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Kentucky nursing homes ask state to help with soaring
costs of masks, gloves amid COVID-19
Deborah Yetter, Louisville Courier Journal
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At the local nursing home in Louisa, Kentucky, staff wear face shields fashioned from rubber bands and 2-liter soft-drink bottles to protect themselves
against the microscopic and highly contagious coronavirus.
An elderly woman whose husband recently died at The Jordan Center in Eastern Kentucky is sewing mask after mask for the staff, an effort administrator
David McKenzie believes is helping ease her grief at losing her spouse of 67 years.
McKenzie said he spends hours on the phone and online, searching for increasingly scarce supplies of personal protection equipment, or PPE, in the
midst of the coronavirus pandemic — at outrageous prices.
"The pricing is off the charts," said McKenzie, who recently paid more than $4,000 for an order of masks, gowns and gloves that cost $242 before the
pandemic. "Whatever they say, we pay."
Faced with soaring prices and increased demand for such items to help fight infection, the state's nursing homes are seeking help from Gov. Andy
Beshear with costs they say are pushing some toward insolvency.
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They also are facing rising payroll costs to reward and retain workers during the pandemic.
"We have many of our members in real financial struggles right now," said Tim Veno, president of LeadingAge Kentucky (https://www.leadingage.org/),
which represents senior facilities, including many that are nonprofit. "I've had members talking about bankruptcy."
Read this: Ban on nursing home visitors wearing on families, worrying advocates amid coronavirus (/story/news/2020/04/18/coronavirus-kentuckynursing-home-visitor-ban-worries-families/5146774002/)
The state's two nursing home associations have asked the Beshear administration to use extra Medicaid money it is receiving from the federal
government during the pandemic for a temporary rate increase, as some other states have done. In March, the federal Families First Coronavirus
Response Act increased by 6.2% the Medicaid money the government gives states, which amounts to millions of dollars in extra funds for Kentucky.
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The Beshear administration declined the request, though it has increased pay for nursing homes caring for COVID-19 patients, said Betsy Johnson,
president of the Kentucky Association of Health Care Facilities, which represents nursing homes.
Around 450 residents at more than 50 of the state's 285 nursing homes have tested positive for COVID-19 out of about 26,400 residents. So far, nursing
home residents
account
for about one-third of Kentucky's 171 deaths from COVID-19.
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Facilities are trying to keep it from spreading among residents and staff, who have experienced about 200 positive tests, Johnson said.
"We need to have the tools to protect these people," she said.
Medicaid covers about 70% of the state's nursing home residents.
More news: New Albany nursing home reports at least 63 coronavirus cases, 5 deaths (/story/news/local/2020/04/22/coronavirus-indiana-nursing-homehas-more-than-60-test-positive/3007826001/)
Kentucky Medicaid Commissioner Lisa Lee said she understands the strain the coronavirus has placed on nursing homes but said Medicaid is trying to
stretch its money as far as it can to aid all health providers, ensure members have care and cover increased costs of expanding enrollment.
"It's not that we don't want to give every single dollar we can to providers," Lee said. "We have a budget, and we have limitations."
Lee said ensuring Medicaid coverage for all eligible Kentuckians is especially critical during a pandemic when people out of work may have lost health
coverage. It's also pumping billions of dollars a year into the economy in payments to doctors, hospitals, pharmacies, nursing homes and other health
providers.
"The importance of Medicaid cannot be over-stressed at this time," she said. "Medicaid is vital to the state right now."
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David McKenzie models a shield a worker at his Louisa nursing home, The Jordan Center. devised out of 2 liter plastic soda bottle. (Photo: The Jordan Center)

