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DI ANE BARRANS, Executive Director

Al aska Comm ssi on on Postsecondary Educati on

Depart ment of Education and Early Devel opnent

Juneau, Al aska

POSI TI ON STATEMENT: Testified in support of HB 211, and answer
guestions fromthe nenbers.

CAM LLE SOLEIL, Executive Director

Al aska Nurses Associ ation (ANA)

Anchor age, Al aska

POSI TI ON STATEMENT: Testified via teleconference in support of
HB 211.

RHONDA RI CHTSMEI ER, Deputy Chi ef

Nur si ng Section

Di vision of Public Health Nursing

Department of Health and Social Services

Juneau, Al aska

POSI TI ON STATEMENT: Testified in support of HB 211.

LARAI NE DERR, President and Chief Executive Oficer

Al aska State Hospital and Nursing Home Association

Juneau, Al aska

POSI TI ON STATEMENT: Testified in support of HB 211 and answered
guestions fromthe commttee.

ACTI ON NARRATI VE

TAPE 03-33, SIDE A
Nunmber 0001

CHAI R PEGGY WLSON called the House Health, Education and Socia
Services Standing Commttee neeting to order at 3:05 p.m
Representatives WIson, Gatto, Seaton, and Cissna were present

at the call to order. Representatives WIf and Coghill arrived
as the neeting was in progress. Representative Kapsner was
excused.

HB 211- NURSE EDUC LOAN REPAYMENT PROGRAM

CHAI R WLSON announced that the only order of business would be
HOUSE BILL NO 211, "An Act relating to a student | oan repaynent
program for nurses, and anending the duties of the Board of
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Nursing that relate to this program and providing for an
effective date.”

Nunber 0044

CHAIR WLSON noved to adopt CSHB 211, Version 23-LS0861\D, Ford,
dated 3/29/03, as the work draft. There being no objection
Version D was before the conmittees.

CHAI R WLSON turned the gavel over to Vice Chair Gatto.

Number 0105

VI CE CHAIR GATTO asked if Chair WIson woul d speak on Version D.

CHAI R PEGGY W LSON, sponsor of HB 211, explained the purpose of

the bill and answered questions from the nmenbers. She told the
commttee she believes this is a very inportant bill for two
reason. First, she said because she is a nurse she feels very

close to the subject matter. Second, she told the conmttee the
state has a crisis in nursing because of the nursing shortage.
Right now there are 2,500 RNs [registered nurses] that live in
Al aska. However, because of the nursing shortage there are not
enough nurses residing in Alaska to provide for Alaska's
wor kf orce needs. So there are nmany nurses who conme up to Al aska
from the Lower 48 to work at great cost to the institutions

Including the nonresident nurses working here, Alaska has an
11.5 percent enpl oynent vacancy rate. The nunber of RNs needed
to fill projected new jobs from industry growh in the next
seven years wll exceed 4,100 nurses. Chair WIlson told the
commttee that is very scary because that is alnost double the
nunber in Alaska now. The rate for turnover of nurses is al nost
24 percent. That indicates difficulties in retaining nurses.

Nunmber 0198

CHAI R W LSON expl ai ned the reasons for nurse shortages in Al aska
and across the nation. She said the biggest reason is an aging
wor kf orce, and all the baby booners are getting ready to retire.
She said it is inportant to find ways to keep them working
| onger if possible. Anot her reason for the nurse shortage is
that there are fewer individuals going into the nursing
pr of essi on. For many years, wonen could only go into three
prof essions. The choices were being a housewife, a nurse, or a
t eacher. That has drastically changed in the last few years,
and there are a lot nore options avail able for wonen. I n order
to reduced health care costs across the nation, procedures are
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bei ng done on an outpatient basis, so hospital stays have been
shortened; however, the people that are admtted to the
hospitals are nuch sicker than they used to be. So not only do
the hospitals have sicker patients, but there are fewer nurses
to care for them As a way to save noney, hospitals are giving
nurses nore duties and nore patients. As a result, nurses do
not feel good about their work, are exhausted, and feel they
cannot do it any nore. Overall, this practice has made a big
difference in job satisfaction for nurses. One of the single
nost inportant criteria for nurses to be satisfied with their
working conditions is to have time to provide quality care to
patients.

