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NCAAR Employee Advisory Committee
Meeting Minutes

Meeting Date:		March 19th, 2024
Location:		Robbinsville Administrative Office (Via Zoom)
Attendees: 		Summer Brancoccio
Lisa Schmitter 
Laura Rellinger- FVO, Sofia Macias (Alt.)
Olivia Koloszuk- Essex/Union SAI/BHI, Kai Ridore (Alt.)
Christy Tierney- North SAI/BHI, Janet Schlissel (Alt.)
Pilar Sabates- Central SAI/BHI, Ken Schwarz (Alt.)
Hannah Bracciante- South SAI/BHI
Ryane Gouveia- Public Affairs
Michelle White- Administration, Alice Beene (Alt.)

Beginning Time:	Meeting was called to order at 9:02 AM
Meeting Adjourned:	Meeting adjourned at 10:55 AM


Agenda Items

I. Approval of December meeting minutes
The Committee approved December meeting minutes.

II. Review of Action Items
a. Additionally earned personal time from the Walk for Wellness will be permitted for use through the first quarter of the following calendar year.

b. All SAI/BHI regions will practice consistency in blocking assessment slots during regional special events, such as holiday parties.

c. Per-diem SAI/BHI assessments are now available for internal staff.

d. Staff may come in one hour late OR leave one hour early for in-person voting on Election Day. It was noted there are many ways to engage in early voting in New Jersey, either in-person or by mail. Lisa and Summer hope staff use this allowance honestly and only as needed. 

e. Holiday email messages will come from the Administrative Team rather than individuals going forward.

f. A list of the many achievements and changes made during the 2023 EAC were compiled and distributed by email. 

g. Michelle shared feedback on the proposed supervisory/leadership evaluation process. One of the concerns was that due to the few staff that directly report to a particular supervisor, it would be impossible to remain anonymous. Summer noted it would not be the intention of the evaluations to remain anonymous. Some staff reported these evaluations might cause discomfort in their work environment, thus discouraging participation. Another concern is how different supervisors may receive this feedback.

Kai reported witnessing staff not speak up to avoid conflict and has felt dismissed at times. Hannah stated clinical staff are used to debating, and this process may be more intimidating to non-clinical staff. Alice agreed there is a learning curve for this type of communication. Christy stated some staff are concerned because there are boundary issues in which supervisors are friends with supervisees, making it difficult to speak up. Further discussion ensued about the risks and benefits of this type of evaluation and what can be done to help employees feel more comfortable with this process.

i. Summer explained fostering a culture of feedback across all levels is essential to personal and professional growth. The people being led teach their leaders how to become better leader and it is important everyone be comfortable receiving this kind of feedback. However, due to staff concerns, the process will be postponed. Lisa agrees it is important to roll this out in a way that is effective. Members suggested other activities to begin the practice of feedback, such as group sessions. This will be further discussed in the EAC.

Representatives take the floor 

III. Northern Region 

a. Christy presented feedback support staff are feeling excluded from special staff activities and lunches due to their need to provide continuous phone coverage. Olivia shared that at the Essex/Union holiday party, staff rotate sitting by the door to hear the phone, but because of the layout, everyone is still together.

i. Summer agrees all staff should feel included and administration is looking into a centralized number for all referrals, how this works, and the cost. Summer and Lisa will discuss with Stacey how to make things more inclusive for now.

b. Staff reported concern that new hires that leave after a few months are receiving a sign-on bonus, immediate health benefits, and vacation hours and there is no incentive for current staff.

i. Lisa clarified the timeline for the sign-on bonus: newly hired staff receive 50% at the time of hire and the other 50% after six months of employment. Sign-on bonuses became common after DMHAS included their budget, so NCAAR needs to remain competitive.
ii. There is a 60-day waiting period of healthcare benefits for all employees. 
iii. Per the 2023 EAC recommendation, newly hired staff are frontloaded 21 sick hours (additional sick hours will not accrue until month four) and 70 vacation hours. This addresses the time off incongruence with the AWS/SDO schedule. New employees are not getting more time, they are getting it sooner.

c. Christy presented a suggestion to have a floating CC travel to busier counties, particularly for unlicensed clinicians who can only do in-person assessments. 

i. Summer shared her, Stacey, and Gina are in the process of creating a new structure for SAI/BHI that will hopefully address this need and revise job descriptions. While the hope is to raise salaries for some positions, Summer reminded members that the monetary amount of the contract remains the same, so the only way to increase salaries is to eliminate positions. Additionally, she pointed out a plan will be devised by NCAAR, but DFD will make the final decision. Summer confirmed the plan will not include an elimination of any existing employees. 

d. Christy stated staff expressed anxiety over the recent departure of employees with long tenure or in leadership positions. It brought questions as to whether they left because “they know something we don’t.”

i. Summer confirmed those employees left to pursue opportunities that align with their professional goals and indicated she has no reason to believe anyone should be concerned about their employment.

e. Christy shared some CC’s would like to only do assessments. 

i. Summer shared the restructuring plan is focused on streamlining processes and effectiveness of SAI/BHI goals and this will be a strong consideration. 

f. Christy presented a question as to why there are licensed staff doing case management but there are unlicensed staff doing assessments even though they can only do them in-person.

i. Summer explained staff were in those positions prior to the COVID-19 pandemic and the telehealth/virtual regulations did not change until after the state of emergency was lifted in March 2022. NCAAR did not expect staff in existing positions to change their position at that time. 

