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Good morning Madame Chair and members of the committee.  

I am Richard Armstrong, director of the Idaho Department of Health and Welfare. It has been 
my pleasure and honor to stand before you these past 11 sessions.  

As you know, I am retiring this summer. So before I begin, I want to thank you for your support 
for health and human services in Idaho during my tenure.  

Together, we weathered some of the most difficult economic times our nation has ever faced.  

We dealt with unprecedented needs from Idaho families struggling to get by. They lost their 
jobs, sometimes their homes, and often without any supports to help them.  It challenged our 
agency beyond anyone’s imagination.  

But we came out of that stronger, more efficient and better than ever. In my 46 years of 
management, the past 11 years have been the most rewarding, albeit the most challenging of 
my career.  Some of you are new and may be curious about how DHW’s performance continued 
to improve during the recession, and the years that followed.  

The easy answer is that we began taking a comprehensive approach to budgeting. We seized 
the opportunity the recession brought by refocusing on our mission -- to improve the health 
and safety of Idaho citizens.  

Instead of battening down the hatches and trying to preserve our department as it was, we 
began reinventing programs and delivery systems to meet the record new demands. And we 
accomplished that with fewer people and resources. We began by looking at the basics, the 
blocking and tackling, and rebuilt our programs on this new reality.   

Today, we have benefited greatly from that experience.   

We do not waste your time to bring budget requests that are not focused on our mission and 
could ultimately waste taxpayer money. We only consider evidence-based or proven practices 
in our programs. We look at all the pieces that add up to efficiency, productivity and ultimate 
success.  

Under this model, one program may need technology upgrades, another rule changes to 
streamline service delivery. We may have unusual turnover in certain work areas due to high 
stress, or are challenged to hire some positions due to low pay.  
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We identify the problems and develop effective solutions. Some of these come to you in the 
form of budget requests. Some are statute changes, and others rules. And still others are 
business processes we handle internally.  

In comprehensive budgeting, the one thing that has become very clear to me over the years, is 
the significant symbiosis between individual budget requests. These are not always obvious.  

Take for example our top budget priority this session – a redesign of the children’s mental 
health program. It is a pragmatic approach to expand services to more Idaho children through 
Medicaid.  

We take the money we are spending to pay for care now, and use it to leverage Medicaid 
federal funds to reach more children who have trouble functioning in their day-to-day lives. 
There are no additional general fund costs for treatment, but we provide services to a far 
greater number of children.  

So if we are successful with this recommendation, what impact does it have on other programs 
and priorities?  

Look downstream. If we can intervene with children with mental health issues today, this is 
what we can expect tomorrow. 

1. Better school performance. The Dept. of Education and your local school districts 
benefit.  
 

2. Fewer children getting in trouble with the law. The department of juvenile corrections 
and county juvenile justice benefits. 
 

3. Fewer children entering foster care. Our child welfare program benefits, and that affects 
our agency’s budget.  

As an example, in our recommendation for 2018, we are asking you to increase foster 
parent stipends because we have a shortage of foster families for children coming into 
care.  

4. Fewer children who take up criminal behavior as adults. The department of corrections 
benefits and we have safer communities with reduced criminal activity.  

Again, in our DHW budget requests this year, we are asking for $11 M. for mental health 
treatment for medium and high risk probationers, and also seeking funding for a secure 
mental health facility.  These are all tied together.  
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5. And probably just as important, we have fewer children transitioning to adulthood with 
unmet mental health needs.  

This can affect a person’s productivity, and their actual happiness and quality of everyday 
life.  

So, I think you can see that this one budget recommendation can have significant impact on a 
number of areas of our own budget, but also on individuals, communities and other agencies. 
And this also brings a realization that our world would be different today if adults with mental 
illnesses had access and received evidence-based, mental health treatment as children.  

I could go on with this list, but hopefully you can see that many things in a health and human 
services budget are interconnected to focus on helping people become healthy, productive, and 
active in their communities. This is the basis for our budget and legislative requests.  

This budget request for redesigning the Children’s mental health system also provides us with 
some hard-earned lessons. This request is the result of the Jeff D. lawsuit, which began in 1980. 
It took us 35 years of court wrangling to come up with something we could have done decades 
earlier.  

During that 35 years, we have wasted literally millions of dollars in legal fees, lost opportunities, 
and generations of children who could have benefitted from access to evidence-based mental 
health services.  We cannot go back. There are no winners here – only losers, on both sides.  

But – now we have a plan, and an end in sight with our request. With this plan, we are 
deploying one of the best programs in the country for children’s mental health.  

As we move forward, I think you can only imagine the eventual benefit this will have on 
individuals, their families, law enforcement, state agencies, counties, and safer communities.  

We are determined to do this right.  

I don’t think I have ever addressed this body without making a plea for improving employee 
CEC. I won’t disappoint you this one last time.  

I think many of you become legislators because you want to improve the lives of our citizens. 
That same sentiment is shared by much of our workforce --  we have people devoted to public 
service as a career choice.  And we are fortunate for that. 

Our turnover last fiscal year was 12%, down from 15% in 2015. While the 3% CEC you approved 
last session has helped immensely, we still have a ways to go. We continue to have some 
concerning areas —our turnover rate for both Licensed Practical Nurses and Facility Surveyors 
is 27%. We have a specific request in to increase their pay so we can be more market 
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competitive. You approved targeted increases in 2015 for Child Welfare social workers, which 
was quite successful and we are very grateful.  

The CEC report to the Governor shows state worker pay lags behind the private sector by over 
20%. Factoring in benefits, that margin shrinks. With unemployment at 3.8%, wages are 
increasing as employers seek the best and the brightest. We cannot afford to lose any more 
ground in pay if we want to attract talented, quality people to our workforce.   

I strongly urge you to approve the Governor’s 3% recommendation, so we can continue to 
attract and retain a workforce Idaho can be proud of.  

You are going to be reviewing and hearing presentations the rest of this week about our budget 
recommendations. In evaluating them, I think you will see that our work is never done.  

We have been, and still are, on a journey that requires constant evaluation, strategic planning 
and targeted improvement to provide the most effective services to eligible citizens and 
families.  

I hope, too, that you can look within each line item to see their individual merits and how each 
has a ripple effect within our department, other state agencies or your own communities. Just 
as we looked at the downstream impact a strong children’s mental health program can have, 
look for the impact of each of these investments, with an eye to the future for a stronger, more 
productive state.  

That concludes my brief, opening remarks. I hope you know that I am always available to 
answer any questions or discus any ideas you have. 

 

 