Number 0398

CHAI R W LSON shared her personal experience when she first began
her career as a nurse. She said she had all the tinme in the
world to come into a patient's room sit down, hold a patient's
hand, talk to himher about the procedure, and help the patient
deal with the anxiety level, so they would be able to heal
better. In contrast, the last tinme she worked in nursing that
practice was nonexi stent because she had nany nore patients, and
did not have an aide to help her. She said she had to do
everyt hing, including scrubbing down the bed and the rest of the
room to be ready for the next patient. It is a lot harder.
This is simlar to what has happened to teachers. Teachers used
to just teach.

Nunber 0454
CHAIR WLSON said if the 2008 projections holds true, RNs wl|

be the largest single health care occupation in this state, and
the seventh | argest occupation in Alaska. This is going to be a

crisis shortly. It is nationwide and not just in Al aska.
Al aska [University of Alaska School of Nursing] can only turn
out 110 nurses per year. There is no way to keep up with the

demand. The university wants to double the nunber, but that is
only 220 nurses per year.

Nunber 0544

CHAI R WLSON expl ained sonme of the solutions. One option is to
try to bring nore Native Al askans into the profession. Another,

wth this bill, is to offer |oan reinbursenents for nurses. I n
order to get nurses to nove to Alaska to work, there will have
to be an increase in salaries and that neans noney. She
commented that the commttee knows what that neans: t he
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industry wll pull back and consolidate, but it wll be

necessary to raise nurses' pay. Hopefully, that wll entice
sonme nurses to cone to Al aska. There will be sonme recruitnent
pr ogr ans ai ned at grade school chi | dren, hi gh school

devel opnent, pre-nursing preparation, and the developnent of
postgraduate RN training for high-needs areas |ike the operating

room and ICU [intensive care unit]. Another option in enticing
nurses to come to Alaska would be to encourage enployers to
of fer incentive bonuses or sign-on fees. In sone areas in the
Lower 48 this is already going on. Providers need to be

responsive to the RN needs, for instance, prohibiting mandatory
overtinme and |lowering the 12-hour shifts to maybe 6-hour shifts.
Maybe the ol der nurses could share shifts.

Nunmber 0648

CHAI R WLSON sunmarized her comments by saying that HB 211 wl
hopefully serve as an incentive to attract new nurses to the
state and encourage Al aska nurses to pursue their vocation here
in Al aska. This bill provides that a nurse working and |iving
in Alaska will be offered the incentive of being reinbursed
$2,000 per year for every year worked up to five years, not to
exceed $10, 000.

Number 0747

CHAI R SEATON asked for clarification on one point. According to
the bill, a nurse would have to have an outstanding loan. This
is not a paynent for $2,000 per year for up to five years; it is
sinply a reinbursenent for an existing student |oan. He asked
if that is correct.

CHAIR WLSON replied that is correct. In other words, a nurse
that has been in Alaska for 50 years cannot apply and get an
incentive paynent. It nust be an individual who has an

out standi ng student | oan. She said there are several criteria
For exanple, the individual nust be hired as a nurse in Al aska
on or after July 1, 2003; the individual nust be enployed as a
nurse during the |loan repaynment program the individual nust be
licensed to practice in Alaska and agree to fulfill any
requi renents of the program and nust have an outstandi ng | oan.

REPRESENTATI VE SEATON said he is trying to figure out the
criteria in the program For exanple, if a nurse has been
working here in Alaska for two years and has $18,000 in student
| oans, she would have to quit or change jobs and go to another
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enpl oyer to be eligible for this program s that the correct
interpretation of the progranf

CHAI R WLSON responded that is correct. The purpose of the bil
is to encourage recruitnment of new nurses to the state. She
said she hates the fact that the state cannot help those nurses
who are al ready here working as nurses.

Nunmber 0808

REPRESENTATI VE SEATON asked Chair W1 son about interaction with
existing local progranms. He said that the Homer Hospital offers
a local program as an incentive to nurses. Can this program be
used in conjunction with other prograns?

CHAIR WLSON responded that there is no problem with a nurse
avai ling hinself/herself of both prograns. In fact, she said
she hopes that providers will be creative in enticing nurses to
come to Al aska.

