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VIRGINIA’S ‘SAFETY NET’

The staff at Richmond’s Health Brigade free clinic found a nearly quarter-inch tumor pressing on Tatijana Kowalchuk’s brain. The clinic continues

to offer her care and support.

A HEALTH CARE
LIFESAVER

Financially squeezed free clinics offer a vital helping hand

DAVE RESS
Richmond Times-Dispatch

It was only after the death of her husband
in 2018, a year after their children sponsored
their immigration to the U.S. from Venezu-
ela, that Tatijana Kowalchuk began paying
attention to the dizziness that made walking
a challenge and shaking hands that made her
writing a mess.

And so did the staff at Richmond’s Health
Brigade free clinic, who found a nearly quar-
ter-inch tumor pressing on her brain.

Please see FREE CLINICS, PageAd:

i+ (¢) MORE ONLINE: Aim your
%ﬁ smartphone camera at this code and
tap the link to see a video of Tatijana
Kowalchuk talking about her
“guardian angel” at Health Brigade free clinic.
NEWSVU

“We look at the whole person,” said Karen Legato, the executive director of the
Health Brigade free clinic. “
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It’s not the transactional model.”
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Budgets
divided on
arena plan

Both offer raises,
reject tax cuts

MICHAEL MARTZ
Richmond Times-Dispatch

Competing state budgets the
General Assembly’s House and
Senate money committees re-
leased on Sunday do not look
much like the spending plan that
Gov. Glenn Youngkin introduced
almost two months ago.

The income tax cuts and sales
tax increase that Youngkin
proposed are gone, replaced
by raises for state workers and
teachers, and a big investment
in K-12 schools, Medicaid and
mental health services.

Youngkin’s proposal to cre-
ate a state authority to finance
a $2 billion professional sports
and entertainment district in
Alexandria — which would
become home to the NBA’s
Washington Wizards and the
NHL’s Washington Capi-
tals — is in the House spend-
ing plan but not the Senate’s.

Please see BUDGETS, Pagefé{'lé

City taking
proposals
for casino

SEAN JONES
Richmond Times-Dispatch

Petersburg is searching for a
developer wanting to build are-
sort and casino after the Virginia
Senate passed legislation desig-
nating it as an “eligible host city”
for casino gaming.

Petersburg issued arequest for
proposals last Monday, inviting
developers and casino operators
to bid on the project.

The RFP states that bids for the
project “must include” a casino,
destination resort, retail shop-
ping, dining and drink options,
an event center and a hotel with
aminimum of 500 rooms, with a
preference for two 4-star hotels.

Please see CASINO, Pagefj}';';
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Free clinics

From:AL

She did not have the money to
do anything about it — and these
days, Virginia’s free clinics are
short of the resources they need
to help people who, like the Kow-
alchuks, fall between the many
cracksinthe American health care
system, which is why Del. Betsy
Carr, D-Richmond, and state Sen.
Barbara Favola, D-Arlington, are
asking the General Assembly to
lend a hand.

At the clinic, once staff found
treatment for the usual expla-
nation of dizziness — middle ear
problems — was not helping Kow-
alchuk, they quickly arranged for a
neurologist to ex-
amine her, free of
charge, as well as
for the MRI scan
that found the tu-
mor.

“It was big; the
surgery  would
cost alot,” Kowal-
chuk said. Health
Brigade stepped
in again, working long-nurtured
connections with surgeons and
hospitals to arrange the operation,
again free of charge, and to nego-
tiate a discount and payment plan
for Kowalchuk to afford follow-up
scans.

As new, if elderly immigrants,
sponsored by their children, the
Kowalchuks could not get Medi-
care — and from what they had
heard about the cost of health
care here, doing something about
Wladimiro Kowalchuk’s cancer
scare was a frightening prospect.

“Robert was my husband’s an-
gel. His guardian angel. He is my
angel,” said Kowalchuk, referring
to the clinic’s veteran medical
case manager, Robert Key, who
took the lead helping the couple
navigate his cancer treatment and
later her surgery.

Phillips

Free clinics help
75,000 a year

Virginia’s 60-plus free clinics
provide care to some 75,000 peo-
ple a year, amounting to some $114
million in 2022. It is a distinctive
kind of care, too: focused on all of
the needs a patient might have —
including some that do not always
come to mind when people feel
they need to see a doctor.