Since March 1, about 83,000 new members have joined the government health plan for low-income and disabled individuals and elderly people in
nursing homes who can't pay for care. The $12-billion-a-year program now covers about 1.4 million Kentuckians.
Nursing home officials say they understand budget constraints but say they need relief, especially from costs of PPE, which they are using at a much
higher rate during the pandemic.
The state Department of Public Health is distributing donated PPE supplies but does not guarantee items for facilities. Information is available through the
website kycovid19.ky.gov (https://chfs.ky.gov/agencies/dph/covid19/COVID-19PPErequestfactsheet.pdf).
Live coronavirus updates: The latest Kentucky news (/story/life/wellness/health/2020/03/03/coronavirus-what-know-covid-19-kentucky/4939264002/)
McKenzie said his nursing home got a small supply of gloves and masks about six weeks ago from the state but hasn't received any since. He said he
keeps PPE supplies stacked in boxes in his office so he can monitor the "burn rate" and figure out when to try to order more.
Buyers also must beware of counterfeit goods, McKenzie said. He recently found a vendor offering 5,000 masks for $17,000 which McKenzie was willing
to pay until a local official warned him they were fake.
"You've got scams like that going on," he said.
Signature HealthCARE (https://www.ltcrevolution.com/), which operates 41 nursing homes in Kentucky, said it has experienced an jump of 200% in costs
of protective items. For example, isolation gowns that typically cost $1.25 each now are $8.25. N95 masks, considered the most effective at blocking the
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Meanwhile, other states, including Tennessee, Indiana, Virginia and Alabama, have temporarily increased Medicaid payments to nursing homes by
around 4% to 10%, said Nikki Schilling, a regional vice-president for Signature in Louisville.
Schilling said it is "essential" that governors use the increase in Medicaid funds to help nursing facilities provide care to residents who are highly
vulnerable to infections from the virus.
"We are asking Gov. Beshear to please give this another consideration," Schilling said.
The federal government typically provides about 70% of the money for Kentucky's Medicaid program, or about $8.4 billion. The increase, effective Jan. 1
through the end of the public health emergency, increases the federal share to 76.2%, decreasing the amount Kentucky must provide.

Elaine Duvall, an infection control specialist, stands with the stockpile of medical mask, gowns and other protective items the Jordan Center has stockpiled for the
coronavirus. Nursing homes say such items are increasingly hard to get and highly costly. (Photo: The Jordan Center)

Medicaid pays a basic rate of about $195 a day per person for nursing homes residents. The nursing home associations have asked for a temporary
increase during the pandemic of $55 a day to cover skyrocketing costs of protective gear as well as other costs, Johnson said.
The state has agreed to increase daily payments for care of COVID-19 patients to $270 a day. Some facilities, including Signature, have established
separate units to accept COVID patients.
McConnell: Let states 'use the bankruptcy route' instead of giving federal 'blank check' (/story/news/2020/04/22/coronavirus-mcconnell-says-bankruptstates-better-than-blank-check/3004724001/)
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Soaring costs for Kentucky's 285 nursing facilities come at the same time they have lost revenue from Medicare for patients who get
temporary rehabilitation for elective surgeries, such as knee or hip replacements. Elective surgeries have been suspended during the pandemic under an
order from Beshear to try to limit contact and preserve protective equipment.
The result has been devastating for nursing homes, some estimating the increased costs of PPE and revenue losses are costing them upwards of
$100,000 a month.
"The industry is hemorrhaging money," said McKenzie, who said his small, family-owned nursing home is Lawrence County's third largest employer after
the local hospital and the school system.
Unless the Beshear administration steps in with some temporary aid, McKenzie worries his 110-bed nursing home and others could face serious
consequences.
"I don't want to sound like a whiner about this," he said, but, "We need some help here."
Carespring Health Care, which operates five nursing homes in Northern Kentucky and eight in Ohio, is spending about $125,000 to $175,000 extra per
month per facility, said Chris Chirumbolo, CEO.
Costs include increased pay for staff, protective gear and food for staff so they won't have to leave during shifts for meals, Chirumbolo said. Extra
cleaning supplies also are driving up costs.
"We are cleaning more than we've ever cleaned before," Chirumbolo said.
He said Carespring's homes have a high percentage of Medicaid residents.
"We just don't have the financial wherewithal to offset this," Chirumbolo said. "We're in the business of taking care of patients and it's very important that
we be able to continue to do our jobs. Nursing homes are in every area of the state, and I think it's very important that these facilities be able to continue
to operate."
Also: Nursing home deaths 'personal' for state's top health official fighting coronavirus (/story/news/politics/elections/kentucky/2020/04/18/kentuckycoronavirus-nursing-home-deaths-personal-official/5158912002/)
In Louisa, McKenzie said the local community college recently provided more face shields made with a 3-D printer.
He got 63 gallons of free hand sanitizer from the Buffalo Trace distillery, one of many distillers who have begun making and donating the alcohol-based
product.
And he's trying to get by as the pandemic continues for the sake of his residents and employees.
"When we get to the other side of this, we don't know what it's going to be like," he said. "None of us knows what the new normal will be."
Reach Deborah Yetter at dyetter@courier-journal.com or 502-582-4228. Find her on Twitter at @d_yetter (https://www.twitter.com/d_yetter). Support
strong local journalism by subscribing today: www.courier-journal.com/subscribe (https://cm.courier-journal.com/specialoffer/?gpssource=CPNEWS&utm_medium=taglines&utm_source=news&utm_campaign=NEWSROOM&utm_content=deborahyetter).
Read or Share this story: https://www.courier-journal.com/story/news/2020/04/22/coronavirus-kentucky-nursing-homes-seek-help-masks-glovescost/2998246001/
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