Nunmber 0866

VICE CHAIR GATTO asked, if a nurse cones to Al aska, collects the
rei mbursenent for three years, and then |[|eaves, whether the
i ndi vidual has to give the noney back

Number 0916

CHAIR WLSON replied that he/she does not have to give the noney
back.

REPRESENTATI VE SEATON asked if this reinbursenent could be used
for continuing education. For exanple, if a nurse cones to
Alaska and is hired now, and needs to get nore classes to
upgrade credentials, can this program be used to offset a new
student loan or is it only a previous student |oan?

Number 0953
DI ANE BARRANS, Executi ve Di rector, Al aska Conmmi ssi on on

Post secondary Education (ACPE), Departnment of Education and
Early Devel opnment, testified in support of CSHB 211, Version D

and answered questions from the nenbers. She told the
commttee, as she understands the bill, the education debt needs
to be pre-existing at the tine the nurse is first hired in the
state. As the Dbill is currently constructed, i f a

nur se/ enpl oyee goes back to school to go from a LPN [licensed
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practical nurse] to RN [registered nurse], that debt would not
be covered.

VICE CHAIR GATTO posed a situation in which a nurse cones to
Alaska with $6,000 in debt and after three years of enploynent
that debt is gone. The nurse decides to stay; the nurse does
not get $2,000 as a bonus. |Is that correct?

M5. BARRANS replied that is correct. The construction of the
bill is such that the nurse would not even see the noney. That
was the sponsor's intention in prorating the benefits. If a
year is served, a one-year benefit is paid; if tw years are
served, the second year's benefit is paid. He/ she does not
receive a full benefit unless the nurse works a full five years
in the state.

VICE CHAIR GATTO responded that this brings him back to the
original question. If a nurse only works three years, then the
person gets three years' worth of benefit. There is no penalty
for | eaving enploynent or Alaska in less than five years.

Number 1052

M5. BARRANS agreed and added that there would not be any cash
comng to the nurse for working an additional two years, even
t hough the debt had been fully satisfied.

Number 1059

REPRESENTATI VE COGHI LL asked if there will be a regulatory issue
i nvol ved in providing proof of enploynent.

M5. BARRANS said that is correct. There would have to be an
annual certification that whatever the service requirenents are
have been net. Al aska Comm ssion on Postsecondary Education
(ACPE) would look to the Board of Nursing to say what is a full-
time enployee, and would set those criteria, and the enployer
woul d have to certify that those criteria had been net.

REPRESENTATI VE COGHI LL commented that these are always the areas
that |egislators hear about because whenever there is a limt,
there is always someone who falls one hair's breadth under the
limt. That is something the commttee needs to | ook at. He
said he would like to hear the sponsor's perspective on full-
time enploynent and what that definition is so that ACPE woul d
have sonething to build regulations from
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CHAIR WLSON replied that Section 7 allows the Board of Nursing
and ACPE to adopt necessary regulations imediately upon the
passage of the Act. So Ms. Barrans would work with the Board of
Nursing to conme up with these regul ations.

REPRESENTATI VE COGHI LL expl ained that he is interested in having
a discussion on what the limts mght be. For exanple, Chair
W1l son was tal king about those who nay have started a whol e new
career, like he did at 48 years old. An individual nmay not want
to work 60 hours per week as in a previous career. VWhat i f
soneone wants to only work a 20-hour workweek? It stil
benefits the health care system and relieves trenendous tension
in the system but the nunber of hours may not qualify for
rei mbur senent under this program

Number 1192

M5. BARRANS responded that is correct. One of the concerns the
sponsor had in crafting the bill was to make sure the Board of
Nursing had the |atitude, expertise, and know edge to design the
criteria so that the state is getting the nost efficient use of
these funds. There is concern that there probably never will be
a sufficient anmpunt of noney in the fund to fully satisfy all
the fol ks who would seek to participate in the program Al aska
Comm ssion on Postsecondary Education does not have the
expertise to say what a reasonable workday, workweek, or work
year would be for a nurse in Alaska. So ACPE would | ook to the
Board of Nursing to set those kinds of criteria.