Virginia General
Assembly
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Kowalchuk saw the difference
several months after her surgery.
She had come back from a trip to
her attic with a painful rash on
both hands.

“I called dermatologists and
they said they could give me an
appointment in two or three
months,” she said. “ ‘The pain is
really strong, I’d say, but it didn’t
make any difference.”

A visit to a hospital emergency
room prompted a suggestion to
see a dermatologist. She stumped
three doctors at alocal doc-in-a-
box.

“I finally came to Health Bri-
gade,” she said.

The nurse “looked at my hands
and said; ‘That’s an infection’ —
the ER doctor said it wasn’t that,”
Kowalchuk said. “She said, ‘I'll
give you an antibiotic; if it is not
better in two days come back and
we’ll figure it out. The first day I
was alittle better; the second day,
alot better”

Paying attention
is the key

It is paying attention, maybe
even more than being able to offer
free access to care, that is the key
to what free clinics provide, said
Karen Legato, Health Brigade’s
executive director.

“We look at the whole person ...
it’s not the transactional model,”
she said.

That means, for instance, mak-
ing sure a patient’s electricity is on
and that they have enough food.
Health Brigade will arrange con-
nection with food pantries, for in-
stance, and can help people access
emergency help with utilities to
make sure they are warm enough
in winter and not overheating in a
summer hot spell. If transporta-
tion is a problem, case managers
and social workers figure out ways

MARGO WAGNER, TIMES-DISPATCH

Tatijana Kowalchuk and medical case manager Robert Key talk at Health Brigade in Richmond on Feb. 13 about
how much they mean to each other. Kowalchuk calls Key her guardian angel.

to deal with that.

Health Brigade’s distinctive
outreach efforts, like its syringe
exchange program, take similar
extra steps, when staffers offer
COVID-19 and flu vaccinations,
clothing in the winter, and assess-
ments of other medical or dental
needs as well as a path to getting
them treated.

Free clinics are stretched

But that whole-person ap-
proach, especially in the wake of
COVID-19, is swamping Virginia’s
free clinic network.

Coverage through Medicaid was
expanded, “and all of a sudden,
people who weren’t insured were
coming in,” Legato said. “We had
people who didn’t know what they
had, and we were finding com-
plex, chronic conditions ... and
now that Medicaid is going away
for them, they’re on our rolls and
we’re taking care of them.”

Costs are rising, too.

The free clinics compete with
hospitals and private practices
for physicians, nurses and other
medical staff. Staffing accounts
for about 80% of Health Bri-
gade’sbudget, for instance — free
clinics do get a bit of a break on
the biggest driver of medical cost
increases in other parts of the
health care system: prescription
drugs.

“Tt takes a big heart to do this,
but people need to be paid,”
Legato said. “Even so, a nurse

practitioner here may be making
30% less than in private practice.”

A squeeze on volunteers

There’s been a squeeze, too, on
the heart of the free clinic model:
the volunteers.

COVID-19 kept many away,
as clinics tried their best to
make sure they did not become
hotspots. Statewide shortages
in some specialties — behavioral
health is a particular problem —
mean many volunteers who used
to pitch in cannot find the time
andrelief from their own patients’
demand to spare.

That has meant larger paid
staffs than had been the pre-pan-
demic pattern.

Rufus Phillips, CEO of the
Virginia Association of Free and
Charitable Clinics, said budget
amendments proposed by Carr
and Favola would offer some re-
lief.

“Virginia’s free and charitable
clinics are the backbone of our
Commonwealth’s health care
safety net,” Carr said in a state-
ment.

“With Medicaid unwinding and
the end of pandemic relief as well
as increased economic pressures
disproportionately affecting un-
derserved communities, the need
to sustain free clinics has never
been greater,” she said.

The amendments call for a $5
million-a-year bump in state
funds for the clinics, for an an-

nual total of $10.3 million. The
current $5.3 million a year was set
in 2016, with the idea of covering
about 30% of the clinics’ costs. It
currently accounts for about 18%,
Phillips said. The clinics’ operat -
ing costs since then have climbed
170%.

“If you look at clinics in 2016
and now, you’ll see big differ-
ences, too,” Phillips said. “They’re
adding dental care, wraparound
— supports for the social deter-
minants of health; food pantries,
even delivering food and showing
people how to cook unfamiliar
food”

And in the end, it is the staff —
paid and volunteer — and the way
they see the people who need their
services, that make a difference.

