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Human Services Block Grant Funding 

March 23, 2012 

The purpose of this document is to provide background information about recent efforts in Pennsylvania 
to explore the potential of block grants as a way to provide more flexibility and less administrative 
overhead in the delivery of county-managed human services. 
 
Fiscal Code Directive 
 
As part of the passage of Pennsylvania’s 2011-2012 budget on June 30, 2011, the Legislature approved 
Act 26 of 2011, the Fiscal Code Omnibus Amendments.  Based upon input from the County 
Commissioners Association of Pennsylvania (CCAP), this legislation included the following directive 
regarding multipurpose grants for county human services funding:  

  

Section 1729-b. Department of Public Welfare. 
 
The following shall apply to appropriations for the Department of Public Welfare from the General 
Appropriation Act: 
 
(7) County Human Services. The Department of Public Welfare shall convene a working group 

comprised of Department of Public Welfare personnel and the County Commissioners 
Association of Pennsylvania for the purpose of developing mutually agreeable pilot programs 
for allocation of county human services funding as multiple purpose grants, permitting counties 
to utilize funds at the county level normally provided in categorical allocations, such as child 
welfare, mental health, substance abuse and similar programs. The Department of Public 
Welfare shall report jointly developed recommendations to the General Assembly no later than 
October 31, 2011, with the intent of establishing the multipurpose pilot grant programs in the 
2012-2013 budget. 

 
In response to this legislation, CCAP pulled together a work group consisting of representatives from 
counties interested in piloting the concept of a human services multi-purpose grant.  Over the course of 
several meetings this work group identified a number of counties that may be willing to serve as part of 
a pilot and developed numerous county-specific proposals for piloting block grants.  CCAP staff and 
members also generated a lengthy list (eight pages) of recommendations to increase flexibility and 
improve efficiency in the administration of county-managed human services.   
 
All of this information was presented to the Department of Public Welfare (DPW).  However, no report 
was presented by DPW to the General Assembly as specified in the Fiscal Code Amendment.  
 
CCAP Platform 
 
CCAP also added the following policy statement regarding human services block grant funding to its 
Pennsylvania County Platform: 
 

The Association opposes changing human services funding streams to block grant funding for certain 
programs unless all of the following conditions are met: 

a. The change is limited to certain programs and willing counties, and instituted on a pilot basis 
before expanding statewide; 

b. The opportunity to draw down federal funds is not sacrificed; 
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c. Counties are not forced to choose between retaining funding for one categorical program to 
provide dollars for or preserve funding of another; 

d. Counties will not be punished by reduced future allocation levels for achieving success in reduced 
spending, and will be permitted to reinvest savings to further expand successful programs; 

e. Block granted funds are not so prohibitive as to automatically eliminate currently funded 
programs controlled at the county level, or funded at an amount so small that current programs 
could not be extended; 

f. Local programs are assured county flexibility and discretion, and are not instituted where state, 
local, or federal rules and regulations would result in the loss of federal funds for operating 
outside of compliance boundaries; 

g. Maintenance of effort/cost of living would be built into the funding process; 
h. Funds would be appropriated in advance of the period for which the funds are provided, not after 

expenditures are made, to assure county cash flow is not negatively impacted; 
i. The base year utilized in determining the cap for the block grant must be equal to the largest 

amount allocations within the prior five state fiscal years; and 
j. The county must be granted regulatory flexibility while operating under the block grant to permit 

the county to focus on its most pressing needs. 

Gov. Corbett’s Proposed Block Grant 
 
On February 7, 2012, Gov. Corbett’s presented his state budget for 2012-2013 which includes the 
establishment of a “Human Services Development Fund Block Grant.”  The Governor’s budget 
presentation included the following information about this proposed new block grant for human 
services funding to counties: 
 

The 2012-13 budget proposes to transform the relationship between the state and local governments 
in the delivery of critical human services programs by consolidating multiple human services programs 
into a single block grant.  This will provide counties with the flexibility to move funds where each 
locality needs them most and will generate savings of $168.4 million. 
 

The proposed block grant would include seven separate county human services funding streams totaling 
$842 million.  Each of these streams would be cut by 20%, thus producing the $168.4 million savings for 
the state noted above. 
 
In addition, the proposed block grant would also include an additional $81 million in federal funds, 
representing six additional funding streams, including portions of three federal block grants:  Social 
Services, Mental Health, and Substance Abuse.  According to the budget briefing provided by DPW’s 
Office of Mental Health and Substance Abuse Services, the reporting requirements associated with 
these federal block grants must be maintained. 
 
Questions and Concerns 
 
No other information about the proposed block grant for county-managed human services has been 
provided.  The lack of details about this fundamental change in the way many county human services 
will be funded has raised many questions.  Here are some of those questions: 
 

 Who chose these particular funding streams, and why?  Although the proposed block grant consists 
primarily of funds for adults, it does include some Child Welfare Special Grant monies.  What is the 
state’s rationale for mixing adult services funding with funding for children and youth?  Much 
work has been done over the past several years to improve delivery of children’s services through a 
better integrated planning process, but these services were not targeted for block grant efforts. 
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 Why have the CHIPP and state hospital closure funds been included in the block grant?  This 
appears to be a case of the state reneging on a promise of ongoing funding for a particularly 
vulnerable population which was previously cared for in state institutions.  These funds are just a 
portion of the monies that were saved when the state eliminated state hospital beds.  They were 
provided to counties so a wide range of mental health services to support individuals with serious 
and persistent mental illness in their home community could be developed and sustained. 
 