Number 1225

REPRESENTATI VE COGHI LL commented that the reason he is bringing
this issue up at all is that the Board of Nursing would have
sonething to fall back wupon in terns of discussion by the
committee. He said his <concern is that if there are
applications en masse, then there will be a difficult choice in

deciding who to elimnate, but if the state does not have that
many applications, those who want to work split shifts could be
allowed into the program Recently, he was talking wth
Representative Joule, who posed the question of soneone worKking
at the Kotzebue Hospital for a while, who then goes hone to
Sel awi k, and has a friend work in the hospital for two weeks.
This would not be full-tinme enploynent, but it mght worthy of
consi deration.

Number 1305
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CAM LLE SOLEIL, Executive Director, Al aska Nurses Association
(ANA), testified via teleconference in support of HB 211. She
told the commttee about the inpending crisis with respect to
the nurse shortages. Currently, traveling and agency nurses
increase the cost of health care. When safety is called into
gquestion, which is what the state is facing with a nursing
shortage, it is inportant to |look for health care solutions. In
sone cases, facilities |look at people who are not RNs, which is
al ways dangerous because they do not have the training and
expertise to treat people. There are so many reasons to address
this issue. Ms. Soleil told the committee this piece of
| egi sl ati on conplenents other pieces that are already in place.
One area the ANA is supporting is the University of Al aska's
efforts to double the number of nursing graduates by 2006, and
it has a $2.25-mllion comrtnent from the private sector, such
as Providence Health Systens, Alaska Regional Hospital, Yukon-
Kuskokwi m Health Care Corporation, Fairbanks Menorial Hospital
and the Al aska Native Tribal Health Consortium She pointed out
that the school of nursing still needs $2 million in state
funds, which have yet to be appropri ated.

Number 1399

M5. SOLEIL told the committee that HB 211 is very attractive to
the ANA because it does two things. First, it |ooks at |oan
repaynment, which is a definite enticenent to nurses who are
| ooki ng at where to work. Nurses can go anywhere because there
is such good noney offered and there is an incredible shortage.
Second, this |oan repaynent plan entices nurses to stay in the
state. Al aska Nurses Association goal is to have them practice
in Alaska for at least five years, and maybe in that tinme they
wll have made a life here and will choose to stay. Ms. Soli el
cormented that as the state faces a severe financial crisis, the
shortage of nurses will cause the cost of health care to rise
and the quality of services to decline. The ANA will be talking
with the Board of Nursing and will be providing any information
to assi st them

Number 1477

M5. SOLEIL said that both the House and Senate have been | ooking
at a nethod of prioritizing where the nursing shortages are the

great est. Many renote villages should have nurses, but do not
because of their location and the paynent that is available
there. This bill would help attract people to those areas. The

ANA has asked the Board of Nursing to look at this issue closely
as it develops the regulations related to this legislation. M.
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Soleil sunmmarized her comments by saying that the ANA is very
supportive of HB 211.

Nunber 1494

M5. BARRANS spoke on one area of concern that Representative
Coghill had on the bill. She said that as the bill is currently
constructed, she does not see a barrier to the Board of
Nursing's prioritizing tiers or alternative benefit structures
as long as the regulations do not violate the terns that are in
the bill. For instance, if a nurse that was working what the
board would categorize as part-tinme, the board could certainly
authorize the participation of that nurse in the program with a

pro rata benefit. The bill says that benefits can be paid out
over no less than five years, but could be longer in the case of
a part-time nurse, or no nore than $10, 000. That | anguage

captures how much noney and the mninmum length of tine the
repaynment plan would cover for that anount of noney, so if the
Board of MNursing wanted to have another alternative benefit
structure, M. Barrans said she does not see a barrier to
i npl enenting that in the current bill

Number 1550

VICE CHAIR GATTO asked if there is anything in the bill that
says this program can be canceled five years from now and that
i f individuals have not collected, it will be too |ate.

CHAIR WLSON replied that there is a section in the bill that
says "providing that the funds are available,” which should
cover Vice Chair Gatto's concern.

REPRESENTATI VE SEATON referred to the sponsor's statenent where
it says that the funding for the program may be appropriated
fromthe Al aska Student Loan Corporation dividend. He asked for
clarification on that point.