So in spotting a concern in
Kowalchuk’s once-every-six-
month lab tests for a kidney issue
last December, her nurse asked
her to come in for another test last
month, and with that suggested
an every-three-month schedule
“just to be sure my kidneys are still
OK,” Kowalchuck said.

“You know, they also have a
mental health service,” she said.
“They’ve been areal help after my
husband died...Ican get down...
I have my daughter and her hus-
band, my neighbor — she’s very
nice — but I really don’t know
many people here.”

Dave Ress (804) 649-6948
dress@timesdispatch.com

Budgets

From:Al

The Senate plan also blocks ad-
ditional money for the Washing-
ton-area subway system that is a
priority for the House and a likely
key to the arena project.

The House Appropriations and
Senate Finance and Appropriations
committees — both led by Demo-
crats — balked at the net $1 billion
cost of the governor’s tax plans over
the next two fiscal years and instead
redirected nearly $1.4 billion in tax
cuts to their own
priorities, retaining
only his proposal to
broaden applica-
tion of the sales tax
to digital services.

The Senate also
proposed to ap-
ply the sales tax to
services that busi-
nesses buy from
one another — for atotal $1.3 billion
inadditional state revenues over two
years. It also restored $243 million
for local school divisions that the
governor proposed to cut, two years
after promising it as compensation
for the decision to cut the portion of
the sales tax on groceries that went
to localities based on school-age
population.

A

Krizek

Youngkin: It’s
‘just the start’

Youngkinisn’t taking “no” for an
answer to his tax plan.

“As I begin my review of today’s
proposals from the House and Sen-
ate it will be through the lens that
structural balance matters, that Vir-
ginians can’t afford another tax in-
crease and, in fact, need additional
taxrelief)” he said.

Youngkin’s statement also em-
phasized investments in educa-
tion, law enforcement, economic
and workforce development, and
behavioral health in the state.

“Today is just the start, and Tam
confident that working together
with the General Assembly we can
continue the progress we’ve made
in our first two years and move the
Commonwealth forward together!”

Lucas against
arena project

The Senate committee, led by

MICHAEL MARTZ, TIMES-DISPATCH

Sen. Louise Lucas, D-Portsmouth, center, chair of the Senate Finance and
Appropriations Committee, renewed her opposition to the arena project
and to the governor’s tax cut plan. She is flanked by staff committee
director April Kees and Sen. Creigh Deeds, D-Charlottesville.

Chair Louise Lucas, D-Portsmouth,
had already refused to consider
stand-alone legislation for the arena
project, while the substantially re-
vised House proposal survived the
session’s midpoint as a vehicle,
along with the budget, for high-
stakes negotiations over the last
three weeks of a session scheduled
to adjourn on March 9.

Lucas made clear after Sunday’s
meeting that she will not support
the proposed Monumental Sports
& Entertainment District, regard-
less of negotiations.

“I'm still concerned that this is
abad deal for the commonwealth,’
she said.

Lucas, a 32-year veteran whorel -
ishes her new role as the first Black
person to be chair of the powerful
Finance Committee, also blocked
additional money in the Senate
budget for the Washington Met-
ropolitan Area Transit Authority,
or WMATA. Metro funding is a top
priority for the House, which in-
cluded $149.5 million over two years
tohelp plug a $750 million operating
deficit for the transit system, which
is critical to the Northern Virginia
economy.

“I feel like Metro has not done
a good job of managing their re-
sources,” Lucas told reporters.
“Theyneedto get their act together”

In contrast, the Senate proposed
$92 million in toll relief in Hamp-
ton Roads, which Lucas said “will
be the top priority in the next four
years of my term.” The plan would
give 14 free toll trips a week to those
making less than $50,000 a year,
forgive unpaid toll charges for all
drivers and provide free E-ZPass
toll transponders.

The priority was much different
in House Appropriations, where
Del. Paul Krizek, D-Fairfax, chair-
man of the transportation and pub-
lic safety subcommittee, stirred a
ripple of laughter when he reminded
the committee that Northern Vir-
ginia generates 45% of state tax
revenues.

“A  healthy and successful
WMATA system benefits Virginia
as a whole,” Krizek said.

Lawmakers plan bigger
raises for state workers

State employees, more than one-
third of whom live in the Richmond
area, and state-supported local em-
ployees would receive 3% raises in
each year of the proposed House
budget and 2.5% a year in the Senate
plan. Teachers would receive raises
of 33/8% each year under the House
plan and 3% each year under the
Senate proposal.

