Good afternoon/evening. My name is Judith Cashin Lerma.
In August 2010 I retired after 32 years as a registered nurse at University Hospital in San Antonio.

As a member of the National Nurses Organizing Committee-TX I’m here to speak to you about proposed cuts to county hospital budgets and to mental health services across the state. Mental health funding cuts could mean that
30,000 people statewide could lose access to mental health care (2400 in San Antonio)

State Hospital beds, already reduced 11% since 2004 (while the population rose 9%) would lose 44 of its 302 beds (serving 350 fewer patients per year)

Psychiatric patients would stack up in already severely overcrowded ER’s
Average national per capita mental health/substance abuse spending is $103.53; for Texas it is $34.57 (a grim 49th in the nation!); Bexar County is even less at $13.28 per capita. By raising state spending to the national average Texas could actually gain $40 billion. And that doesn’t even count the lives that could be improved or saved!

Let me speak from my own experience for a moment. At UHS an important part of my job as a psychiatric nurse-case manager was utilization review,  providing to third party payers clinical justification for patients’ hospitalization. As the system is currently structured those third party payers could sometimes almost arbitrarily deny coverage, thus deferring the cost of treatment to the already overburdened county hospital budget. This happened more often than should reasonably be expected.

I mentioned that I represent NNOC. We have 160,000 nurse members nationally, representing every state.

As a professional RN organization we have supported legislation that would 

recognize the RN’s duty AND right to advocate for patient safety establish unit specific nurse-patient ratios in acute care hospitals provide RN whistle blower protection with monetary fines attached 
These are provisions which would not cost Texas anything (in fact, the fines for whistleblower or ratio violations might be a convenient state fund raiser), but ignoring these serious needs could cost hospitals money, worsen the already severe nursing shortage and most importantly cost patients their lives.
Traditionally Texas legislators have been short sighted and rarely willing to extend a helping hand to the poor and the mentally ill. This is your chance to change that. We are asking that the state of Texas utilize a portion of its nearly $10 billion rainy day fund to cover the state’s shortfall rather than balancing the budget on the backs of the state’s most vulnerable citizens.

Thank you.   

