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CLEMENTS: Welcome to the Appropriations Committee. My name is Rob
Clements, and I'm from Elmwood and represent Legislative District 2,
which is Cass County and eastern Lancaster County. I serve as chair of
this committee. We'll start off by having the members do
self-introductions, starting with my right.

PROKOP: Good afternoon. Jason Prokop, District 27, which is west
Lincoln and Lancaster County.

ARMENDARIZ: Hi. Christy Armendariz, District 18: northwest Omaha and
Bennington.

DORN: Myron Dorn, District 30.
STROMMEN: Paul Strommen, District 47.

CLEMENTS: Assisting the committee today is Cori Bierbaum, our committee
clerk; and to my left is our fiscal an-- an-- analyst, Mikayla Findlay.
And our pages today are Demet Gedik and Wesley Earhart, UNL students.
If you are planning on testifying today, please fill out a green
testifier sheet located in the back of the room and hand it to the page
when you come up to testify. Online position comments must have been
submitted on the Legislature's website by 8 a.m. the day of the hearing
to be included in the record. If you have submitted a comment online,
we ask that you not testify in person today. If you will not be
testifying but want to go on the record as having a position on a bill
being heard today, there are yellow sign-in sheets at the entrance to
my left. These sign-in sheets will become exhibits in the permanent
record after today's hearing. To better facilitate today's hearing, I
ask that you abide by the following procedures. Please silence your
cell phones. Move to the front chairs to testify when your bill or
agency is up. When hearing bills, the order of testimony will be
introducer, proponents, opponents, neutral, and closing. When we hear
testimony regarding agencies, we will first hear from a representative
of the agency. Then we will hear testimony from anyone who wishes to
speak on the agency's budget request. When you come to testify, please
state and spell your first and last name for the record before you
testify. Be concise. We request that you limit your testimony to five
minutes or less. When you begin your testimony, the light on the table
will be green. When the yellow light comes on, you have one minute
remaining. And the red light indicates you need to wrap up and follow--
and-- your final thought and stop. Questions from the committee may
follow. Written material may be distributed to the committee members as
exhibits only while testimony is being offered. Hand them to the page
for distribution when you come up to testify. If you have written
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testimony but do not have 12 copies, please let the page know so that
they can make copies for you. With that, we will begin today's hearing
with Agency 45, Board of Barber Examiners. Good afternoon.

[AGENCY HEARINGS]

CLEMENTS: And next, we will switch to bill introduction. The first bill
we have is LB284. Senator Guereca. Welcome.

GUERECA: Good afternoon, Chairman Clements, members of the
Appropriations Committee. My name is Dunixi Guereca, D-u-n-i-x-i
G-u-e-r-e-c-a. Senator for District 7, representing downtown in south
Omaha. I'm here to introduce LB284, which proposes continuing
Nebraska's original one-time investment in Special Olympics Nebraska by
appropriating $500,000 in each of the next two years from the Health
and Human Services Cash Fund. Last year, the Legislature recognized the
tremendous impact of Special Olympics programming by including state
funding in the budget for the first time. That one-time investment has
helped provide vital health screenings, expanded competitive sports and
leadership opportunities, and grown inclusive education programming in
schools across Nebraska. However, as Special Olympics Nebraska
continues to reach more individuals with intellectual and developmental
disabilities, we know that additional support, we can ensure these
life-changing programs can continue to grow and serve more communities.
Special Olympics Nebraska is not just about sports. It's about health,
inclusion, and opportunities for Nebraskans of all ages. They'll ha--
their health screenings connect athletes with medical care that they
might not otherwise receive, addressing disparities and preventing more
costly emergency intervention. The unified school programming, endorsed
by the Nebraska Department of Education, reduces bullying and increases
engagement for both students with and without disabilities. And their
leadership training equips participants with skills that lead to
greater independence and employment. In fact, Special Olympics athletes
are five times more likely to be employed than individuals with
disabilities who haven't had the opportunity to participate. With this
funding, Special Olympics Nebraska can provide training, competition,
and access to crucial health screenings that improve long-term
outcomes, particularly in mid-state and western Nebraska, where
services remain limited. Their request represents about 15% of their
operating budget and will allow them to build on the progress made with
last year's funding. Nebraska will continue to join at least 13-- 34
other states that provide state support for Special Olympics because of
the measurable public benefits it brings to health care, education, and
workforce participation. This funding is a meaningful investment that
will return benefits to our communities many times over. There will be
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others here today who can speak firsthand to the impact of these
programs, but I urge this committee to renew our state's commitment to
an organization that is transforming lives across Nebraska. I
appreciate your time and consideration. And I welcome any questions.

CLEMENTS: Senator Spivey.

SPIVEY: Thank you, Chair. Thank you, Senator, for being here. I
actually got to meet some folks from Special Olympics and somebody from
our district. And so I appreciate you bringing this and kind of tying
those dots together. My question just arou-- is around the
appropriations. Is this a new appropriations from the cash fund, or is
this a continuing of the-- continuation of the investment that this
body has already done?

GUERECA: So I believe last year there was a one-time appropriation
made.

SPIVEY: OK.

GUERECA: So the request is for another-- yeah.

SPIVEY: Another. OK. Thank you.

GUERECA: Yes.

CLEMENTS: Are there questions? Seeing none. Will you stay to close?
GUERECA: I will, sir.

CLEMENTS: OK. Very good. We invite proponents.

ANDREW FOUST: Good afternoon, Chairman Clements, members of the
Appropriations Committee. My name is Andrew Foust, A-n-d-r-e-w
F-o-u-s-t. And I'm here today to testify in support of LB284. My family
and I would like to thank Senator Guereca for introducing this bill,
which defines what is pure about all sports that are involved in
Special Olympics. I want to share a story about how the Special
Olympics has posi-- positively impacted my nephew's life as told by his
mother. She apologizes for not being here today and asks that-- asked
me to read her statement to the committee. My name is Tara Harper
[PHONETIC], and I'm a proud parent of Tyler [PHONETIC], a 23-year-old
with intellectual and developmental disabilities. From an early age,
Tyler's future was surrounded by uncertainties. It wasn't until his
adoption was finalized that my husband and I received his complete
medical records, revealing the extent of his per-- prenatal and
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postnatal drug exposure. Following the psychological evaluations, this
essential service-- this-- the essential services that the school
district had previously provided were abruptly taken away, leaving us
to confront his harsh reality of limited possibilities for Tyler due to
his cognitive abilities. Fortunately, the Special Olympics became a
pivotal part in Tyler's life. In a world where disabilities are often
viewed as a weakness, the Special Olympics boldly, boldly challenges
this perception by highlighting the strengths of every athlete in
fostering personal growth. Tyler, like many other athletes in the
program, excels in hands-on environments that facilitate learning
through participation. The Special Olympics events not only teach
athletes about sports but also empower them to celebrate their unique
strengths. During his time in school, Tyler actively participated in
track and field, bowling, swimming, flag football, and basketball. He
developed a passion for sports, watching them on television and
attending live events. The impact of sports, of sports on Tyler's
communication and social skills has a profound-- has, has been
profound. Today, he continues to engage in sports during his free time
and enthusiastically shares his thoughts on basketball and football,
providing his-- proving that his abilities far outweigh any challenges
he faces. My family would like to express their gratitude to the
committee for allowing me to speak today. And I'm available to answer
any questions that you might have.

CLEMENTS: Are there questions? Senator Dover.
DOVER: What's the total amount of the funding for the program?

ANDREW FOUST: I could not know-- I don't know that. I think Senator
Guereca said that this is 1/3-- this allotment was 1/3 of their annual
budget.

DOVER: All right. Thank you.
CLEMENTS: I thought I heard him say 15%.
ANDREW FOUST: Or, 15-- I'm sorry. 15%.

CLEMENTS: All right. All right. Are there questions? Seeing none. Thank
you for your testimony.

ANDREW FOUST: Yeah. Thank you.

CLEMENTS: Next proponent for LB284. Good afternoon.
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TYLER KEYSER: Good afternoon, Chairman Clements and the members of the
Appropriations Committee. My name is Tyler Keyser. That's spelled
T-y-l-e-r K-e-y-s-e-r. I'd like to thank Andrew for speaking on behalf
of his nephew, Tyler. I'm sure the-- that Tyler's testimony will be
much more impactful than mine. I'm the board chair for Special
Olympics. I'm very proud to, to be the board chair and to represent
that great organization, Special Olympics Nebraska. I'm here today in
strong support of LB284, and I want to thank Senator Guereca for
introducing this important bill. Special Olympics Nebraska currently
serves 7,500 individuals with intellectual and dif-- developmental
disabilities, or IDD, across the state. Our goal is to reach 10,000
athletes, which would allow us to support approximately 25% of the
state's IDD population. LB284 will give us the resources to make that
happen. This funding is critical to expanding our reach, particularly
in central and western Nebraska, where services are currently limited.
A key part of our plan is to hire a full-time staff member based in
that region to oversee programming and outreach. This person would
build relationships with schools, with health care providers and
community partners, ensuring that athletes in rural areas will have the
same opportunities as those in urban senator-- centers. Expanding our
sports and training programs is another major priority. LB284 will
allow us to introduce new lifestyle sports, which provide an
accessible, low-impact activity for aging athletes. It will also help
us grow our Young Athletes program for young children. Research shows
that after just two months of participation, these children with IDD
experience the equivalent of seven months' worth of motor skill
development-- a powerful head start that sets them up for success.
Unified Sports is one of the most transformative programs we offer. It
pairs athletes with and without disabilities, fostering inclusion and
breaking down school bar-- social barriers in our schools. Right now,
we're in 267 schools statewide; and with this funding, we can expand to
300 schools. These programs teach leadership, teamwork, and empathy to
the next generation of Nebraskans. Finally, this funding will expand
our Healthy Athletes program. At our last screening in Grand Island,
42% of the athletes screened failed a hearing test. Many shared that it
was the first time they've ever had their ears checked. This shows how
much of a gap we're filling and how much work there is to do. With more
resources, we can provide year-round screenings for dental, vision and
hearing care, as well as mental health support. As Senator Guereca
said, Special Olympics Nebraska is more than just sports. It's about
health, inclusion, and opportunity. LB284 is an investment in the
well-being of thousands of Nebraskans and their families. I urge the
committee to support this funding. I thank you for your time and
consideration. I'll be happy to answer questions in one moment. Just
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want to follow up on a couple items. One of the questions was about the
percentage of funding that came from the State Legislature. That
represents about 15% of our budget. Senator Spivey asked when that
funding came. Last year was the very first time in our history that we
have received any funding. We received that late in the year last year,
so we're just getting started. But know that this has the potential to
really impact the entire state. I thank you and open up for any
questions.

CLEMENTS: Senator Spivey.

SPIVEY: Thank you, Chair. And thank you so much for being here and your
service on the board. For that funding, do you know-- was that ARPA
funding, general funds-- I'm sorry. I just don't have that information
from you. Or-- and if you don't recall, we can also research it to see.

TYLER KEYSER: My understanding is that that funding came from
Department of Health and Human Services Cash Fund.

SPIVEY: So still that cash fund.
TYLER KEYSER: I, I think so.
SPIVEY: Thank you.

CLEMENTS: Are there questions? Seeing none. Thank you for your
testimony.

TYLER KEYSER: Thank you.
CLEMENTS: Next proponent. Good afternoon.