Del. Rodney Willett, D-Henrico,
chairman of the compensation and
retirement subcommittee, said
Youngkin’s proposals — a 1% bo-
nus for state employees and teach-
ers the first year, as well as raises of
1% for state employees and 2% for
teachers in the second year only —
are “insufficient” to keep pace with
inflation.

“In the area of employee com-
pensation, if you are not moving
ahead, you are falling behind,” Wil -
lett said.

$1 billion more for K-12
Public schools would be the big-
gest winners, as the Democrats
who control the House and Senate
push to invest heavily in education

to carry out recommendations in a
report by the Joint Legislative Audit
and Review Commission last year
that shows Virginia far behind other
states in funding for K-12 schools.
The JLARC report released in July
estimated that Virginia is provid-
ing $1,400 less funding per student
than the average for other states.

House Appropriations Chairman
Luke Torian, D-Prince William, said
“it would be premature” to make
major changes in the Standards of
Quality funding formula, as JLARC
recommended, without further
study. Still, the House committee
recommended an additional $1 bil-
lion for K-12, focusing on the goal
of bringing salaries to the national
average or above; supporting “at-
risk” studentsliving inlow-income
households; and helping pupils
learn the English language.

Senate Finance proposed $1.6 bil -
lionin additional spending on K-12,
removing a 15-year cap on state
funding of school support positions
and using general tax revenues for
teacher retirement contributions
instead of the Literary Fund. That
would allow local school divisions to
tap the fund for up to $300 million
to replace or modernize old school
buildings.

In higher education, an area that
Torian said Youngkin “largely ig-
nored” in his proposed budget, the
House proposed $205 million tore-
duce tuition increases and expand
degrees awarded in high-demand
fields and $51 million for commu-
nity colleges to increase workforce
credentials. The Senate proposed
$73.8 million in need-based under-
graduate student aid and $10 million
in aid for graduate students.

The House budget supports the
governor’s proposal to add 3,440
Medicaid waiver slots for people
with disabilities, but proposed to
phase them over two years while
boosting the Medicaid rates paid
to those who provide services. The
plan includes an additional $457
million for mental health and sub-
stance abuse services, especially
focused on those provided in com-
munities.

The House and Senate both pro-
posed areserve fund of $125 million
to $150 million because of unex-
pected increases in Medicaid par-
ticipation and expected increasesin
rates paid to hospitals.

Both plans alsoinclude nearly $80
million to pay for raising the mini-

mum wage for consumer-directed
personal care attendants to help
seniors and people with disabilities
remain in their homes. Youngkin
doesnot support legislation toraise
the minimum wage, ultimately to
$15 an hour, but the issue could be
one of the bargaining chips for the
governor to gain assembly support
of the arena project in Alexandria.

Lawmakers reject
Youngkin’s tax plan

The money to pay for these pro-
posed investments came largely
from the rejection of Youngkin’s
proposals to cut income tax rates by
12%, raise the sales tax by 0.9% and
broaden its application to digital
services, instead of only taxing the
sale of goods. The only part of the
plan that survived was the sales tax
on digital services, as both cham-
bers carried over other proposals for
major tax policy changes, including
those proposed by Democrats, for
study by a joint subcommittee over
the next year.

In proposing to apply the sales
tax to some services, “the governor
was correct,” Torian said. “It makes
no sense to pay sales tax when you
buy a Blu-ray disc but don’t pay a
tax when you download the same
movie from a digital retailer”

Lucas said Youngkin’s tax plan
“is not sustainable,” although she
called the application of the sales
tax to services instead of just goods
“only fair”

While both committees endorsed
the proposed budgets by unanimous
votes, Senate Minority Leader Ryan
McDougle, R-Hanover, said the five
Republicans on Senate Finance op-
posed the decision to eliminate the
governor’s tax plan.

“There were a lot of things that
were positive in the budget, but
there were a number of things we
want to work on,” McDougle said.

The governor also will not like the
House proposal to direct the De-
partment of Environmental Quality
toreenter the Regional Greenhouse
Gas Initiative, from which Youn-
gkin forced the state to withdraw.
The House budget directs about
$100 million in expected revenues
from the initiative for deposit in the
Community Flood Preparedness
Fund in the second year.

Michael Martz (804) 649-6964
mmartz@timesdispatch.com
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