M5. BARRANS said page 2, Section 5, inserts sonme |anguage into
the portion of statute that directs the Al aska Student Loan
Corporation to return a dividend to the state. Currently, the
Al aska Student Loan Corporation, in any year that it has a net
income in an excess of a certain anpbunt, calculates and pays a

return to the state fromits inconme. |In the current fiscal year
t hat anopunt was $5.25 million. The anount approved for FY 04 is
$5 mllion. So this [language] suggests that would be an

appropriate use of [those funds] w thout a mandate.
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REPRESENTATI VE SEATON replied that essentially the |egislature
does not have to fund this program The anmount in the fisca
note is about $1 mllion. He asked if M. Barrans is saying
that these funds can be transferred fromthe Al aska Student Loan
Corporation directly to this fund, and it does not have to cone
back to the legislature for appropriation.

M5. BARRANS responded that it means just the opposite. Once the
Al aska Student Loan Corporation has returned the noney to the
state, the legislature will appropriate it to various projects
that they wish to fund. This program would be a line itemin
every operating budget.

Nunmber 1698

RHONDA RI CHTSMEI ER, Deputy Chief, Nursing Section, Division of
Public Health Nursing, Departnment of Health and Social Services,
testified in support of HB 211. She told the conmttee the
entire nation is suffering from the sane nursing shortages that
Alaska is facing, which neans it really puts the state in
conpetition with rest of the nation in enticing nurses to
Al aska. To sone degree, the problem is also a result of the
denographic shift. The Al askan senior population is expected to
triple by 2025. An increased agi ng popul ati on means an increase
in chronic disease and increased need for nursing services.
Al aska's nurses are also aging. She said that right now 71
percent of Al askan nurses are between the ages of 41 and 71. In
the next five to ten years, one quarter of those nurses are
expected to retire. So the state is facing a problem of both
supply and demand.

M5. RICHTSMEIRER said this bill is intended to address the
critical problem of nurse recruitnment and retention by providing
at least a small financial incentive to attract new people into
the profession, as well as keeping people in the profession

wor ki ng. She told the commttee that the nursing shortage
Alaska is facing is not just an abstraction of nunbers or a
problem for those who need to find and enploy nurses. Mor e

inportant, it is a problem of access to health care, quality of
health care for those institutions that are providing it, and
cost of health care for all Alaskans. She summari zed by sayi ng
that the Departnment of Health and Social Services strongly
supports HB 211 and asks for the commttee's approval.

Nunber 1817
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LARAINE DERR, President and Chief Executive Oficer, Al aska
State Hospital and Nursing Honme Association (ASHNHA), testified
in support of HB 211 and answered questions from the committee.
She told the commttee all the hospitals and nursing honmes in
the state belong to the association. The hospitals really
enpl oy the greatest nunber of nurses in the state. She said of
the top 15 categories identified by the Al aska Departnent of
Labor and Workforce Developnment as the fastest increasing
occupations, health care occupies 13 of those 15 positions. So
the need for health care workers is really expanding. She said
ASHNHA got interested in this issue about four years ago when
they saw the increasing crisis comng with regard to health care
shortage. Four years ago, ASHNHA had a sunmt where they talked
about it. On 9/11 [2001], the day the tragedy hit, there was a
nursing sunmt in Anchorage, and it was pertinent at that tine.
There are nmany pieces of the puzzle and this is one. As the
commttee has heard, the university is graduating 110 nurses per
year and will be increasing its program so it can graduate 220
nurses a year. Alaska needs to graduate 400 per year, so there
is a need for other prograns to hel p.

M5. DERR talked about the fact that Al askan health care
providers are paying "travelers" or visiting nurses. Al aska
State Hospital and Nursing Honme Association just conpleted a
survey this week to show how much noney is spent in this

practice. That study showed that $11 million is spent in the
state each year to pay travelers. That noney goes outside. The
figure would be $14 million if radiologists were included.

Provi dence Hospital uses 17 radiologist technicians. Last vyear
at one point in tine, Providence had 17 travelers in its
facility. She told the commttee that is a horrible drain on
state resources. Alaska State Hospital and Nursing Hone
Associ ation had an inventory neeting |ast week, this week there
is an allied health care neeting, there is a health fair in
Anchorage today where nost of the hospitals are involved in
trying to find health care workers, there are K-12 [kindergarten
through 12th grade] prograns, and there are skills-standards

nmeetings in Bethel and Anchorage. There are nany events
happeni ng. Ms. Derr encouraged the commttee to support this
bill and help recruit and retain nurses in Al aska.