HALEY WAGGONER: Good afternoon. My name is Haley Waggoner, H-a-l-e-y;
Waggoner, W-a-g-g-o-n-e-r. And I'm here to testify in support of LB284.
Over the past three years, my life has undergan-- undergone a
significant transformation, largely thanks to Special Olympics
Nebraska. This incredible organization has provided me with
opportunities for personal growth, independence, and global advocacy
that I never imagined possible. Today, I stand in testament to the
profound impact that Special Olympics Nebraska can have on an
individual's life. When I first became involved with Special Olympics,
I was searching for a sense of community and purpose. The organization
welcomed me with open arms, offering a supportive environment where I
could develop my athletic skills and build my leadership skills. The
encouragement I found within Special Olympics community gave me the
confidence to pursue new challenges and push my boundaries. One of the
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most significant changes in my life has been achieving independence.
Through Special Olympics, I learned valuable life skills that I have--
enabled me to live on my own for the first time. From managing daily
tasks to making informed decisions, the Special Olympics Nebraska
programs have equipped me with the tools I need to thrive
independently. As a athlete and ambassador, I have the pi-- privilege
of traveling to various countries, sharing my story, and promoting the
values of Special Olympics. I have also seen how many other states are
provided funding for Special Olympics because of the important role
Special Olympics can play in health care, job training, community
building. And provided is some maps that others-- what we-- other
states and-- get funding and-- despite many successes we have achieved,
there is still much work to be done. Many athletes remain on the
sidelines, waiting for their chance to shine. Special Olympics Nebraska
continues to strive towards reaching these individuals, ensuring that
everyone has an opportunity to participate and benefate-- benefit from
Special Olympics Nebraska programs. Without the con-- "constinsent"
state funding, there will be individuals with disabilities who are not
able to access life-changing programs, receive specialized health care,
or become a part of a Nebraska workforce. Thank you.

CLEMENTS: Are there questions? Senator Cavanaugh.

M. CAVANAUGH: Thank you. Did you go to Milan yet?

HALEY WAGGONER: I didn't go to Milan. I didn't have time.
M. CAVANAUGH: Oh, no. Oh. Oh my gosh.

HALEY WAGGONER: So I just came back from Turin, Italy for the Special
Olympics World Winter games.

M. CAVANAUGH: How'd you do?

HALEY WAGGONER: I didn't compete. I was just working. I, I, I helped
manage state-- head of states that don't have embassies in Italy.

M. CAVANAUGH: Can you tell my colleagues how many medals you have and
in what sports?

HALEY WAGGONER: I have a lot. But recent-- I've been to three U.S.A.
games, and I-- the recent ones was in 2022, where I got two silver
medals in tennis at the highest division.

M. CAVANAUGH: And I-- just can we publicly announce our, our--
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HALEY WAGGONER: Yes.

M. CAVANAUGH: --plan? OK. So Haley and I will be inviting senators to
come play cornhole out in the courtyards when it gets warmer out. Not
when there's a blizzard in the middle of the week. So you all can
expect that invitation, but just know you're competing against an
Olympian, so. Thank you, Haley. Thanks for your advocacy.

CLEMENTS: Are there questions? Seeing none. Thank you for your
testimony. Next proponent for LB284. Seeing none. Any opponents? Seeing
none. Anyone in the neutral capacity? Seeing none. Senator Guereca.

GUERECA: Thank you, Chairman. And thank you to the testifiers who made
the trip to come out. When I first got invited to the first Special
Olympics event, it was a-- it was a luncheon. But I, I really wasn't
aware of-- you know, you're, you're-- you know, with Special Olympics--
obviously, the work that they do is sports, but the amount of
wraparound health care access that they get and the, the screenings
that they get really is incredible, especially for folks in central and
western Nebraska. They don't always have access to that sort of health
care. This is-- this isn't just a feel-good bill. This is, this is
workforce development. This is, you know, investing in health care in
greater Nebraska. It's a worthwhile endeavor. And I hope the, the, the
committee considers it when making their decisions. And I'll take any
questions if you have them.

CLEMENTS: Are there questions? Senator Prokop.

PROKOP: Thank you. Thank you for bringing the bill, Senator. I think
you mentioned it in your open, but I just wanted to confirm it. And I'm
looking at the map. So Nebraska currently is one of 34 states that
provides some type of funding. So if this bill does not pass, we would,
we would no longer be one of those 34 states--

GUERECA: Correct. We would fall out.

PROKOP: OK. OK. Thank you.

GUERECA: Yeah.

CLEMENTS: Seeing no other questions. Thank you, Senator.

GUERECA: Thank you all.
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CLEMENTS: We have comments for the record: proponents, 4; opponent, 1;
neutral, 0. That concludes the hearing for LB284. Next, we will open
the hearing on LB482. Senator Prokop. LB452. Excuse me. LB452, please.

PROKOP: You had me nervous there for a second. I do have a few handouts
to circulate to committee members. And a happy St. Patrick's Day to, to
everyone. I don't think anybody's wished you a happy St. Patrick's Day
yet, so I wanted to make sure I did that. Well, good afternoon, Chair
Clements and members of the Appropriations Committee. For the record,
my name is Jason Prokop, spelled J-a-s-o-n P-r-o-k-o-p. And I represent
Legislative District 27, which covers west Lincoln in Lancaster County.
Today, I'm here to present LB452, which is a bill that would
appropriate $500-- $500,000 in federal Temporary Assistance for Needy
Families, or TANF, funds in FY '25-26 and FY '26-27 to the Department
of Health and Human Services for court appointed special advocates, or
CASAs. CASAs play a primary role in supporting children who have
experienced abuse or negle-- or neglect-- excuse me-- by advocating for
their best interest in the child welfare and court systems. These
trained volunteers build relationships with the children they serve and
gather information from caregivers, teachers, and social workers to
provide judges with a clear picture of each child's needs. CASAs also
make a broader impact on these children. They cut the time the child
spends in foster care in half, improve the child's academic successes
in home-- at-- in-- or-- sorry-- child, a child's academic successes in
school, and increase the likelihood that the child will find a safe and
permanent home. LB452 provides funding for these necessary and worthy
causes without adding to the state deficit. It is a win for Nebraska
and for at-risk youth. With that, I know we already talked a little bit
about CASAs in, in earlier testimony, and there will be some subject
matter experts that will be coming up behind me, but I'm happy to
answer any questions about, about the bill.

CLEMENTS: Senator Spivey.

SPIVEY: Thank you, Chair. Thank you, Senator, for being here and
bringing this. Do you know what-- because the TANF fund has such
specific purposes-- if what you are using it for already qualifies and
meets those re-- federal requirements?

PROKOP: It, it does. And, and if you've taken a look at the fiscal
note, it does detail that, that it's an eligible use for that purpose.

SPIVEY: Thank you.

PROKOP: Yep.
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CLEMENTS: Are there questions? Seeing none.

PROKOP: OK.

CLEMENTS: Will you stay to close?

PROKOP: I, I will.

CLEMENTS: Yes. We welcome the proponents for LB452. Good afternoon.

CORRIE KIELTY: Good afternoon, Senator Clements and members of the
Appropriations Committee. My name is Corrie Kielty, C-o-r-r-i-e
K-i-e-1l-t-y. I am the Executive Director of the Nebraska Court
Appointed Special Advocate, or CASA, Association. We want to thank you
for your time and consideration of LB452, and thank Senator Prokop for
his advocacy on behalf of children in foster care. I'm here to provide
you with an overview of CASA in Nebraska and the use of state funding
received for the last 14 years. I will also overview our plans for
continuing to serve and expand our services to children who are abused
and neglected. CASA recruits screens, trains, and supports volunteers
who are assigned by judges to advocate as a friend of the court on
juvenile cases when the child has been removed from their home due to
abuse and neglect. Sections 43-3701 to 43-3720 in Nebraska statute, the
Court Appointed Special Advocate Act, govern our requirements. Every
new CASA volunteer completes 30 hours of training, passes a background
check, and must be at least 21 years old. Volunteers commit about ten
hours per month to meeting with their assigned child, attending
meetings, communicating with those involved, writing court reports, and
attending court hearings. They also complete 12 hours of ongoing
education each year. We are asking you to continue state funding the
CASA programs through Temporary Assistance to Needy Families, TANF,
unspent funds at $250,000 per year and increase it another $250,000 so
we may continue to serve the 1,936 children who were assigned to CASA
volunteers by judges in 2024. We will also continue expanding CASA
programs so that every child in Nebraska who needs one has a CASA
volunteer. The first CASA program was established in Nebraska in 1986.
The CASA fact sheet that I provided to you includes information about
the 22 programs in Nebraska, the 55 counties served, and the number of
children who received advocacy in 2024. 23 of those counties, all in
rural Nebraska, were added thanks to the state funding in the last 14
years. We have increased the number of volunteers statewide, from 412
in 2010 to 788 in 2024. That's a 91% increase. Advocacy was provided to
778 more children in 2024 than 14 years ago. Unfortunately, on an
average day, we still have 2,000 children in the foster care system
with no CASA volunteer. We are facing a major challenge with fewer
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people stepping up to volunteer. To continue serving more children, we
need additional state support. As CASA grows, so does the need for
staff to recruit, train, and support volunteers who advocate for
vulnerable children. Each staff member can manage up to 30 volunteers
but only when they don't have any administrative or other duties like
training. Without more funding, our ability to expand and reach every
child is-- in need is at risk. I've also provided you with a summary of
a recent University of Nebraska at Omaha Center for Public Affairs
Research analysis of the cost benefits to Nebraska due to CASA
services. The analysis reviewed cost savings based upon the reduced
length of time a child spends in foster care when they have a CASA
volunteer, the reduced number of foster care placements a child with a
CASA volunteer experiences, the benefits incurred because children with
a CASA volunteer are 17% more likely to be adopted, the benefits to
children as they are more likely to do better in school and graduate
with a CASA volunteer, the improved health of a child with a CASA
volunteer, and the increased safety of a child with a CASA volunteer.
For every dollar invested in CASA, $6 are returned to the state of
Nebraska. You will see those costs broke-- broken out on page 4 of that
handout. The investment of CASA volunteers is essential and saves the
state more than it costs. In addition to program expansion, recruiting,
training, and supporting volunteers with CASA-- with the CASA Fund, we
have conducted evaluations of the program ensuring quality services
with these funds. We also fund our statewide data system and provide an
annual volunteer and staff conference. The funding in LB452 provides
Nebraska CASA programs with the opportunity to continue to serve those
in need, provide cost-effective services for abused and neglected
children, and to grow our services. Thank you.

CLEMENTS: Are there questions?
CORRIE KIELTY: You asked everyone else a question.
CLEMENTS: Senator Spivey.

SPIVEY: Thank you, Chair. Listen, because you are here and the people
have spoken, so I would definitely ask you a question. So how, how is
the money broken out when you look at, like, this appropriation to all
of the local chapters?

CORRIE KIELTY: That is a really good question. So we have a grants
formula that we use for this-- the general funds as well as for the
TANF funds. And that has to do with a specific amount for every program
to make it fair. And then we look at the number of children that each
program served the year before. And in addition to that, the number of
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counties that each program served. So that way, we don't end up giving
an incredibly large amount to just Douglas County because of-- they
have more kids and care and serve more-- than we do, for instance, our
Prairie Plains CASA program, which is in McCook. And it serves seven
counties. So despite the fact that they don't serve nearly as many
children, they have to cover seven counties. And that geographic issue
is a real issue for our programs.

SPIVEY: Thank you. The last thing that I would add is that I know
Kimberly Sherrod, who is the executive director in Douglas County, and
she's doing a great job. And just the work that y'all do is so
important. And so thank you for being here. And again, thank you for
what y'all are doing for kids across Nebraska.

CORRIE KIELTY: Well, thank you. And thank you for asking me a question.
SPIVEY: Of course.
CLEMENTS: Senator Dorn.

DORN: Thank you, Senator Clements. And, and may-- I, I, I-- this I'm
trying to more understand. We just had the Foster Care Review Board
here in front of us. So explain a little bit or, or-- do you see any of
the same or do they cover some or you cover some of theirs or-- just
talk about that a little bit.

CORRIE KIELTY: Yeah. That's a good question. So they-- as, as, as she
said, they choose specific cases to review individually. So those cases
may or may not have a CASA volunteer on them. So we may see the same.
And then everything else we do is very different since they're looking
at all of the challenges in a systematic way. And I will tell you that
the statistics that they put together and their database is just
incredible. I've been in this job for 12 years, and they have the most
reliable data for us to utilize to do our service.

