scrambling to find new sources."

Steve Shultz, a senior vice president at Collingswood-based Volunteers of America, said programs there -- everything from addiction treatment to domestic violence programs -- have not been directly affected by the budget cuts.

"But flat funding, which we are experiencing, is really a cut," he emphasized. "We've been lucky, but there's still a great need.

"We don't have enough resources to fill the gaping holes. We're a nonprofit organization that helps people in need.

"In an economy like ours, people will always need more help."
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