Helping Families Find Quality Long Term Care
By Senator Herb Kohl

Every year, husbands, wives, daughters and sons make the difficult decision to place a loved one in a nursing home or long-term care facility. Nursing homes annually provide care to over 1.7 million people; however, as many families will tell you, selecting a nursing home is not an easy task. 

Ensuring families that loved ones will be provided with quality care in a safe environment is essential.  Throughout Wisconsin, I have visited numerous nursing homes and know that administrators and staff work hard under difficult circumstances to provide the highest quality care.  In addition, many organizations and government entities also work every day to closely monitor and address problems that do arise and provide a voice to the millions of people who rely on others for their everyday needs. 

One of these programs is the State Long Term Care Ombudsman Program. In addition to being advocates for nursing home, assisted living and board and care facility residents, these state Ombudsmen also serve as a valuable resource for residents, families and community members by providing education on resident rights, giving advice on selecting a nursing home or long term care facility, helping people find the services they need within communities, and serving as a resource for nearly any sort of information residents and families need on long term care options.  

Over the years, demand has exceeded funding for this popular and well-utilized program, and volunteers have become increasingly fundamental to the program’s viability. As a member of the Senate Appropriations Committee, I have worked hard to increase funding for the Ombudsman program by $8 million since 1999, and am working to increase funding again this year by an additional $1.1 million for a total of $15.1 million in Fiscal Year 2006. 
The last thing any well intentioned facility wants is the added worry of the potential for resident abuse. Doing all we can to ensure that facilities start with safe and qualified employees remains an essential part of the equation. I have worked on several fronts to make sure this happens: creating a national criminal background check pilot program, which is beginning in selected states across the nation, to help facilities conduct tighter background checks on potential employees and make sure anyone with a history of abuse or violent criminal behavior is prevented from working with vulnerable residents. 
There is still work to be done. But I believe as long as families, communities and lawmakers continue to work together, we can make long term care facilities a safer place to work, as well as call home. 