DORN: Do, do any of them, I call it, kind of graduate out of one
program into the other, or do they, I call it, you mesh more or--

CORRIE KIELTY: Yeah. Because what we do is different-- is very
different. So our volunteers are advocating at the court level. And
what they're doing is they're reviewing that entire court case, and
they're looking at all of the statistics on all of the children in the,
in the whole system-- not just abused and neglected, but also children
who are in juvenile justice because of-- they have committed offenses.

DORN: Thank you for the explanation.
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CLEMENTS: Seeing no other questions. Thank you for your testimony.
CORRIE KIELTY: Thank you, Senator.
CLEMENTS: Next proponent. Good afternoon.

CHRISTOPHER JOHNSON: Good afternoon, Senator Clements, members of the
committee. My name is Christopher Johnson, C-h-r-i-s-t-o-p-h-e-r
J-o-h-n-s-o-n. I am a chief deputy county attorney in York County. I'm
also the Polk County attorney. I handle everything juvenile in a
population of approximately 13,000 individuals-- more if you include
some of the rural parts of the counties that are also served by other
parts of other counties. I come here today because CASA is near and
dear to my heart for a number of reasons. A little background of
myself. Not only do I handle everything juvenile law in those two
counties, I also do special prosecuting work in other counties for
juvenile law as well as criminal law. I am a father of four myself, of
kids that range from 11 all the way down to 5, with my now 7-year-old
having his birthday yesterday. We had to go to Urban Air here in town,
so that was nice. I am a volunteer coach for a local wrestling program,
a local soccer program, a local baseball program, a local-- let's see.
I said soccer-- softball program, a number of other things. Ultimately,
I say all of this because children are my life. Everything that I do, I
try and do with a mind of making this place a better place for my
children as they grow up and enter into what can be quite a tumultuous
world. The children that are served by our local CASA, which is CASA of
York County, is the children-- it's the same children that go to school
with my children in York Public Schools. It's the same children that I
coach in the York Wrestling Club. It's the same children that I refer
to diversion programs eventually. It's the same children that are going
to be growing up and graduating and becoming taxpaying citizens of
somewhere in the United States, hopefully. Unfortunately, the
statistics are against them when they come into the foster care system.
Growing up in Clay Center, Nebraska, I had a foster brother. Came to
live with us when he was in high school. He will be facing sentencing
for prison next month for his fifth stint in prison for methamphetamine
use. Had we had a CASA to intervene in some of his abuse/neglect cases
when he was younger, then the individual who was the best man in my
wedding might not be wearing orange for the next 20 years of his life.
Our CASA volunteers in York meet with the children, speak with the
children, spend time with the children. It's like a TeamMates program
on steroids. Ultimately, they advocate for what they believe is in the
best interest of the child. But as opposed to a guardian ad litem in
those cases, who is-- that is their job to specifically do-- they also
ask what the child wants. A lot of times when we deal with this sheer
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number of abused individuals, what can get lost is the humanity of it
all. And that's what our CASAs tend to bring to the table. They can
look at the child and rather than saying, the best thing for you is to
move out of this home and go to school at these times and do these
specific programs, they can look at the child and say, do you need a
blanket? They can hand the child a teddy bear. They can do things that
can get lost in the system. They are the human touch to this very
callous thing that is our court system. Ultimately, I am in support of
whatever funding you can give to CASA on whatever level you can give
it. Because for every dollar that you give, you're not, you're not
investing in current human beings here. You're investing in human
beings that are growing up. I guess not-- current adults. You're
investing in the adults that are growing up, the adults that want and
can have the ability to contribute to our system of life, to be the
person who helps somebody out of the way of a moving train, to be the
individual who wants to grow up and build the next skyscraper, or
perhaps run for the Unicameral. Statistics show-- and there are experts
that would be able to testify better than me-- to-- statistics show
that when we can humanize these children rather than treating them just
as another statistic, their likelihood of, of succeeding in life at
whatever they choose to do is astronomically higher. I would just ask
that you consider that when you are considering your funding. And with
that, I would take any questions that you have.

CLEMENTS: Are there questions? Senator Spivey.

SPIVEY: Thank you, Chair. I'm just going to roll with at least one
thing, so I'll keep it going. Thank you for your testimony and your,
your service. This is more of a comment that there's been lots of
conversations in the body around youth that are navigating trauma, have
committed an offense, and what does that look like. And there's an
intention to put kids in adult prison way sooner. And so I just wanted
to uplift your last remarks around, you know, seeing the human, the
human components of this child, investing in rehabilida--
rehabilitative services in order for them to succeed. And so I
appreciate that approach and, and the leadership that you are taking to
do that within your community.

CHRISTOPHER JOHNSON: Thank you.

CLEMENTS: Are there other questions? Seeing none. Thank you for your
testimony.

CHRISTOPHER JOHNSON: Also, I did want to acknowledge Elizabeth Hain
with CASA for York County is also here supporting me as I give
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testimony. So I did just want to acknowledge her. She wouldn't ever
acknowledge herself, so I just wanted to give her that chance.

CLEMENTS: OK. We thank her for her service. Next proponent. Seeing
none. Are there opponents, LB452? Seeing none. Anyone here in the
neutral capacity? Good afternoon.

DIANE AMDOR: Good afternoon. Chairperson Clements, members of the
Appropriations Committee. My name is Diane Amdor, D-i-a-n-e A-m-d-o-r.
And I'm a staff attorney for the Economic Justice program at Nebraska
Appleseed. We are here today to provide neutral testimony on both LB505
and LB452. I'll just give you one paper so you don't have to shuffle
things around. I want to first be very clear that Nebraska Appleseed is
not opposed to giving funding to CASA in particular. They have been a
great partner for our child welfare team and the work of CASA
volunteers. And the infrastructure of CASA is important and amazing.
This is genuinely neutral testimony, not opposition in a sneaky neutral
way. We are concerned that the level of funding proposed by both of
these bills would make it more challenging for the Legislature to find
a fiscally sustainable approach to adjusting Aid to Dependent Children
benefit levels, which are currently too low to help Nebraska's lowest
income families with children make ends meet. The state of Nebraska
currently has approximately $150 million sitting in the TANF rainy day
fund, a funding source whose primary purpose is to assist needy
families so that children can be cared for in their own homes. All of
that is well-documented in the Legislative Fiscal Office's wonderful
report on the TANF fund, which is an amazing resource. At the same time
as we have that, that fund sitting there, we also have nearly 24,000
children living in extreme poverty in our state and nearly 3,000
children who were removed from their homes due to neglect or, in other
words, essentially poverty. Thankfully, because of the action taken in
recent years by this committee, by the Health and Human Services
Committee, and by the Legislature as a whole, Nebraska has made some
progress toward spending down that TANF rainy day fund. Unfortunately,
the approach taken thus far has failed to spend down the fund as
rapidly as predicted by DHHS and has resulted in a shift in the way
Nebraska spends TANF funds-- a shift away from prioritizing direct cash
assistance and an increase in the use of TANF funds for indirect
supports and programming. And a more detailed list of what all that
entails can be found in the DHHS expenditure-- TANF expenditure report.
Thanks to Senator Cavanaugh's advocacy last session in increasing the
transparency in that fund. While Nebraska Appleseed appreciates Senator
Pro-- Senator Prokop's leadership in advocating for utilizing TANF
funds for the benefit of Nebraskans, we also want to ensure that the
Legislature keeps the big picture in mind when considering proposals
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for spending down TANF rainy day fund. Nebraska's TANF funds should be
used first and foremost to ensure that Nebraska's lowest income
families with children can make ends meet. As such, direct cash
assistance should be the top priority for our state's TANF
expenditures. To that end, we are testifying in a neutral capacity
today just to provide information about the ADC program and the TANF
block grant more generally. Nebraska's Aid to Dependent Children
program, or ADC, is the TANF-funded program that provides direct cash
assistance to Nebraska's lowest income families with children. Under
the current infrastructure, a household of three has to have a monthly
net income of less than $1,000 a month just to be eligible. And even at
that point, they can only receive a maximum of $552 per month. That
number goes down as their earned income goes up. ADC also has a very
low initial eligibility level. The ADC program's low eligibility levels
mean that very few families with children qualify for the ADC program--
approximately 3,000 families in a typical month. The ADC program also
includes very strict work requirements and a short time limit. All of
these factors mean that only a small-- even for the small handful of
families who are eligible for ADC, they still struggle to make ends
meet. The Legislature does need to act soon to address that issue,
and-- so that the TANF reverds-- reserve funds can be used to ensure
that the currently funded programs and services don't lose out as the
state makes that transition, which we hope the Legislature will act
soon to do. I'll talk a little bit more about the TANF grant as a whole
in a little bit here. So I'm available for any questions if you have
any.

CLEMENTS: Are there questions? Senator Cavanaugh.

M. CAVANAUGH: Thank you. Thank you for being here. Happy St. Patrick's
Day.

DIANE AMDOR: The same to you.

M. CAVANAUGH: I love, I love your pin. So-- and also, Jjust for the
record, soda bread recipe stood the test of time and is still solid.
TANF. Does TANF keep kids out of foster care?

DIANE AMDOR: Yes. There has been research that shows that direct cash
assistance in particular, whether it's in the framework of ADC or
other, other formats like the child tax credit that was expanded at the
federal level a few years ago, those are-- there are vari-- there,
there are various ways of providing direct cash assistance. But the
resear-- there's a strong body of research out there that does show it
is an excellent preventive measure for keeping kids out of the system
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in the first place, particularly for those cases that essentially
amount to neglect or poverty conditions.

M. CAVANAUGH: And those being like not having stable housing or food or
electricity.

DIANE AMDOR: If the root cause for the children being removed from the
home is essentially poverty, then addressing poverty prevents kids from
entering the system in the first place.

M. CAVANAUGH: OK. Thank you. And also thank you for highlighting the
TANF report that was compiled by our fiscal analyst who's sitting here
today. So thank you to Mikayla as well. So just to clarify, Appleseed--
you like these two programs. And general funds would be a more
appropriate funding stream?

DIANE AMDOR: I would not want to take over the job of the
Appropriations Committee in determining what the appropriate stream is.
But-- and these are important programs. They should have stability.
They should have an expectation of what kind of funds they are going to
receive. And our concern with TANF funds is that if there are changes
made to this program in the near future, that, that might not be the
case, as 1is flagged in the fiscal note for this bill.

M. CAVANAUGH: Yeah. My concern is that we had a hearing last week on a
bill that was for domestic violence funding. And it's because we gave
them TANF funds. And it-- there's so many complications in utilizing
TANF funds that it became untenable. And so now they're seeking general
funds, so. Thank you for your testimony today. And have a great
afternoon.

CLEMENTS: Are there questions? Seeing none. Thank you for your
testimony.

DIANE AMDOR: Thank you.

CLEMENTS: Anyone else wishing to testify in the neutral capacity?
Seeing none. Senator Prokop.

PROKOP: Thank you, committee members. I'll keep it fairly short here.
And I appreciate some of the dialogue that just took place there. You
know, I just, I just point out kind of in closing there. So there are
22 local CASA chapters that are serving 55 counties in, in Nebraska. So
this really has a broad reach across the entire state. So it's not like
it's just particular to, to one or two counties. There's almost 2,000
CASA volunteers that we have in Nebraska as of 2023, but there's still
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about 1,300 children that were without a volunteer advocate. So, you
know, when we're trying to, to find dollars for, for programming in
order to serve those additional children, this is why we took the
approach we did with the bill, so. But, you know-- and I don't need to
rehash. I think just the, the developmental and well-being aspects that
these, that these programs have played out and, and just the, the
savings that they ultimately have for the state because they've proven
to be very beneficial to, to the people that are a part of them. So
with that, I will-- I'll wrap up. And happy to answer any, any
questions.

CLEMENTS: Questions? Senator Cavanaugh.

M. CAVANAUGH: Thank you. Thank you for bringing this bill. So kind of
reiterating my concern over the funding stream. Would you be opposed to
changing it to general funds?

PROKOP: I would, I would not be opposed, but I'm also a realist,
understanding the dialogue that's been taking place in this, in this
committee.