IV. Essex/Union Region
a. Olivia stated staff heard there used to be morale days. If this was stopped due to liability, a suggestion was made to facilitate morale days in the office. However, it was noted the Essex office is different because everyone sits together. Hannah stated there are talented employees that may be willing to share a skill that would only require materials to be paid for. It could be free and virtual, such as a book club or chair yoga, and would help staff connect socially. 

i. Lisa explained there used to be $50 per person in the budget for this. The State makes annual changes to how grant funds can be used and this budget item was eliminated around the same time food at meetings was prohibited as well. Olivia asked if staff could choose to pay for themselves, but Lisa’s concern was this might exclude staff who cannot afford it. The annual picnic is an NCAAR-sponsored event that brings staff together and staff are encouraged to participate in the Walk for Wellness. The idea of virtual activities will be strongly considered as well. 

b. Olivia stated staff use their own phones and laptops while working from home. She recently had to purchase a new laptop and inquired if reimbursement could be made available for work-from-home supplies. Ken added he is now fully remote due to county office changes and inquired about basic office supplies, like printer ink and paper. Janet stated hybrid work is a luxury and expressed concern that asking for too much would jeopardize the continuation of this practice. Pilar agreed. 

i. Summer provided reassurance that staff requests would not result in a punitive action against them. The EAC is meant to provide a platform for staff to bring questions and ideas, even if all of those cannot be fulfilled. Alice clarified NCAAR already provides basic office supplies for staff (paper, ink, pens, etc.) and those requests can be made to Tracy and shipped to an employee’s home. They can also be picked up in an employee’s regional office.  

Summer explained line items in budgeting and will discuss funding for supplies/reimbursements with Laura Videtti. 

c. Olivia suggested a feature in the database’s Treatment Provider list that would enable a search based on zip code radius rather than just searching by county. 

i. Summer stated this is a program-specific issue and should be addressed accordingly. She will mention it to Stacey.

d. Olivia presented a question about why staff other than manager and supervisors cannot have standing desks. 

i. Alice stated this decision would not be based on staff position and if we find out how many staff want a standing desk (for in-office use only), it could be determined if this is in the budget. Lisa stated the idea that standing desks were only available to certain staff members may have originated years ago when staff were denied this request due to the high cost at the time. Summer will follow up with Laura Videtti about this request.

e. Olivia suggested providing an additional paperwork day if a staff member reaches a certain number of assessments by a certain date in a month. 

i. Summer stated this is a program-specific issue and should be addressed accordingly. She will mention it to Stacey.

f. Kai asked if there could be a reimbursement for voluntary benefits, such as additional vision, life, etc. 

i. Lisa stated reimbursement would not be available for this and notes not everyone has these benefits.

g. Kai asked if there is a policy that employees must work in the office at least two days per week.

i. Summer stated this is based on the needs and operations of the specific office, but there is no specific agency policy on this. 

V. Southern Region
a. Hannah shared feedback that bilingual employees should be paid $3-$4 dollars more per hour.

i. Lisa stated that bilingual Care Coordinators are paid more, but not the amount indicated in this request as this would far exceed the budget. Lisa will review salaries for all bilingual employees and will follow up with Laura Videtti regarding continuity amongst clinical and support staff.

b. Hannah shared it was suggested NCAAR shop for another insurance broker to ensure the best rates. This was also brought up in a staff meeting. Many representatives shared they are satisfied with the current insurance carrier and Alice shared the insurance broker has always been available to assist, if needed. 

i. Lisa explained the current insurance broker shops around every year for the best rate, and the plan we have is the best available to us. Multiple insurance companies refuse to provide a quote for us due to our high claims history. Our current broker is very supportive and Lisa can provide his contact information to staff who have claims or other related issues. Summer agreed that our current plan is the best available to us and this is reviewed annually in detail. 

c. Hannah presented a concern from staff meeting that staff are overwhelmed and feel they cannot provide good quality care while managing the quantity of tasks, particularly after the departure of several employees. Staff feel this is not sustainable. She shared the manager responded with both validation and support.

i. Summer stated leadership is aware how hard staff are working and agreed the workforce shortage is not sustainable. She shared it is the primary priority of the administrative team to not just provide validation and support but to take action to remedy this. There is a great deal of work being done around this issue for SAI/BHI. 

d. Hannah presented feedback that staff who have a Bachelor’s degree are underutilized and noted there is a case management certification to those with a Bachelor’s degree. Christy also inquired if CADC’s can be hired for clinical positions.

i. Summer shared the restructuring of SAI/BHI may provide greater opportunity for those with a Bachelor’s degree to provide case management services. Summer will follow up with Stacey regarding hiring CADC’s for clinical positions, but indicated this was not permitted when Summer held the Clinical Director position given the change in the SAI/BHI population and regulations that restrict the practice of CADCs. 
   
VI. Central Region
a.  Pilar reported clients who did not show for their assessment used to be re-scheduled a maximum of three times. Recently, clients have been rescheduled 5-7 times which can waste time slots when we are already out of the three-day turnaround. 

i. Summer stated this is a program-specific issue and should be addressed accordingly. She will mention it to Stacey.

b. Pilar brought up the request for a four-day workweek again. Staff also asked if this would be required if it became an offering.

i. Summer reported this request remains under consideration, but it is not a priority at this time and includes very complex logistics. She clarified if this were to be offered, it would be optional, not mandatory.

VII. FVO
a. Laura had nothing to report.

VIII. Policy
a. Ryane has nothing to report but asked if a per-diem option was available to support staff. 

i. Summer stated there is not a per-diem option for support staff as NCAAR would need to justify the need based on contract deliverables. 

IX. Administration
a. Michelle asked if there was a way to decrease the amount of gym visits required in a six-month period to receive the gym incentive. There are employees that use a gym membership, but are unable to go as often as needed to qualify.

i. Lisa stated this policy will be reviewed.	
Next Meeting

The next EAC Representatives meeting will be Wednesday 6/19/24 from 9-11 am. 

Adjourn – Meeting adjourned at 10:55 AM
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