
TO:         All Legislators 
  
FROM:  Senators Kathy Bernier 

Representatives Jesse James 
  
DATE:    August 19, 2019 
  
RE:         Co-Sponsorship of LRB-3738 & 3977, relating to: grant to a hospital for expanding psychiatric 
bed capacity 
  
DEADLINE: Wednesday, August 28 
  
A mental health crisis is traumatic under any circumstances, but when the situation escalates to the 
point where a Chapter 51 emergency detention becomes necessary, the situation is often made worse 
by the need to transport individuals many hours away while restrained in the back of a squad car. The 
goal of LRB-3738 and 3977 is to reduce the time and stress of transporting emergency detention 
patients great distances from northern and western Wisconsin to Winnebago Mental Health Institute in 
Oshkosh by instead increasing the number of beds available regionally. 
  
These bills won’t solve Wisconsin’s mental health crisis alone, but they will help those in crisis by 
keeping them closer to supporting family and friends, save county and local government resources and 
potentially serve as a model for similar efforts elsewhere in the state. Initial savings are estimated at 
$2.7 million annually and could be much higher. 
  
LRB-3738 and 3977 create a one-time $15 million grant from the Building Commission for the startup 
costs of renovating existing facilities and training new staff to add 22 new mental health beds at an Eau 
Claire area hospital. Ongoing expenses would be absorbed by the hospital. The new and currently 
existing beds would be split between a 33 adult bed location and a dedicated 18 bed adolescent location 
nearby. This expansion would dramatically help with the difficulties of transporting individuals under 
Chapter 51 emergency detention to Winnebago MHI for 29 counties in northern and western 
Wisconsin.  Traveling the 300 plus miles from northwest Wisconsin to Oshkosh can take over five hours 
each way. 
  
In 2018, these 29 counties accounted for 774, or roughly twenty percent, of the individual admissions 
received at Winnebago MHI. By serving the vast majority of individuals from theses counties closer to 
home and dramatically reducing this number, the current strain on Winnebago could be reduced as 
well. 
  
If you wish to co-sponsor this legislation please contact Senator Bernier’s office at 6-7511 
by Wednesday, August 28 at Noon. 
  
  
Analysis by the Legislative Reference Bureau 
  
This bill requires the Building Commission to award a grant to a hospital in Eau Claire County, as 
specified in the bill, in the amount of $15,000,000 for the purpose of expanding capacity by 
approximately 22 psychiatric beds between the hospital in Eau Claire County and a hospital in Chippewa 
County. The hospitals must give preference in admissions for the beds added under this bill to 



individuals who meet the criteria for emergency detention and who are from one of the counties 
specified in the bill. Under 2019 Wisconsin Act 9, which is the biennial budget act, the Building 
Commission is authorized to award moneys for a center and is allowed to authorize up to $15,000,000 in 
general fund supported borrowing for that purpose. Instead, this bill requires the Building Commission 
to award a grant in that amount and requires the Building Commission to authorize general fund 
supported borrowing, if necessary. If the grant awarded under this bill is not used for the purpose of 
expanding psychiatric bed capacity, the state retains an ownership interest in the hospital's expansion 
equal to the amount of the state's grant. 
 