M. CAVANAUGH: If we miraculously had a forecast that had general funds
then.

PROKOP: I think it's a-- I think it's important to fund the program
because of the needs. Yeah.

M. CAVANAUGH: And my, my main concern is having a hearing like we had
last week in a year from now, having them say, turns out-- because
they're-- they can be highly restrictive in the utilization and more
cumbersome than helpful. So we can continue to have that conversation.
Thank you.

PROKOP: Yeah.

CLEMENTS: I'm being told that we currently fund this with $500,000
general funds and $250,000 TANF funds.

PROKOP: Yeah.
CLEMENTS: Is your bill asking for an additional 250--
PROKOP: 250, yep. So—--

CLEMENTS: --or an additional 500°7?
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PROKOP: So it would be adding an additional 250 to the TANF funds that
are already utilized for this. The five-- yeah. There's, there's 500
that, that are in general funds in a different pot, so. $1 million
total.

CLEMENTS: Just wanted to clarify that.
PROKOP: Yes. Yeah.

CLEMENTS: Thank you. Any others?

DORN: Oh.

CLEMENTS: Senator Dorn.

DORN: I, I guess-- maybe I, I-- just for clarification. It's-- the 250
is ending all then? So this is a new $500,000 or--

PROKOP: This is 250 on top of the 250 that's already received.
DORN: OK. So it's 250 plus the-- plus an additional 250. OK.
PROKOP: Yes.

DORN: Just clarification. Because what-- I didn't quite-- make sure I
wanted to understand what Senator Clements asked. Thank you. Yep. OK.

CLEMENTS: All right. Thank you, Senator Prokop. We have comments for
the record: proponents, 7; opponents, 1; neutral, 0. That concludes the
hearing for LB452. Next, we will go to LB505. Senator Prokop.

PROKOP: Well, good after-- oh.

CLEMENTS: Oh. Yeah. Let's just wait a second. People are leaving. Very
good. Please begin.

PROKOP: OK. Well, good afternoon again, Chair Clements of members of
the Appropriations Committee. For the record, my name is Jason Prokop,
spelled J-a-s-o-n P-r-o-k-o-p. And I represent Legislative District 27
in west Lincoln in Lancaster County. I'm here to open on LB505, which
is a bill that would continue a grant program in the Department of
Health and Ser-- Ser-- Health and Human Services with the $10 million
allocation from the federal Temporary Assistance for Needy Families
program. Because of continuing food insecurity in our state, this
program continues to be a vital lifeline for low-income families who
face increasing costs for food. In 2024, this committee approved use of
TANF funds, and the request was included in the State of Nebraska's
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TANF plan and approved. And the first round of funding was awarded last
fall. It takes time to get federal approval, plus gearing up for the
reimbursement grant program that the Department of Health and Human
Services designed. But now the second and final round of food dollars
is currently being allocated. LB505 would continue this grant
reimbursement program through the next biennium so that ongoing need
can be met and define the nonprofits that qualify as those that work in
ten or more counties and qualify for Emergency Food Assistance
Program-- for The Emergency Food Assistance Program, administered by
the U.S. Department of Agriculture. The three entities that have
applied and qualified for this program are the Lincoln Food Bank, Food
Bank of the Heartland, and Catholic Charities. These nonprofits and
their community partners that are most of the food pantries and
churches in your districts provide food assistance, serving the entire
state. You should have received a handout that came around that
provides a map showing where they reach and who those community
partners are. Again, I, I would just-- in closing, appreciate the
committee's consideration of this. There are subject matter experts
that will be coming up behind me that can talk more to the funding and,
and how the dollars flow. But I'm happy to try and answer any questions
you might have.

CLEMENTS: Questions? Senator Cavanaugh.

M. CAVANAUGH: Thank you. Thanks again. So we did this already and--
just kind of addressing my concerns about TANF-- and they-- I'm, I'm
assuming because they asked you to bring this bill-- they didn't have
any issues in regards to spending the money.

PROKOP: Right. That's right. That's correct. Yes.
M. CAVANAUGH: Kind of thought that, but.

PROKOP: Yeah.

M. CAVANAUGH: Thank you.

CLEMENTS: Senator Dorn.

DORN: Thank you, Senator Clements. And thank, thank you for being here.
I, I guess this is where a little bit of my confusion-- because people
visited with me this morning too about this because the, the previous

bill was the 250, but it's a new 500. This one here was at $5 million?

PROKOP: This, this-- it's $5 million and $5 million--
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DORN: But it's asking for 10 and 10.

PROKOP: It's, it's-- it should be 5. It should be 5.

DORN: It should be 5 and 5? OK.

PROKOP: Yeah. It's not accurately written--

DORN: You'll have to bring an amendment then because that--
PROKOP: Yes. Right.

DORN: When, when I look at the fiscal note, it was 10 and 10.
PROKOP: Right.

DORN: Yeah. And-- OK. That's--

PROKOP: Yeah.

DORN: And I'm just trying to-- for my clarification more than
anything--

PROKOP: Yeah. There was a-- there was a-- there was some inaccuracy
there that we're going to work to, to--

DORN: Yeah. OK.

PROKOP: --to correct.

DORN: Thank you for that explanation.

PROKOP: Yeah.

CLEMENTS: Are there questions? Seeing none. Will you stay to close?
PROKOP: Yes, I will.

CLEMENTS: OK. All right. First proponent for LB505, please. Good
afternoon.

MICHAELLA KUMKE: Good afternoon, Chairperson Clements and members of
the Appropriations Committee. My name is Michaella Kumke, spelled
M-i-c-h-a-e-1-1-a K-u-m-k-e. And I proudly serve as President and CEO
of the Food Bank of Lincoln. I am here today to ask for your support of
LB505. Alongside a network of more than 200 school and community
partners, our food bank aims to alleviate hunger for neighbors in 16
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counties right here in southeast Nebraska, neighbors like the Lincoln
mama who wrote to us with this message: quote, we don't look like we
need help from the food bank. OK house. OK car. Clothed decently. But
recently, a medical event wiped out our savings, took all our money
that wasn't going to bills, and forced us to choose between food and
medicine. We got food from the food bank distribution. It kept us fed
during really dark and trying times. We work really hard and have good
jobs, but it only took one month and one event to decimate our finances
to the point we couldn't buy food. We are getting back on our feet as a
family but wanted to say thank you. What you do matters and is saving
families, end quote. Similar stories are echoed in conversations with
neighbors across our service area, where an estimated 64,510 of our
Nebraska neighbors face hunger. While the percentage of food-insecure
neighbors in our service area range from 11.6% of the population in
Saunders County to more than 15.5% in Gage and Nemaha counties, make no
mistake: food insecurity impacts 100% of us. Our programs and partner
sites have seen an increased need of 153% compared to just five years
ago. It is unprecedented. Resources are already stretched, and federal
grant programs that support relationships between food banks and local
producers recently took a hit. Tariffs on metals used to can food will
cause prices of shelf-stable goods to increase further. Nebraska's food
banks and our partners connect neighbors to meals with tremendous
deficiency-- tremendous efficiency, responsibility, and impact. Yet the
scope of food insecurity extends beyond what generous community donors
can sustain. We will purchase about 40% of food this fiscal year. 10%
of it is made possible by a previous TANF appropriation. This is a
reimbursement program, as Senator Prokop said, and a timeline of our
reimbursement process is included in your handouts. I will be happy to
answer any questions about that process following my testimony. TANF
funds allow us to procure nutritious proteins, fresh produce, and
shelf-stable items when donated goods are unpredictable. Take, for
example, a menu from one of our drive-through distributions earlier
this month, which is illustrated in your handout. Our food purchasing
budget-- including TANF dollars-- secured grapes, avocados, and eggs.
The USDA provided chicken, peanut butter, and milk. And donated
products completed the menu with breakfast bites and flour. A
continuation of this TANF appropriation will enable us to respond to
Nebraskans like that Lincoln mama in critical moments or extended
seasons of hardship. We do not and cannot do this work alone. We
respectfully urge you to support LB505. Thank you.

CLEMENTS: Are there questions? Senator Spivey.

SPIVEY: Thank you, Chair. And thank you for your testimony. Can you
speak to maybe your experience with the grant process for application
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and, and how that has worked for you and maybe some of your other
colleagues across the state?

MICHAELLA KUMKE: You bet. So the first hearing for the App-- to the
Appropriations Committee, LB76-- LB763, was heard in March of 2023. By
the end of that legislative session, it was approved. And on May 1,
2024, nearly-- more than a year later, the request for proposal opened
for that funding. That was a significant gap in time. And by the end of
May 2024, the food bank submitted our request for $1.1 million. On
August 1, 2024, the funding period began, but awards had not been
signed. So there was verbal acknowledgment that this was coming, but,
but we didn't feel completely secure in making those purchases because,
again, it's a reimbursement program and we were drawing funds from our
other budget. By October 3, 2024, the food bank received the signed
award for our $1.1 million allocation. And quarter one would have been
July to December of 2024. The food bank spent only $12,608 in TANF
funds. Again, we were trying to balance our budget and not be
irresponsible to assume these dollars would come.

SPIVEY: Because it didn't come to October for you to know.

MICHAELLA KUMKE: Exactly. So what I would say is it was a difficult
process to get started. But now that we have that ironed out, we have
great confidence in our relationship with the state to be able to
operate this efficiently.

SPIVEY: And what is the reimbursement timeframe, do you feel like, from
a cash-flow perspective and makes sense of when you get reimbursed and,
and you offloading those?

MICHAELLA KUMKE: Thank you for asking. It's a quarterly re--
reimbursement, so that truthfully is not ideal. Monthly would make it
easier for us for budgeting purposes. But if that's not possible, we'll
continue to make quarterly work.

SPIVEY: Thank you.
MICHAELLA KUMKE: Yeah.
CLEMENTS: Are there questions? Senator Dorn.

DORN: Thank you, Senator Clements. And, and kind of in response to
that, so what-- when you make a request for reimbursement, that goes to
who? Part of our DHHS Department or, or-- where does that request--
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MICHAELLA KUMKE: Yes. So they manage the funding. And we, we submit
receipts to DHHS.

DORN: To DHHS.
MICHAELLA KUMKE: Mm-hmm.
DORN: OK.

MICHAELLA KUMKE: Yup.

CLEMENTS: What percent of your budget do you think $1.1 million
represents?

MICHAELLA KUMKE: It's about 1/3, about 1/3 of our budget.

CLEMENTS: And was the 2023 allocation the first time that you received
TANF funding?

MICHAELLA KUMKE: Yes.

CLEMENTS: All right. Well, thank you for your testimony. Next proponent
for LB505, please. If you're planning to testify on this bill, please
come to the front chairs. Good afternoon.

ALEX McKIERNAN: Good afternoon, Chair Clements, Appropriations
Committee. My name is Alex McKiernan, A-l-e-x M-c-K-i-e-r-n-a-n. And
I'm here today in support of LB505. My wife, Chloe Deagle, and I own
Robinette Farms, which operates in southeastern Lancaster County near
Martell and in Pawnee County near Steinauer. Robinette Farms' mission
is great food that transforms people and the land, and we firmly
believe that all people deserve access to nutritious, flavorful food,
and also that providing that food access has benefits to our state, our
communities, and our environment. Robinette Farms does many things, but
germane to our discussion today are our direct marketing operations. We
grow fresh produce and finish cattle on grass, then aggregate our
production with food from other local farmers and ranchers in Nebraska.
All of this food-- fruits, vegetables, dairy, meat, bread, canned
goods, and more-- are sold and distributed to people in southeast
Nebraska through our retail and wholesale operations. We make a small
impact with donated food items from farms like ours when a truck from
the Food Bank of Lincoln stops by our farm each week. This food goes
into the well-developed system of distribution programs that make food
available to urban and, and rural residents in southeast Nebraska, as
I'm sure you'll hear more detail about today. Farms like ours can make
a larger impact to land and community when the food bank and other
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institutional buyers purchase food directly from local farmers and
ranchers, which they have done at times when funding allows. Supplying
those in need with fresh, wholesome foods purchased from local growers
feeds our food-insecur-- food-insecure population and keeps federal
dollars circulating locally in Nebraska. And through federal programs
such as TANF-- that we're discussing today-- Local Food Purchasing
Assistance, LFPA, and Local Food for Schools, LFS, high-quality local
foods have increasingly found their way onto the plates of those in
need in Nebraska. However, the federal government has recently canceled
both LFPA and LFS, which will mean less local foods reaching local
consumers and less federal dollars ending up in rural communities. I
take no pleasure in noting that rural countity-- counties across the
country are generally net recipients of federal aid. Although my family
and countless other rural residents work very hard every day, it is a
fact that the vast majority of rural counties pay less federal tax than
we receive in federal benefits. And so, at a time when federal funds
are perhaps more uncertain than ever, I want to note just how
vulnerable rural communities are. When we-- generally more dependent on
federal funds than our urban neighbors, we are far more likely to be
harmed by decrease in-- decreases in federal funding and programs. So I
support LB505 as a farmer and a rancher and I support LB505 as a rural
resident. Rural Nebraska has far more to lose when federal funds are
disappearing with little or no notice. And now more than ever, we need
to make sure that TANF funds are available to well-managed, highly
capable organizations like the Food Bank of Lincoln, Food Bank of the
Heartland, and Catholic Charities. So I encourage you to support LB505
and make, make sure those in need have access to good food. Thank you.