 The United States Supreme Court Olmstead Decision of 1999 affirmed the right of individuals with 
mental disabilities to live in their community.  This decision contributed to the deinstitutionalization 
effort in Pennsylvania.  If the 20% reduction in funding for mental health services leads to less 
support services for county residents with mental disabilities, will counties inherit legal 
responsibility and liability along with the block grant funding?  Will counties be forced to shift 
their “flexible” block grant funding to certain service areas in order to avoid lawsuits?   
 

 From where will the projected administrative savings come?  It has been suggested that simplified 
and reduced restrictions and reporting requirements will lead to administrative savings that will 
make up for the 20% cut.  Yet some of these funding streams already have extremely simple 
reporting requirements.  In addition, the human service programs who currently manage these 
funds will probably still be responsible for gathering data necessary to account for fund utilization, in 
addition to continuing to manage their other funding streams.  If anything, this new block grant will 
create an additional layer at the county level.  With the cut there will also be additional 
administrative work associated with managing waiting lists for reduced services. 

 

 It has been reported by DPW personnel that there has been discussion about changing the historical 
allocation formulas that have been used to distribute these seven funding streams to counties.  
What will be the basis for new allocation formulas (e.g. updated census figures, poverty factors)?  
When will decisions about any new allocation formulas be announced?  Will less populous 
counties be assured a minimum amount of funding?  Will the counties be required to provide 
matching funds, and if so, what percentage? 

 

 The proposed block grant will also include some federal Social Services and Mental Health Block 
Grant funds.  This raises several questions.  Is it permissible and legal for the state to take block 
granted funds from the federal government and turn around and blend them into a different, 
broader block grant that is passed along to the counties?  Is a waiver required to do this, and if so 
has that waiver been obtained?  Since these federal block grant funds are included with the 
human services block grant, can counties choose to use the money however they want?  If not, 
then where is the flexibility that has been promised to counties?  Will the counties be required to 
use their other “flexible” human service block grant funds to meet federal block grant 
requirements? 

 

 Is there a federal maintenance of effort requirement associated with any of the funds included in 
the block grant?  If yes, how can the funds be cut by 20% or diverted for other purposes without a 
loss of federal dollars? 

 

 The drug and alcohol funds earmarked for the block grant (Act 152 and a portion of the BHSI funds) 
are used to help county residents to access substance abuse treatment through the state’s 
HealthChoices program.  If these are cut by 20% (or more) will this be a violation of the State’s 
obligation under the new Federal Patient Protection and Affordable Care Act to maintain current 
MA eligibility standards, methodologies, and procedures? 
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 Prior to implementation, will County Solicitors be given an opportunity to review legal questions 
associated with accepting responsibility for block grant management? 

 

 According to DPW’s Office of Mental Health and Substance Abuse Services, the federal block grant 
funds that are included with the state’s proposed new human services block grant will continue to 
have several federal reporting requirements.  If this is accurate, how can it be said that the block 
grant will result in less administrative overhead?  

 

 In many cases the mental health, intellectual developmental disabilities, and substance abuse 
treatment funding are managed by joinders, a combination of two, three, or four counties.  How will 
the proposed block grant funds be distributed between the counties within these joinders?  This 
splitting of funds will increase the administrative complexity and cost for managing the block grant. 

 

 Some of the funding streams included in the proposed block grant are based in state statute.  
Presumably the General Assembly had good reason to create these human services programs and 
dedicated funding streams.  Is the plan to simply delete these laws from the books?  If yes, what is 
the process and timeline for doing that? 

 

 In many counties some of the block granted funds are managed by private agencies (e.g. private 
Single County Authorities that manage substance abuse treatment funds).  Have any guidelines 
been established that will give these private agencies input in a county’s decisions regarding 
allocation of its human services block grant monies?  

 

 As Gov. Corbett notes, the block grant would be a fundamental change in the way critical human 
service programs are funded and managed.  Since these services are critical to the individuals and 
families they serve, it seems that any transition in local priorities should be gradual rather than 
abrupt.  Are there any provisions that would phase in drastic changes in local allocation patterns, 
and prevent the total elimination of any of the block granted services? 

 

 There has been some dialogue between CCAP and the Governor’s representatives about the human 
services block grant proposal.  However, those individuals who would be most affected by the new 
model – service recipients and their families – have been given no formal mechanism for input into 
this dramatic change.  Stakeholders have been voicing concerns, but it is difficult for anyone to 
analyze the proposed change because most details are yet to be worked out.  Will consumers and 
advocates be given a chance to discuss the proposed block grant with the Administration and the 
General Assembly prior to implementation?  Or will the task of gathering and brokering 
stakeholder input fall to counties after the state has already initiated the block grant?      

 

 We are three months away from the July 1st start date for the proposed block grant.  This is the time 
of year when county human service programs are already busy formulating contracts for the new 
fiscal year.  Most counties do not have a structure in place to accommodate management of the 
new block grant.  Given all of the unanswered questions, it’s easy to understand why CCAP’s 
platform calls for a well-planned, deliberate, controlled pilot approach to the initiation of block 
grant funding for human services.  Is it wise (and is it responsible) to proceed with such a sweeping 
change in the way human services are managed for some of our most vulnerable citizens when so 
many details are yet to be resolved?  Is it realistic to think this new block grant can be effectively 
implemented statewide by July 1, 2012?     