Number 1945

REPRESENTATI VE SEATON referred to page 4 [lines 9-10] of the
bill, where it says, "the applicant has outstanding education
| oans from a lending institution". He asked if that covers the

state [l oan prograni.
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VICE CHAIR GATTO responded that the state loan program is an
aut hori zed I ending institution.

Nunmber 1966

REPRESENTATI VE ClI SSNA comented that ASHNHA is leading the
health providers in taking this issue on. She said she was
attending the nurses conference on 9/11 when the news cane in
that there mght be an incomng flight to Anchorage on that day.
The nurses had to leave the building; it was the nost orderly
exit imginable, and it was obvious that these people were
trained for energencies. She congratulated the sponsor and
ASHNHA for the incredible work being done.

REPRESENTATI VE SEATON asked if traveling nurses are hired on a
time-on, time-off basis.

M5. DERR responded that traveling nurses are hired in a |lot of
different ways. Sone of them cone to Alaska for two weeks or a
nonth. There is one person who has been in a position for three
years as a travel er because she gets nore noney that way. There
are psychiatrists who work six nonths on six nonths off.

REPRESENTATI VE SEATON conmented that it would depend on the way
the board structures the regulations as to whether travelers
woul d be eligible for this program He pointed out that there
is nothing in the bill that says a nurse nmust be a resident in
order to qualify for the program

M5. DERR said that issue would be addressed by the Board of
Nursing as the standards and criteria are |aid out.

Number 2099

REPRESENTATIVE COGH LL noted that there are sone financial
i mpacts, but since the bill is referred to the House Finance
Committee, that issue will be addressed there.

Number 2125

CHAIR WLSON referred to Section 5, where it says, "The npney
made avail abl e under this subsection may be appropriated for the
Al aska nurse recruitnent | oan repaynent progrant.
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REPRESENTATI VE COGHI LL responded that he has no problemw th the
bill.

CHAIR WLSON told the conmttee that an issue wth respect to
traveling nurses has just cone to her attention that is
inportant. She said it is hard on the norale of nurses who work
and live in Alaska when traveling nurses may be making as nuch
as $45 per hour, plus a free place to stay, the ability to eat
at the hospital for free, and other kinds of perks. Chair
Wl son said she thinks it would not be a good idea to have
travelers qualifying for this program because this program is
really intended for soneone who wants to conme up to Alaska to
work and live. She said that |anguage could be devel oped by the
time the bill comes before the next commttee of referral.

REPRESENTATI VE ClI SSNA agreed with Chair WIson's comments and
shared the views from her forner house sitter who was a
traveling nurse. He took a $10,000 bonus to cone to Alaska to
work for one year because his nother |ived here. In fact, he
was incensed that there were a |lot of people who cane to Al aska
for a week that actually got a |lot nore noney than he had. He
felt it was unfair that there were nurses who nade nore and
cared | ess about the patients in the hospital, and thought they
did a poor job.

REPRESENTATI VE COGHILL noved to report CSHB 211, Version 23-
LS0861\D, Ford, 3/29/03, out of commttee wth individual
reconmendati ons and the acconpanying fiscal notes.

REPRESENTATI VE SEATON asked about a new fiscal note for the
conmmittee substitute.

Number 2255

CHAIR WLSON replied that a new fiscal note was passed out to
menbers. She explained that originally the fiscal note was
based on the belief that there would be a need for 1,600 nore
nurses in the next few years, but it was revised to indicate
there will actually be a need for 4,100 nurses. So the new
fiscal note was changed to reflect the difference.

Nunber 2275
VICE CHAIR GATTO asked if there were any objections to the
not i on. There being no objection, CSHB 211(HES) was reported

from the House Health, Education and Social Services Standing
Committee.
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VICE CHAIR GATTO returned the gavel to Chair WI son.

Nunber 2294

CHAIR WLSON announced that the Report on State Health Policy
Meeting in Chicago by Representative Ci ssna wll be postponed
until next week.

ADJ OQURNMVENT

There being no further business before the commttee, the House
Heal t h, Education and Social Services Standing Committee neeting
was adjourned at 3:50 p.m
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