CLEMENTS: Questions? You donate some of your food to the food bank and
you also sell some to the food bank?

ALEX McKIERNAN: We have at times sold some to the food bank. That's not
a significant portion of our operations, but we have sold in the past
when they have some of these federal programs that support those
purchases.

CLEMENTS: Thank you for supporting them. Senator Cavanaugh.

M. CAVANAUGH: Sorry. Actually, I did have a question. The Local Food
for Schools program, did you participate in that?

ALEX McKIERNAN: We do. My wife in particular has worked really closely
with lots of groups to bring those foods into local schools.
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M. CAVANAUGH: And do you have any updates to share as to what's going
on with that program?

ALEX McKIERNAN: My understanding is that it was canceled, along with
LEFPA.

M. CAVANAUGH: So you'll-- OK.

ALEX McKIERNAN: So the, the funds have been withdrawn. We have a larger
contract with Omaha Public Schools, and they've told us that they'll
make that work for as long as they can. But going forward, I don't
think that will exist.

M. CAVANAUGH: OK. Thank you.
CLEMENTS: Senator Spivey.

SPIVEY: Thank you, Chair. And thank you for your testimony. To

piggyback on Senator Cavanaugh, was that a reimbursement program too,
or did you draw down the funds and could expend it and they're asking
you to return the money that you originally was allocated? Thank you.

ALEX McKIERNAN: Well, in that situation, Senator, we would have been
the-- the Omaha Public Schools would have been the grant recipient.

SPIVEY: Oh, OK.

ALEX McKIERNAN: And so I believe they were being reimbursed after
purchasing from us.

SPIVEY: OK. And so they're going to figure it out in the meantime, but
that funding stream is gone away effective immediately.

ALEX McKIERNAN: The effective immediately I'm not certain about. We
asked what effect that would have so that we could plan our cash flow,
and they said not to worry for the next couple months; the orders they
had placed would be covered. But I don't know how they're doing that.

SPIVEY: OK. Thank you.
CLEMENTS: Well, thank you for your testimony.
ALEX McKIERNAN: Thank you.

CLEMENTS: Next proponent. Good afternoon.
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SCOTT YOUNG: Good afternoon, Chairman Clements and members of the
Appropriations Committee. My name is Scott Young, S-c-o-t-t Y-o-u-n-g.
And I'm a member of the board of directors of Feeding America, the
nation's food bank network. Our network represents 200 food banks and
over 60,000 nonprofit agencies and millions of neighbors across America
who are dealing with hunger issues. I'm here today to encourage the
support of LB505. The dollars in this bill will enable the Food Bank
for the Heartland in Omaha and the Food Bank of Lincoln to provide more
healthy food to more Nebraskans in 2025 and beyond. Feeding America
studies reveal there are 267,960 Nebraskans struggling with hunger. Of
that group, 91,240 are Nebraska kids. Our state's two food banks and
food banks across the country are struggling right now and doing their
best to deal with the impacts of inflation on our neighbors and the
higher costs of obtaining food to provide to our hungry neighbors. And
these two food banks that are represented today serve every county in
the state of Nebraska. LB505 would support Nebraska seniors, veterans,
kids, single moms, people trying to overcome addiction issues, the
homeless, women and kids in domestic violence shelters, and more.
Making sure Nebraskans have adequate access to healthy food is good
business for the state, and it does benefit all of us. So thanks for
considering your support for LB505. We hope you will join us in our
efforts to provide healthy food to hundreds of thousands of Nebraskans.
And we are grateful. And I'd be happy to answer any questions.

CLEMENTS: Questions? Seeing none. Thank you for your testimony.
SCOTT YOUNG: Thank you, sir.
CLEMENTS: Next proponent. Good afternoon.

ADAM DeMIKE: Good afternoon. Thank you, Chairperson Clements and the
rest of the Appropriations Committee for allowing me to speak today. My
name is Adam DeMike, A-d-a-m D-e-M-i-k-e. And I'm the Executive
Director of Tabitha's Thread, a nonprofit organization in Weeping
Water. And one of my-- one of the many agency partners across the state
who works with the Food Bank of the Heartland. And I'm here to speak in
favor of LB505. Tabitha's Thread, it was founded by a 15-year-old girl
named Rose almost 14 years ago. She wanted to find a way to meet the
basic needs of the kids around her who didn't have what she had, and so
that has grown over the years into an everyday mission of getting
deserving families in Cass County and beyond the basic, daily
necessities that they need. And so we do that by providing school
supplies and backpacks and the clothing at the beginning of each school
year to families from every school in, in Cass and Otoe Counties. And
we do that by providing summer pool passes to local community pools for
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families who cannot afford them. And we also do that by providing
Christmas presents and stockings to families from all over Cass County
and beyond every year. These gifts are not Xboxes and toys. We provide
clothes and toiletries and shoes and socks and blankets and try to
sprinkle in a little fun in the process. We stay in contact with also--
we also stay in contact with all the local guidance counselors and
administration from each school so we can stay on top of daily needs as
they arise. So when a kid comes to school without a coat or, or needs
shoes that, that fit, we, we get a phone call and we drop off whatever
is needed. We also have a diaper and formula pantry that we provide to
families who, who need those on a daily basis and try to get them the
basics that they need as well. All of these things and more are funded
by a generous gift from a local gquarry and, and a once-a-year
fundraiser that we do in December. But another service that we provide
is our mobile food pantry, and that we do once a month in-- at the Cass
County Fairgrounds, where we serve about 120 families each month,
totaling about 400 people, thanks to the Food Bank of the Heartland.
And, and, and, and that is really what brings me before you today to
speak to you in favor of LB505. About 90% of the people that, that come
through our food pantry line are hardworking people that are doing the
best that they can. They are providing for their families. But if
something as simple as needing a new set of tires or brakes comes
along, they would be sunk financially. And so we are doing all that we
can to help provide for the people around us to, to, to, to help them
keep their head above water. And so I'm here today because I know that
can-- continuing to fund organizations like Food Bank for the Heartland
is something that, that you're taking a look at. And I just-- I, I want
you to know the difference that it is making in our community and every
county across the state of Nebraska. And I know the need is great in
counties like Sarpy and Douglas and Lancaster where the, the population
is greater. But out of the 93 counties in Nebraska, 50 of them are
rural counties like us. And, and, and that's where over 1/3 of the
state lives. And, and, and I know that every county in Nebraska has
great needs and, and, and-- that need to be met. And I am here on
behalf of all of our 93 counties. But I want to make sure that we are
not forgotten. 80% of my food bank patrons are from Weeping Water and
Elmwood. Senator Clements and I-- those are our hometowns. And, and,
and, and, and I'm not here to ask for a handout or, or, or for free
money. I'm here because I, I, I was one of those kids who grew up in
poverty who had people dropping off food, donations on my doorstep. And
I want you to know that it matters. It makes a difference. And so we do
all that we can to, to fund all of our outreach programs, but we can't
do it alone. We need your help. And, and Nebraska may not be for
everyone, but, but, but it's for us. And, and, and, and what makes this
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state great is our ability to come together, neighbor helping neighbor
as we carry each other's burdens side by side. And last time I checked,
Cass 1is still carved into the east side of this great and beautiful
building, and we are proud to be from a state that takes pride in
helping one another. And so I once again am, am, am in favor of LB505.
And so would you please consider continuing to allocate funds to
organizations such as Food Bank of the Heartland, the Lincoln Food
Bank, and Catholic Charities and other similar organizations so that we
can keep walking hand in hand as we make sure no one goes without what
they need here in Nebraska? All these agencies, whether-- whe-- you
know, whether it is-- it, it is the food banks of Nebraska or Catholic
Charities, the, the goal is the same, and it's summed up great by
Mother Teresa when she said that we make a difference by doing small
things with great love and helping people to know that they are known
and that they are valued and they are loved. And providing basic needs
is the greatest way that we can give them the confidence to move ahead
and to come alongside of them, helping to 1lift them out of poverty and
to a stronger way forward. So thank you for your time. And if you have
any questions, I would love to answer them.

CLEMENTS: Are there questions? Good to see you, Adam.
ADAM DeMIKE: It's good to see you, sir.

CLEMENTS: Thank you for what you're doing.

ADAM DeMIKE: Thank you.

CLEMENTS: Next proponent for LB505. Good afternoon.

DAVE VANKAT: Good afternoon, Mr. Chairman and senators. My name is Dave
Vankat, D-a-v-e; last name, V-a-n-k-a-t. And I am the Chief Community
Engagement Officer for Catholic Charities of the Archdiocese of Omaha.
Catholic Charities of Omaha serves primarily the 23 counties of
northeast Nebraska, but we get people to come to us for food assistance
from a variety of other counties as well. In the last couple of years,
we've served over 40-- or, people from over 40 different counties
throughout the state who will travel far distances because they do not
have food readily available. Catholic Charities of Omaha operates our
primary pantries at the St. Teresa of Calcutta Campus in northeast
Omaha, which is a choice pantry offering people the opportunity to come
and select the food that they wish. We also operate a pantry in south
Omaha at our St. Juan Diego Center and in northeast Omaha at the St.
Martin de Porres Center that primarily serves our senior population.
We're here asking for your continued support of the TANF funding of
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food through this bill, LB505. We will echo a lot of the comments that
you already heard from people who come to us as well. We never know who
they are going to be. We say we can always be the next person in line
at our pantries because no one knows when a health issue, a car issue,
an employment issue may come up which brings them to us in need. There
is a misperception that Catholic Charities only serves Catholics. That
couldn't be further from the truth. We serve whoever comes to us in
need. We actually have a large Muslim population that comes to us for
assistance through our St. Teresa of Calcutta Campus. We know that now
they are celebrating Ramadan, and so we, we don't see them coming to
our campus right now because they are-- they, they fast from morning
till-- from dusk till dawn. And we know that they are going to be
coming back to us in greater need after that period of time. The TANF
funding has enabled us to purchase both culturally appropriate foods,
like halal foods, that dignifies those who come to us in need of
assistance, as well as very nutritious foods for families and children
that are in need and enable them to stay in their homes rather than
have to choose between food and rent or utilities payments. So again, I
appreciate your time here today. And I appreciate your consideration
for passage of LB505.

CLEMENTS: Are there questions? Seeing none. Thank you for what you do
and for your testimony.

DAVE VANKAT: Thank you.
CLEMENTS: Next proponent. Good afternoon.

