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January 29, 2020 
 
TO: Chairman Sanfelippo 
 Members of the Assembly Committee on Health  
 
RE: Assembly Bill 726 (SB 651): Community health center grants and making an appropriation 
 

Chairman Sanfelippo and Members of the Assembly Committee on Health. Thank you for the opportunity 
to testify today on behalf of the Wisconsin Primary Health Care Association (WPHCA) in support of 
Assembly Bill 726 (SB 651) which would increase state grant funding for Community Health Centers by $2 
million annually.  
 
The Wisconsin Primary Health Care Association is the membership organization for the 17 federally 
qualified health centers (FQHCs or Health Centers) in Wisconsin. Health Centers are non-profit, 
community-directed health care organizations, most providing medical, dental, behavioral health and 
substance use disorder services. In Wisconsin, Health Centers annually serve over 300,000 patients in 
communities throughout the state, 20% of whom are uninsured. 
 
94% of Health Center patients in Wisconsin have incomes below 200% of the Federal Poverty Level, and 
face multiple social and environmental factors that affect their health care needs and their access to health 
care services. These factors include residing in communities that are considered federally-designated health 
professional shortage areas (HPSAs), areas that may be geographically distant from other providers or that 
have limited access to providers serving these populations; residing in communities hit hard by the opioid 
crisis and other substance use disorders that lack the resources to provide the needed substance use 
disorder (SUD) and mental health treatment; or residing in communities hit hard by job instability due to 
economic volatility or to seasonality of work. Additionally, many patients struggle with obtaining and 
maintaining health coverage, churning from employer-sponsored coverage, to Medicaid, to being 
uninsured. 
 
The state Community Health Center grant fund has remained level at $5.49 million over the last ten years, 
even though Health Centers have increased the number of patients served, increased the number of sites 
to 187 statewide, and increased the number and types of services provided, including rapid growth in 
mental health and substance use disorder services over that same period. This funding has helped Health 
Centers to respond quickly to the needs of their communities and make significant impacts. These include: 
 

• Increasing access to oral health care, particularly for vulnerable populations. Nearly every 
Health Center in Wisconsin offers dental services to their patients, and the number of dental 
patients served has more than doubled over the last decade (61,575 patients in 2008 to 161,900 in 
2018). 

• Continuously reinvesting in innovative quality improvement activities that improve quality 
of care and care outcomes.  
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• Significantly broadening access to substance use disorder (SUD) treatment and co-located 
mental health services. Since 2008 the number of behavioral health provider FTEs has increased 
four-fold from 39 to 174 FTE.  Over half of our Health Centers provide Medication Assisted 
Treatment for Opioid Use Disorder.  

• Improving access to preventive care and chronic disease management, reducing overall 
cost.  

• Building partnerships that directly impact the health of entire communities.  

• Providing start-up funding for new services that may be reimbursable longer term. 
 
A $2 million annual increase in the State Community Health Center Grant allows Health Centers to 
continue and expand upon current state grant programs and activities. For example: 
 

• $1 million investment could support nearly 32,000 dental visits to low income residents. 
• $1 million investment could support the work of 18 Behavioral Health/Substance Use Disorder 

Therapists providing access to critical care to over 3,000 patients.  
 
Health Centers are also expanding programs in rural and agricultural areas, in concert with priorities 
expressed by the legislature and the Governor, to increase health care and mental health care access in 
areas hard hit by farm bankruptcies. 
 
We use the word investment intentionally. According to a Capital Link study in 2018 using 2017 data, 
Health Centers in Wisconsin created 4,787 jobs in rural and low-income communities, creating a total 
economic impact of over $617 million and contributing over $28 million in annual state and local tax 
revenues.  
 
Wisconsin’s Community Health Centers recognize the connection between health and work readiness. In 
addition to providing services to help their clients get and stay healthy, they also offer programs and 
develop partnerships to help individuals in their communities become job ready, find jobs, and keep jobs. 
Programs include: 
 

• Partnering with counties and other community organizations to connect patients with employment 
opportunities. 

• Providing community members and partnering with state programs like Division of Vocational 
Rehabilitation to provide work experience opportunities within a Health Center. 

• Assisting patients in overcoming health related barriers to work. Unmet dental needs are a barrier 
to work, particularly in service-related jobs. Substance use disorders can be barriers jobs in service 
and manufacturing.  

• Partnering with community organizations to overcome barriers to work, like access to childcare 
and transportation. 
 

With additional state funding, Health Centers will create a return on investment for taxpayers of 
Wisconsin, through health care delivery, job creation, and economic activity.  
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The Wisconsin Primary Health Care Association greatly appreciates the bi-partisan support for an 
increased state investment in Health Centers and the communities they serve. We look forward to 
supporting our member Health Centers as they work to meet the needs of their patients and their 
communities. Thank you for the opportunity to testify on behalf of our members. 

Sincerely, 
 

 
Carly Meyer, Advocacy and Communications Coordinator 
Wisconsin Primary Health Care Association 
 
ABOUT WPHCA: 
WPHCA is the membership association for Wisconsin’s 17 Federally Qualified Health Centers (FQHCs) 
also known as Community Health Centers (CHCs). Community Health Centers work to create healthier 
communities by improving access, providing quality health care and reducing health disparities for 
Wisconsin’s underserved and low-income populations. Our aim is to ensure that all Wisconsinites achieve 
their highest health potential. We execute our mission and focus our aim through providing training and 
technical assistance to Wisconsin’s Community Health Centers and advocating on their behalf. 
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