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Budget Makes Dramatic Changes to Long-Term Care 
 

By State Senator Julie Lassa 

 

It’s no wonder that people who need long-term care would prefer to receive that care at home.  Not only do 

seniors and individuals with physical and developmental disabilities tend to have better outcomes at home as 

opposed to an institutional setting, such care tends to be less expensive as well.   

Recognizing the value of home-based long-term care services, Wisconsin has developed a number of 

flexible home care programs that have gained bipartisan support.  More than 40,000 frail older adults and 

individuals with physical and developmental disabilities rely on these programs for a wide range of services, 

including skilled in-home nursing, adult day care, meal delivery, mental health treatment, and much more.  

These services allow people with disabilities the comfort and dignity of staying in their homes and enjoying 

better health, while saving taxpayers millions compared to institutional care.  

That’s why many people who rely on in-home care services, as well as advocates for the disabled and 

the organizations that provide in-home care, were taken by surprise by the extensive changes that Governor 

Walker’s budget proposal makes to these programs, changes that threaten care for thousands of seniors and 

people with disabilities and will likely replace current, local health care providers with large, out-of-state 

managed care corporations. 

Currently, qualifying seniors and persons with disabilities in most of Wisconsin have access to two in-

home care programs:  Family Care, which provides managed care through Medicaid; and IRIS  (Include, 

Respect, I Self-Direct), which offers individuals who qualify for Family Care a self-directed program that 

allows individuals to determine the services and providers they use within a set budget.  

While Governor Walker’s budget would expand Family Care statewide, the current network of 

competitively-selected, local care providers will be replaced with one or more large, statewide providers.  The 

budget also eliminates the IRIS program and other state programs that provide self-directed care.  While the 

proposal requires Family Care to provide self-directed services, it’s unknown whether seniors and the disabled 

will be able to continue to receive the types of services and the level of flexibility they currently rely on.  
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Senior and disability rights advocates say the Governor’s proposed changes will eliminate Wisconsin’s 

current network of local service providers and open the door to a big, out-of-state managed care corporation 

with no ties to Wisconsin.  They fear that people will have fewer options, and their choice of physicians and 

other health professionals will be restricted.  In some cases, people may be forced to change doctors if they 

want to receive long-term care services. The regional long-term care advisory committees that currently provide 

local oversight of the program will also be eliminated, and thousands of health care and other service jobs will 

be put at risk.  

The budget also paves the way to eliminate the state’s aging and disability resource centers, which 

provide information and referral services, determine individuals’ eligibility for Family Care and IRIS and help 

them navigate other government and non-profit assistance programs that seniors and disabled people may be 

eligible for.   These centers are vital one-stop shops that advocate for the needs of all elderly people and those 

with physical and developmental disabilities.  Right now, nobody knows what will replace them.  

Especially given the lack of detail in the Governor’s proposals, I’m concerned that these dramatic 

changes to our home care infrastructure will cast a cloud of uncertainty over Family Care, ISIS, and other 

programs that tens of thousands of our neighbors rely on to maintain their health and dignity.   

You can voice your opinion about the proposed changes to long-term care, or any other proposal in the 

state budget, by sending an email to BudgetComments@legis.wisconsin.gov.  Emails will be recorded and 

compiled with other testimony and will be shared with the members of the State Legislature’s budget 

committee.  I will also be holding a listening session on this topic at 10 a.m. March 27 at the Aging and 

Disabilities Resource Center of Portage County, 1519 Water Street, Stevens Point.  
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