BRIAN BARKS: Good afternoon, Chairman Clements and members of the
Appropriations Committee. My name is Brian Barks, spelled B-r-i-a-n
B-a-r-k-s. And I am here on behalf of Food Bank for the Heartland, our
over 500 network partners, and the thousands of individuals we serve.
Our food bank reaches 77 counties across Nebraska, serving neighbors
from Omaha all the way to Sidney and countless areas in between. Today,
I am here to provide testimony in support of LB505 to promote a
continual and sustainable revenue stream that supports our partners and
neighbors. Food insecurity is at historic levels. Over a multiyear
period, Food Bank for the Heartland has seen dramatic increases in the
need with the resources available not increasing at the same rate. You
can see this comparison in our neighbors served and food sourced in the
graphs distributed to the committee. With Nebraskans continuing to face
the uncertainty of high inflation and grocery prices, the charitable
food system cannot meet this growing need alone. To that end, we are
advocating to allow the food banks to remain in the Nebraska state TANF
plan into the next biennium to allow our food bank and fellow food
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banks to build on the momentum that this funding has brought to our
food distribution programs. With this funding, Food Bank for the
Heartland increases its variety of products to include fresh produce,
dairy, and proteins that were cost-prohibitive. Our food bank's mobile
pantries have been one of the main benefactors of this funding,
allowing for a wider set of products to be available to neighbors on a
consistent basis. We have elevated these distributions to have more
consistent access to frozen protein sources and dairy products. During
October to December 2024, our food bank served 252,204 duplicated
individuals with product purchased with TANF funds. Food Bank for the
Heartland works to purchase and secure donated foods to meet the needs
of our neighbors. Our food bank has created a comprehensive food
sourcing plan that works at achieving high benchmarks in these two
buckets. To be successful, we rely on the collaboration and
partnerships of external resources, which include government funding
streams. Our current TANF allocation has gone to great levels in
helping our food bank and network partners work towards eliminating
hunger across the heartland. Keeping food banks in the TANF plan will
allow for continued planning and strengthened implementation of our
sourcing and distribution work. We have, are, and will continue to
create innovative strategies to meet the needs of our neighbors.
Continuing this TANF appropriation is an integral part of that process.
These are dollars that go directly to food that makes its way to
Nebraska pantries, churches, and schools. These are dollars that 1ift
the charitable food system and support our state's most vulnerable.
These are dollars that allow Nebraskans to have access to quality,
nutritious foods that meet their healthy and dietary needs. Food Bank
for the Heartland's mission: to eliminate hunger in the heartland by
ensuring consistent access to healthy foods through community
partnerships. We work tirelessly across our entire service area to
think critically and strategically on how to eliminate hunger at
systems levels. We are building unique coalitions and partner networks
across the state to meet Nebraskans where they are and to address the
issue of hunger at all levels. In advancing LB505, we are looking to
continue our partnership with the state of Nebraska as we work hand in
hand to address this crisis that our state is facing. And with that,
happy to answer any questions that you may have.

CLEMENTS: Questions? Seeing none. Thank you for your testimony.
BRIAN BARKS: Appreciate it. Thank you.

CLEMENTS: Next proponent for LB505. Seeing none. Is there anyone in
opposition? Seeing none. Anyone in the neutral capacity? Thought so.
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DIANE AMDOR: Hello again.
CLEMENTS: Welcome.

DIANE AMDOR: Good afternoon, Chairperson Clements, members of the
Appropriations Committee. My name is Diane Amdor, D-i-a-n-e A-m-d-o-r.
And I'm a staff attorney for the Economic Justice program at Nebraska
Appleseed. We're here today to provide neutral testimony on LB505, as I
mentioned earlier. And again, I want to be clear that Nebraska
Appleseed is not opposed to the use of TANF funds or any other source
of funds for food assistance. To the contrary, the food banks have been
important partners for Nebraska Appleseed, particularly with Nebraska
Appleseed's food and nutrition access work. And we very much appreciate
what they do. I, I am here, however, because we are concerned that the
level of funding proposed by this bill, par-- particularly without the
amendment that was mentioned earlier, would make it more challenging
for the Legislature to find a fiscally sustainable approach to
adjusting ADC benefit levels, which are currently too low to help
Nebraska's lowest income families with children to make ends meet. We
again appreciate Senator Prokop's leadership in advancing and
advocating for utilizing TANF funds for the benefit of Nebraskans. We
also want to ensure that the Legislature keeps a bigger picture in mind
when considering proposals for spending down the TANF rainy day fund.
Nebraska's TANF funds should be used first and foremost to make sure
that Nebraska's lowest income families with children can meet their
basic needs. As such, direct cash assistance should be the top priority
for our state's TANF expenditures. To that end, we are testifying in a
neutral capacity today to provide information about the ADC program and
the TANF block grant. I talked a little bit about the ADC program
earlier. I'll mention a few points about the TANF block grant. I am not
going to read everything that I gave you earlier because it's late in
the day. So the TANF program gives states broad flexibility to develop
and implement creative and innovative strategies and approaches to
remove families from a cycle of dependency on public assistance and
into work. As a general rule, states must use TANF funds for eligible
needy families with a child and for one of the four purposes of TANF,
which are: number one, to provide assistance to needy families so that
children may be cared for in their own homes or in the homes of
relatives; two, to end dependence of needy parents by promoting job
preparation, work, and marriage; three, to prevent and reduce
out-of-wedlock pregnancies; and four, to encourage the formation and
maintenance of two-parent families. Those four purposes came from the
1996 welfare reform process. And prior to that time, ADC funds-- which
had a different name-- were-- it was just cash assistance. So in 199¢,
we had all those big changes at the federal level. And in addition to
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cash assistance-- so it was shifted from an entitlement program to a
block gant-- grant program. And the federal government said, hey,
states, don't just give people money to figure things out. Also have
these work requirements and also have some programs and also have some
services. Since that time, Nebraska and many other states have shifted
away from providing direct cash assistance and have almost flipped that
percentage upside down. So some states hardly provide any TANF funds
for direct cash assistance. Nebraska historically has had a higher
proportion of our TANF funds going towards direct cash assistance
compared to other states, and we would argue that that is a helpful and
positive aspect of TANF in Nebraska that should be protected and
encouraged and promoted, while also recognizing the importance of
indirect supports like food assistance. Those have a role to play.
We're not saying don't use TANF funds on those. We're just saying
direct cash assistance should be the top priority. We need to figure
that out right now. And Nebraska's ADC program currently needs some
work, needs some adjustments because right now it is not helping
families make that shift from living in extreme poverty into being able
to have economic self-sufficiency and independence. A few highlights
here of just why ca-- direct cash assistance is so important and should
be the top priority for TANF spending. Number one, financial assistance
reduces stress on parents and lowers child maltreatment rates. As we
discussed earlier, I have some citations in here of the research that
gets us to that conclusion. Providing cash to families has immediate
and long-term positive impacts on children. Adequate TANF cash
assistance can help survivors of domestic violence build the financial
stability necessary to leave abusive relationships and rebuild their
lives following violence. And providing adequate cash assistance to
families with low incomes saves money for everyone. If the end goal is
to ensure that Nebraska's TANF funds are used as effectively as
possible to address child poverty while also being responsible stewards
of taxpayer dollars, there are some alternative proposals that the
Legislature can and should consider, such as adjusting the ADC standard
of need annually. It is currently adjusted every other year, which
makes no sense. Increasing the ADC maximum benefit amount, which has
not been significantly adjusted since 2015. And fully ending the child
support penalty in the ADC program. We very much appreciate that this
committee raised the profile of that child support issue of last
session and did pass Senator John Cavanaugh's LB233. That red light is
on, so I will stop talking. And I'm happy to answer any questions to
the best of my ability.

CLEMENTS: Questions? Senator Spivey.
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SPIVEY: Thank you, Chair. Thank you again for your testimony. And this
is more so just a comment for our committee and for the record that
there is LB102 currently in the body that does some of the things that
you have named because of the importance and attention of TANF and
helping families to self-sufficiency. So just wanted to uplift that.

CLEMENTS: Are there questions? Seeing none. Thank you for your
testimony.

DIANE AMDOR: Thank you for your time.

CLEMENTS: Are there additional neutral testifiers? Seeing none. Senator
Prokop.

PROKOP: Thank you, Chair Clements and members of the committee again
for, for the time on, on this bill this afternoon. Again will keep it
very brief as far as my closing comments. As you've heard from a number
of folks, hunger in Nebraska is currently at, at record highs. There's
approximately 268,000 individuals, 1 of-- 1 in 5 of which are children
considered-- currently considered food insecure in the state. So the
food banks are, are working really hard to meet that need. And they're
working on multiple levels with multiple partners, including pantries,
schools, and churches. So LB505 simply would allow them to move forward
with that work. So with that, happy to answer any final questions.

CLEMENTS: Are there questions? Seeing none.
PROKOP: All right. Thank you.

CLEMENTS: Thank you. We have comments for the record: proponents, 10;
opponent, 1; neutral, 0. That concludes the hearing for LB505. And
we'll let you-- we'll let the room clear here. All right. We're ready.
We'll-- we now open the hearing for LB581. Senator Machaela Cavanaugh.
Welcome.

M. CAVANAUGH: Thank you, Chairman Clements and fellow members of the
Appropriations Committee. My name is Machaela Cavanaugh,
M-a-c-h-a-e-1l-a C-a-v-a-n-a-u-g-h. And I have the privilege of
representing District 6, west central Omaha. I don't know why; I always
look when I start to spell my name at the paper where it spells my name
as though I'm going to mess it up. Every single time. Who knows? As a
dedicated advocate for the well-being of Nebraska's youth, I'm proud to
introduce 1LB58 [SIC-- LB581]. This bill proposes an appropriation of $3
million from general funds for fiscal year '25-26, specifically
allocated to the Department of Health and Human Services. The primary
objective of this funding is to enhance and expand behavioral health
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services for our young population, addressing a critical and growing
need within our state. Our governor has made the children of Nebraska
his number one priority, which is good because Nebraska's youths are
facing unprecedented challenges that significantly impact their mental
and emotional well-being. United Health Center created a report called
America's Health Rankings. Under mental health conditions diagnosed,
children by state, it found a pre-- pressing need for comprehensive
behavioral health services tailored to our young residents. Mental
health disorders are prevalent in Nebraska. 22,000 Nebraskan-- Nebraska
adolescents aged 12 to 17 have experienced depression. Moreover, 18.3%
of children aged 3 to 17 have been diagnosed with conditions such as
ADHD, depression, or anxiety, highlighting the widespread nature of
these issues. Alarmingly, suicide stands as the first leading cause of
death in Nebraska for children aged 10 to 14 and the second for those
aged 15 to 24. I feel like I just got louder. No? It's OK. Nationally,
in 2021, 22% of high school students seriously considered attempting
suicide; and 10% attempted suicide, reflecting a dire need for
intervention. In 2023, the Nebraska Department of Education produced a
report called the Nebraska Adolescent Health Report. The report stated
exposure to adverse child experiences, or otherwise known as ACEs,
significantly affecting-- affects long-term health outcomes. In
Nebraska, 44% of female students and 26% of male students reported
living with someone experiencing poor mental health. Furthermore, 18%
of girls and 11% of boys experienced verbal abuse at home, while 10% of
girls and 3% of boys were forced into unwanted sexual behavior. These
statistics reveal a critical need for accessible, effective, and
youth-centered behavioral health services in Nebraska. The proposed
appropriation in LB581 aims to address several key areas. This bill
would allow for-- facilities for early invention-- intervention and
prevention, allocating resources to identify and support at-risk youth
before issues escalate-- can mitigate long-term coun-- consequences.
Programs fall-- focusing on resilience building and coping strategies
are essential. Access to care is the second one. Ensuring that
behavioral health services are readily available, especially in
underserved and rural areas, is critical. This includes telehealth
options and community-based programs to reach a broader population.
Third is integration with education institutions. Collaborating with
schools to provide on-site counseling and mental health education can
create supportive environments where students feel safe to seek help.
And the fourth is support for families. Offering resources and
education to families empowers them to recognize signs of mental health
issues and substance use, fostering supportive home environments. Given
the state's current budget shortfall, I am willing to amend the bill to
require a match of an amount at least equal to the state funding from
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private sources. The governor is correct. The well-being of our youth
is a dec—-- direct reflection of our state's future. By investing in
comprehensive behavioral health services through LB581, we are taking a
proactive stance to support our young residents in navigating the
challenges they face. This appropriation is not merely an expenditure
but a vital investment in the health, safety, and prosperity of

Nebraska's next generation. I believe I misspoke when I said-- I-- it's
IB581. I think I just said LB58 at the start, so, apologize. On a
personal note, when I was in high school, a classmate of mi-- mine died

from suicide. And I went to a fairly small all-girls high school in
Omaha. And that is the kind of thing that, you know, sticks with you.
You, you never forget something like that. I have actually had several
people in my life who have passed away from suicide, and it's just
really traumatic for everyone in, in ways that a, a different type of
death isn't. And, and so early intervention I think is really, really
critical and important. And so that's why I was really happy to bring
this bill. I also would be remiss if I didn't talk about it, because I
always do, that I suffer from depression and anxiety, and I take
medication for that because I want to destigmatize mental health and
make sure that people who watch us at home feel like they are seen and
that they matter. So with that, I'll take any questions.

CLEMENTS: Questions? Senator Spivey.

SPIVEY: Thank you, Chair. Thank you for your testimony. For the
appropriation, I know you said that you amended it to add the match,
but why not, like, a cash fund that has availability? Why do you think
the-- or, like, why the structure of general funds?

M. CAVANAUGH: Well, I will let someone else maybe answer that more
specifically. But general funds are also just-- you know, it's a
government function. And I don't know that there's necessarily a cash
fund that I would identify as appropriate for this particular project.
But, I mean, I'm open to it.

SPIVEY: Thank you.

CLEMENTS: Happy St. Patrick's Day.

M. CAVANAUGH: Happy St. Patrick's Day.
CLEMENTS: I must say.

M. CAVANAUGH: I will say I don't even think Valentine's Day you'll get
this many people wearing the same color. So there's that. You missed
the memo.
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CLEMENTS: Well, will you stay and close?

M. CAVANAUGH: Yes, I will. For the record, that was-- I said that
Senator Strommen missed the memo on the green.

STROMMEN: There is the green and purple.
M. CAVANAUGH: Oh, OK.

CLEMENTS: We now invite proponent testifiers. First proponent, please.
Good afternoon.

CARLA O'DONNELL-RIZZO: It's scary up here. Good afternoon, Senator
Clements and members of the Appropriations Committee. My name is Carla
O'Donnell-Rizzo. That's C-a-r-1l-a; O'Donnell,
O'D-o-n-n-e-1-1-R-i-z-z-o. I normally don't use the O'Donnell
professionally, but it's St. Paddy's Day, so I felt 1like, you know, you
might as well bring it out there. I'm really excited to testify today
in support of LB581. I'm speaking today in two capacities. The first is
as the Chief Executive Officer of Completely KIDS in Omaha, which I'll
talk about a little bit. Completely KIDS is a nonprofit that really
services mostly south Omaha and a little bit of north Omaha. Our
primary function is in youth development. We provide out-of-school time
programmings in partnership with elementary schools, some homeless
shelters, and then some community partners. What's a little bit
different about the way that we do that is we provide additional
supportive services to make sure we're meeting more holistic needs of
the kids and families. So you have your high-quality afterschool. Then
we have a teen program which provides job training as well as-- I'll
say mentoring, but it's not in the traditional sense. It's more of
those one-on-one meetings with the staff to set goals. We have mental
and behavioral health services, which is going to come into play in
this conversation. A food security program, which you just heard a lot
about food insecurity in Nebraska. So this ties in pretty well to that.
And I'm missing the fifth one. It's in your packet. I'm sorry. It's
scary up here, like I said. Anyways, the second capacity I'm here to
speak in is as a mom. I am the mother of four little boys. Two of them
are preschool aged and one of them has an autism diagnosis. And all of
that's really relevant because my experience both personally and
professionally leads me up to, to sit with you today. Your packets,
which I apologize for all of the reading material, but it's-- it, it
all really is relevant-- tells you a little bit about all those buckets
that Completely KIDS does. It helps you understand more of the holistic
approach to, to community services that we take. The one thing missing
in that packet is early childhood. And that's relevant here because as
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our youngest learners, oftentimes living in poverty-- especially in the
area that we're at, on 24th and St. Mary's-- don't have a lot of access
to early childhood. When people talk about being kindergarten ready,
they talk about things like counting to 20 and knowing your ABCs. But
I'm going to tell you, as a mom and as a professional, that it's more
about your behavioral readiness entering that-- the-- your first
learning experience that's going to tell how successful you are in that
first year of kindergarten. Kids that don't have executive functioning
skills-- that means the ability to take your turn, right, the ability
to problem-solve with your peers, the ability to do multiple steps in
something-- are going to struggle a lot more in a kindergarten
classroom. Most kids, they're going to learn their ABCs in those first
couple of months, right? The songs are pretty great for that. But kids
that might have a behavioral health need that don't get access to early
childhood services oftentimes don't even get that diagnosis until some
time in kindergarten. If they're missing that diagnosis, they're not
going to get those services until probably the end of that year. So the
Completely KIDS model is really all about a comprehensive program for
care. So in an early childhood center, we would have those early
childhood classrooms 0 to 5-- we have a true professional in that area
here-- along with access to those other components, including mental
and behavioral health services. So as a working parent of a kid with
special needs, I can tell you trying to arrange appointments that my
kid needs, trying to get all of the places, whether it's speech or OT
or his behavioral health services, is really hard for a working parent,
even one that has incredible flexibility in her job. Having all of
these things in one spot on a campus alleviates so much of that burden
for parents, particularly parents that are working hourly jobs, may not
have that flexibility. It allows them to make sure their kid gets what
they need to be successful and then be kindergarten ready. So it's a
lot more than one component of this. It's really about the holistic
look at the entire child and what they need, everything from food
insecurity to behavioral health services into that educational sphere.
I went way off script because that's what I do. But I would entertain
any questions you might have.

CLEMENTS: Are there questions? Seeing none.
CARLA O'DONNELL-RIZZO: Wow. That's easy.
CLEMENTS: Thank you for your testimony.

CARLA O'DONNELL-RIZZO: Wasn't nearly so scary. Well, happy St.
Patrick's Day. Thank you for your time.
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CLEMENTS: Next proponent for LB581. Seeing none. Any opponents? Seeing
none. Anyone in the neutral capacity? Seeing none. Senator Cavanaugh
waives closing. We have comments for the record: proponent, 1;
opponent, 1; neutral, 0. That concludes LB581. Next, we'll open the
hearing for LB621. Just, just a minute as the room changes over.
Senator Dover, you're welcome to open on LB621.

DOVER: Thank you, Chairman Clements. And good afternoon, committee.
CLEMENTS: We're going around the table today.

DOVER: I always hate being the last one of the evening-- or, actually
afternoon. Yeah. My name is Robert Dover, R-o-b-e-r-t D-o-v-e-r. I
represent District 19, which is Madison County and the south half of
Pierce County. LB621 increases the transfer from the Nebraska Tobacco
Settlement Fund to the Health Care Cash Fund by $7.5 million each year
of this biennium. This additional funding will support expanded health
care across the Nebraska federally qualified health centers. The
federally qualified health centers, also known as community health
centers, are community-based safety net clinics for all Nebraska
families regardless of insurance status. They are net free-- not free
clinics. Patients contribute to the cost of their care if they do not
have insurance. Community health care centers are organized under a
federal law that establishes specific criteria each center must follow,
including a detailed data reporting and clinic-- and clinical quality
standards, and serve both rural and urban areas. Nebraska has seven
community health centers with 87 service locations to increase access
for Nebraska families. While health centers are open to everyone, the
majority of the patients are low income, and 1/3 are uninsured. Last
year, over 121,000 Nebraskans, including 33 rural residents, sought
care at a health center. Health centers have been working with
communities across the state to expand access to care, but the lack of
adequate funding continues to be a barrier. From my hometown of Norfolk
to Omaha, North Platte and all the way out to Scotts Bluff County,
there is a need to expand care. LB621 is not an ongoing funding
increase. It is meant to be a one-time distribution from the Health
Care Cash Fund to support expanding health care across the state. The
most recent Nebraska Investment Council report on the sustainability of
the Nebraska Tobacco Settlement Trust Fund indicated that not only is
the fund stable enough to provide funds for the current spending needs,
but it can maintain stability and increase the size of the portfolio to
support future needs. Community health centers already receive a small
portion of funding from the Health Care Cash Fund. This history of
funding, combined with the current needs to increase access and overall
stability of the funds, make this the right time to make this
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investment in health care in our state. Testifiers who come up after me
will provide additional details on this request and the need to-- for
expanded access to health care. I ask for your support on LB621 and
would be happy to answer any questions.

CLEMENTS: Are there questions? Seeing none. First proponent for LB621,
please. Good afternoon.

AMY BEHNKE: Good afternoon, Chairman Clements, members of the
Committee. My name is Amy Behnke, A-m-y B-e-h-n-k-e. And I am the CEO
at Health Center Association of Nebraska. Our organization supports the
work of Nebraska's seven federally qualified health centers and-- the
newly updated 2024 numbers, 123,000 patients they serve each year. I am
here today in strong support of LB621. I'd like to thank Senator Dover
for introducing this important legislation. Health centers are
foundational to the health care delivery system in Nebraska and
collectively comprise one of the largest primary care systems in the
state. Every health center provides medical, dental, and behavioral
health services, as well as supportive services like patient education
programs, transportation, and assistance with enrolling in and
utilizing health insurance coverage all under one roof. Some of our
health centers have on-site pharmacy services, and all contract with
local pharmacies to provide affordable access to medication for their
patients. What makes health centers unique is their commitment to
serving everyone in their community regardless of insurance status or
ability to pay. Patients will not be turned away because they are on
Medicaid or are uninsured. As, as Senator Dover stated, health centers
are not free clinics. Patients who are uninsured contribute to the cost
of their care based on a sliding fee scale. So whether it's urban or
rural, school-based, mobile, or clinic-based, health centers truly are
the safety net of our health care system. LB621 is requesting an
increase in the transfer from the Tobacco Settlement Fund to the Health
Care Cash Fund to support expanding access to health centers across the
state. The Health Care Cash Fund was created in 2001 and receives
revenue primarily from the Nebraska To-- Tobacco Settlement Trust Fund.
The statute establishing the Health Care Cash Fund states that the
purpose of the fund is to provide the use of dedicated revenue for
health ca-- health care-related expenses. The State Investment Council
manages the Nebraska Tos-- Tobacco Settlement Trust Fund. And on or
before October 1 of every even-numbered year, the State Investment
Officer is required by statute to conduct a study on the sustainability
of the Tobacco Settlement Fund. The State Investment Officer submitted
this year's report on September 30-- 13-- excuse me-- of 2024. And in
that report, it stated the Health Care Cash endowment-- which is the
Tobacco Settlement Fund-- has a very good chance of meeting its
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investment goals to provide funds for current spending needs and
increase the size of the portfolio to support future needs. The
forceca-- forecast demonstrates that the Nebraska Tobacco Settlement
Trust Fund has stabilized, can handle modest increases in expenditures.
Indeed, over the last five years, the fund-- after accounting for
earnings, transfers, and expenses-- has grown from just short of $450
million to $605 million, with a projected 2035 balance of $745 million.
The testifiers after me will speak to some of the specific projects
being proposed by LB621. So there are three things I just want to
reiterate. First, we're requesting an increase in the transfer from
Tobacco Settlement to the Health Care Cash Fund to ensure we're not
taking any funding away from existing programs currently funded through
the Health Care Cash Fund. Second, these are not General Fund dollars.
They are funds that are specifically dedicated to health care-related
expenses. Third, this is a request for this biennium only. Supporting
Nebraska's health centers through the Health Care Cash Fund will expand
access to care, most notably in rural communities, help parents stay
healthy so they can work and provide for their families, keep kids in
school, and support the economic development of communities statewide.
Moreover, investments in primary care result in savings to the overall
health care system. Nebraska's health centers contribute $116 million
in cost savings to Medicaid every year and $207 million in savings to
the health care system overall. Investing in health centers is an
investment in the health and well-being of Nebraskans. Thank you. And
I'd be happy to answer any questions you may have.

CLEMENTS: Senator Spivey.

SPIVEY: Thank you, Chair. And thank you for being here and your
testimony. This is just more of a comment. I have a federally qualified
health center in my neighboring district, Senator McKinney's, but it
serves District 13, and it has-- just has such an impact. So I
appreciate that you are representing all the health centers across the
state and the people that you all serve and, and the impact that it
has. So thank you.

AMY BEHNKE: Thank you, Senator.

CLEMENTS: Are there questions? Seeing none. Thank you for your
testimony.

AMY BEHNKE: Thank you.

CLEMENTS: Next proponent. Good afternoon.
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TAMI SMITH: Good afternoon. Chairman Clements and members of the
committee. My name is Tami Smith, T-a-m-i S-m-i-t-h. I'm the CEO at
Heartland Health Center, located in Grand Island, also having a
location in Hastings and Ravenna. I am here today in strong support of
ILB621 and would like to thank Senator Dover for introducing this
important legislation. Heartland Health Center is the newest health
center in the state, established in 2014. That first year, we saw 841
unduplicated patients. And last year, we served nearly 10,000
unduplicated patients. In addition to our main clinic and urgent care
clinic in Grand Island, we have a satellite located in Ravenna, where
we provide medical and behavioral health services, and a new clinic in
Hastings, which we opened in July of '24. We also provide behavioral
health services in Ravenna Public Schools and offer medical, dental,
and behavioral health services in 12 schools in Grand Island-- Grand
Island School District. Amy provided a good overview of LB621. I would
like to tell you how this funding will directly impact individuals in
central and western Nebraska. If you look at the map attached in my
testimony, the pink represents all the counties where Heartland
patients are located. Traveling west, the next closest health center's
Community Action Health Center, located in Gering and reflected in
purple on the map. Over 300 miles separate our two health centers, and
you can see that patients in between our two facilities are traveling
great distance, as much as four hours roundtrip to assess health care.
Because most of our patients are low income, transportation barriers
are common and only make that four-hour trip even more difficult. LB621
can help us fix that. At Heartland Health Center, we have been working
closely with community leaders in both Hastings and North Platte to
address the lack of access to care in their communities. Since
Heartland first opened the doors, we had the goal of expanding that
access to Hastings. It took us ten years to get there, but we are
thrilled to say that we opened the clinic last summer. We are currently
providing medical and behavioral health services in Hastings. LB621
will support building up dental services in Hastings. Very few dental
providers in our service area accept Medicaid patients, and let alone
uninsured. We used to keep a waiting list for dental services at our
main clinic in Grand Island. When the list reached over 4,000
individuals, we had to stop adding to the list. It was unsustainable to
continue adding to that list knowing it would be months, maybe even a
year before someone would be able to get an appointment. Expanding
dental care to Hastings will help address a critical shortage of dental
services in central Nebraska. In North Platte, we have been in regular
communication with key community leaders. North Platte is currently
facing a crisis in access to dental services for Medicaid and
uninsured. Moreover, they are having a packing plan open later this
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year, which will bring up to 2,000 additional workers to their
community. We recently conducted a market assessment to gain a better
understanding of the access needs in North Platte. In Lincoln County,
there are 8,400 low-income residents who have not been served by an
FQHC, 38.5% whom include adults who have not had dental visit in the
past year. The total low-income residents not currently being served by
FQHC, 9% have not sought care due to cost, and 15% have no usual source
of care. This report goes on to say access 1is a huge barrier when it
comes to limitations preventing these residents from obtaining health
care. LB621 will us-- allow us to map out how to bring services to
North Platte and further reduce the gap. It is imperative that, as a
state, we look at providing health care in a new and innovative models
and ensuring that those models create health care systems that is
accessible to all. Investing in expanding access to community health
centers through LB621 will be transformational to our state and will
have long-term economic impacts. I thank you for your time and would be
happy to answer any questions you may have.

CLEMENTS: Are there questions? Seeing none. Thank you for your
testimony. Next proponent. Good afternoon.

KATHY NORDBY: Good afternoon, Chairman Clements and members of the
committee. My name is Kathy Nordby, K-a-t-h-y; Nordby is N-o-r-d-b-y.
And I'm the CEO at Midtown Health Center in Norfolk. My main office is
there. And I also have services in Madison and West Point with
full-time clinics. I'm here today in support of LB621 and would like to
thank Senator Dover, my senator, for introducing this important
legislation. In 2024, Midtown Health Center served about 8,600 patients
and delivered about 29,000 encounters. Our patients come from over 23
communities, mostly in northeast and north central Nebraska, some
traveling over four hours roundtrip to access care. We provide on-site
behavioral health services at eight elementary schools in Norfolk and
primary care at a short-term residential treatment facility in Norfolk
and oral care to the Norfolk Vets Home. My point there is to try to
say: if it's hard to do, that's what we are after-- that nobody else
wants to do those services, so we're filling those critical gaps.
Midtown purchased its first property in 2012, and we've re-- remodeled
it extensively multiple times over. Each time I remodel, I open at
capacity at this-- at the service level that we're serving now. So we
stepped-- packed at a point where we had reached-- we were at capacity.
We were landlocked. And so we purchased property next to us, and that
was built upon the idea for the pro forma, that if I just filled the
va-- vacant positions that I'm looking for where I have a waitlist of
three months, the-- I'd take those 29,000 patients and should be
serving 50,000 patients if I was truly meeting the demand that I see.
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So we need additional space, and we were dedicating the space for the
community, and we want to colocate with other like providers so that we
can get a one-stop shop for our community. We're not asking the state
to bear the entire burden but are combining agency resources, community
support, philanthropic funds along with LB621. To date, we have raised
38% of the funds needed to complete our project. LB621 will allow us to
move the project across the finish line and expand heal-- access to
health care in Nebraska. Midtown's expansion project is one example of
what health centers are poised to do to expand health care in Nebraska.
Whether it's developing satellite locations, adding services,
addressing short-- dental shortages, or constructing and expanding
residency programs or even updating our basic infrastructure, LB621 is
a smart investment for the citizens and communities of our state.
There's just-- these are just a few examples of projects that are ready
to go. What makes us unique is how we're tailoring to our communities
to meet the needs of each of our communities that we serve. I've also

included a coup-- some testimony or stories about two, two faces of the
patients that we serve. These are stories that hit me close and at, at
difficult times-- one where we saved a patient and another where, if

we'd have known about it sooner, we could have made a difference. I, I
think it's important to put a face to the people we serve that
sometimes don't access when they should because they don't feel like
they can afford care. LB621 can help health centers like Midtown
address immediate opportunities to expand. We can close the gaps of
service across the state from the map that you saw. And I hope that you
consider our funding as important as we do. Thank you for the
opportunity to be here today. And I would entertain any questions that
you would have.

CLEMENTS: Questions? Seeing none. Thank you for your testimony. Next
proponent. Welcome.

ANGIE STENGER: Thank you. Good afternoon, Chairman Clements and
committee members. My name is Angie Stenger, A-n-g-i-e S-t-e-n-g-e-r.
And I'm the Executive Director of the Growing Together Workforce
Initiative in northeast Nebraska. My work is grounded in economic and
community development and focused on proactive transformation of our
regional economy. I'm here today in support of LB621 because I do see
the critical need and the critical role that Midtown Health Center
plays, not just in Norfolk, but throughout northeast Nebraska, where we
are trying to grow our community. Building strong communities requires
strong infrastructure like housing and child care and family spaces and
high-quality health care all play that role in attracting and keeping
young families and new residents in the community. Community health
centers not only ensure access to high-quality care for all citizens,
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but they also are the employers, the health care workers in our area,
workforce development engines, and economic drivers in the area that we
see by having those health care workers a part of our community,
especially in these rural communities. Community health care centers
generate $306 million in economic impact across our state, $39 million
in annual tax revenues in Nebraska. And with over 1,100 employees
statewide, health centers attract high-wage earners to communities
across the state. In Norfolk alone, Midtown has over 100 employees and
plans to grow by 25% in our community. Research has shown that a single
physician generates 22 to 26 additional jobs in a town. So investing in
our health care infrastructure does invest in the growth of our
community. Health care centers are-- or, health centers are also
workforce development engines. Midtown participates in the Medical
Assistant Apprenticeship program, so upskilling staff and allowing them
to learn while they earn. And right now, they're working on a primary
care residency program that will allow residents to train directly in
our area. We know that physicians and, and-- many are more likely to
stay and work in the community where they trained. And so bringing in
those health care providers in their residency to northeast Nebraska,
it's vital to retain health care workers and these young residents that
we want to become members of our community. Midtown Health Center saw
almost 6,200 patients in Norfolk last year and is a cornerstone of
health and well-being for northeast Nebraska. LB621 will have a
profound impact on our community development goals, as this will be
happening all in downtown Norfolk, where we are trying to build a
community for young people where they want to live, work, and play. We
can expand health care access and drive economic growth across Nebraska
through LB621. So I thank you for your support and for the opportunity
to be here today. Any questions?

CLEMENTS: Any questions? Seeing none.
ANGIE STENGER: Thank you.

CLEMENTS: Thank you for your testimony. Next proponent. Seeing none.
Any opponents? Seeing none. Anyone in the neutral capacity? Seeing
none. Senator Dover.

DOVER: Just so you know, the person just testifying was 2024 Mom--
Nebraska Mom of the Year. Also-- I think I touched on it, but recently
due to demand expanding, we bought-- the, the well-- the health center.
We're expanding into the-- For-- Courtesy Ford dealership. But the
building there, it's going to be a, like, a 17-- I don't know if we
received documentation. I couldn't get my documentation. But it's, it's
a $17 million project. And they've secured about, I think, a little
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over $10 million of that so far. And they're hoping to secure the rev--
to local money and foundation money to get the rest of it to $17
million where-- I think it is quite impressive. And I think they're
going to be short somewhere around $1.5 million in the forecast anyway.
Who knows for sure? But [INAUDIBLE] that's one of the reason also I'm
bringing this bill. I mean-- and all the health care centers do a
fantastic job. Just a little bit about what's happening, you know, in
my locality. But I think really a $17 million-- and most of it is
raised to foundations and, and loc-- and local fundraising. So I think
it's fantastic. I want to thank you for your time this afternoon. As
you've heard, LB621 is an opportunity to make a one-time investment in
health centers that will have a significant ongoing impact on
communities across the state. This funding doesn't only expand access
to care. It's an economic investment that will spur growth and
development, especially in our rural communities. We know that people
with a u-- with a usual source of primary care have better overall
health, fewer hospitalizations, and are less likely to need costly
care. LB621 is an investment in primary care that will ripple through
the entire health care system. This committee has remained committed to
the original intent of the Health Care Cash Fund while protecting the
longevity of the fund. The one-time transfer of LB621 aligns with the
intent of the fund and protects the ongoing stability of the fund.
Thank you for your time and attention today. Thank you.

CLEMENTS: Are there questions? Senator Cavanaugh.

M. CAVANAUGH: Thank you. Thank you for bringing this bill. So is it--
did you know-- is, is there an analysis that it's not sustainable to
have this be a permanent transfer?

DOVER: It wasn't a-- it just wasn't a request.
M. CAVANAUGH: OK.

DOVER: I, I know that-- I know due to the, the, the return on
investment, obviously, and the investment funds, it had a fantastic
year last year and are looking pret-- a lot-- are looking very healthy.

M. CAVANAUGH: Yeah. OK. I just-- if we could make it permanent, that'd
be kind of nice, so. OK. Thank you.

DOVER: Thank you.
CLEMENTS: Any other questions? Seeing none. Thank you, Senator Dover.

DOVER: Thank you, Chairman Clements.
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CLEMENTS: We have comments for the record: proponents, 14; opponents,

1; neutral, 0. That concludes the hearing for LB621. That concludes our
business for the day.
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