
             

 

 

 

October 1, 2014 

 

County Board of Supervisors 

Vernon County, Wisconsin 

 

RE: 2014 Annual Report 

 

This report is being submitted to you pursuant to state statutes, as a summary report of activities, 

programs and services over the past year.  Vernon County Department of Human Services is a 

professional agency that recognizes local needs, adheres to state and federal laws, and operates in 

a fiscally responsible manner.  Our mission is to promote the health, safety, and well-being of 

Vernon County residents by providing resources and services in partnership with community 

agencies to strengthen individuals and families and promote independence.     
 

The Department continues to address the vast array of needs of children, teens, adults, and elderly 

citizens of Vernon County with services designed to keep them safe in their own homes, while 

respecting their dignity to participate in making decisions about their future.  The populations we 

serve include abused and neglected children, truants, delinquent teens, parents, elderly, disabled 

children and adults, mentally ill children and adults, drug/alcohol dependent youth and adults, 

unemployed/under-employed, uninsured/under-insured, at-risk individuals, and often their 

support people.  Each of those groups is served in a professional manner by the highly skilled 

staff at Human Services under the supervision and guidance of our forward thinking and 

supportive management team.  We are nothing without great staff and I offer commendations to 

them for their skills and talents along with their willingness and desire to influence people’s lives in 

such a positive way. 
 

The Department interacts with a lot of people every day.  We respond to human behavior which by its 

very nature is unpredictable. We cannot control the actions of others but we respond in the most 

appropriate way we can in our interactions throughout every day. True to our mission, the agency will 

respect and maintain the independence of individuals while providing quality services. 
 

The Department’s 2014 $5.4 million total budget consists of state, federal, and county funds along 

with grants received by the Department. The requirement to provide mandated services, court 

ordered services, and entitlement programs along with increases to rates for contracted services 

continues to challenge the limitations of our budget and the county’s resources as well.   
 

We continue to collaborate with multiple community agencies and our professional colleagues 

both in and outside of the boundaries of Vernon County with the goal of creating efficiencies 

while maintaining high quality services within the realm of our responsibility.  We value the 

opportunity to provide outreach in the community that we serve.  We welcome and encourage 

input and feedback regarding our programs and planning. The following information provides a 

brief overview of services in the Department.  

www.vernoncounty.org 

Department of  Human Services 

318 Fairlane Drive Suite 100 

Viroqua, WI  54665 

Phone 608-637-5210 

Fax      608-637-5505 

  



ECONOMIC ASSISTANCE / ENERGY ASSISTANCE PROGRAM 
 

Economic Support Services include the administration of public benefit programs. We provide 

services, resources, and referrals for individuals and families in order to obtain self-sufficiency 

and ensure their well-being. 
 

On January 1, 2012 Vernon County joined the Western Region for Economic Assistance 

(WREA).  The 8-county WREA consortium was formed with the intent to keep services local, 

save tax dollars and ensure that eligible individuals receive public assistance in a timely manner.  

Regionalization meant that some administrative and management functions would occur centrally 

for all eight counties while staff and services physically remain in each county.   

 

WREA has nearly 34,000 open cases (statewide there are 700,000 cases) for economic assistance.  

The WREA caseload has increased by nearly 2000 cases in the past year.  With the passage of the 

Patient Protection and Affordable Care Act came federal dollars to assist in the implementation of 

changes to Badger Care eligibility, expand caseloads due to additional consumers being eligible 

for public assistance, and to transition of thousands of people off of public assistance to the 

federal Marketplace.  The Department created four additional positions; one position was limited 

term and has ended and three positions continue and are funded by federal dollars with oversight 

and supervision by WREA management.   

 

Staff continues to process cases timely and accurately.  They also provide valuable input and 

suggestions for program improvement for the entire region.  Staff turnover in the unit has been 

challenging, but the positive attitude about regionalized services and commitment to citizens our 

local communities remain steady. Caseload numbers for public assistance did not decrease as 

predicted, but instead have grown significantly in the past year leading to increased concerns 

about the capacity of consortiums to continue to administer programs for such a large volume 

when federal funding ends and there is no increase in state funding.   

 

A person may apply for public assistance by going online to the ACCESS website or apply for 

healthcare in the Marketplace online at the federal CMS website.  People may apply for public 

assistance or purchase health insurance online, by mail, or in a face-to-face appointment.  

Individuals can also check their public benefits and report changes online. 

 

Economic Support staff work with citizens to determine eligibility for public assistance programs.  

Federal law and WI § Chapter 49 governs the distribution and eligibility of public assistance 

programs statewide.  These programs include Medicaid, Food Share, Wisconsin Shares – child 

care, and the Wisconsin Home Energy Assistance Program that are administered locally.  Public 

assistance programs administered outside of the department include Medicaid Burial, Wisconsin 

Works – W-2, and MA Transportation.   

 

Medicaid is a state and federal assistance program that helps how income individuals with 

medical need to pay medical expenses.  It is also referred to as Medical Assistance, MA, Title 19, 

and Badger Care Plus.  Medicaid should not be confused with Medicare which is a federal 

program for people age 65 or older, blind, or disabled.  Eligibility for Medical Assistance 

programs is determined by income and assets (depending on the MA program requested) versus 

the Federal Poverty Level.    
 



The Food Share program is supervised by the State of Wisconsin under agreement with the U.S. 

Department of Agriculture.  The goal of the Food Share program is to help low income 

households have adequate and nutritious diets.  Most people who use Food Share are employed 

but do not make enough money to completely support themselves or their family.  Food Share is a 

supportive service offered to eligible recipients who come from diverse backgrounds and may be 

employed, disabled, temporarily unemployed, underemployed or living on fixed incomes.  The 

Food Share program provides a debit card called QUEST for recipient to use at grocery stores.  

Eligibility for Food Share is determined by income versus the Federal Poverty Level.  Over 3000 

residents in Vernon County receive Food Share every month with a total spending of $300,000+ 

per month.  This program brings money into the local economy each time a Food Share recipient 

uses their card.   

 

Wisconsin’s Caretaker Supplement (CTS) is a cash benefit available to parents who are eligible 

for Supplemental Security Income payments.  CTS is not a Medicaid benefit; it pays cash only to 

eligible parents.   

 

In the Childcare Program, eligible families receive assistance in paying for day care for their 

children when the caretaker adult is at work or school.  In 2012 and 2013 there were many well 

publicized incidents of fraudulent claims on the part of providers in metro regions of the state.  

The Department of Children and Families (DCF) was instructed to make changes to reduce fraud 

including early identification of red flags.  As a result of discussions with DCF, WREA entered 

into a pilot project to centralize attendance report forms for Childcare cases across the 8 counties.  

Vernon County and Clark County are now entering attendance reports for all of the consortium 

counties.  The pilot consists of entering attendance for payment to providers, confirming 

attendance reports that providers have entered on-line, setting up payment rates, and answering 

provider questions.  The pilot is going very well and the Department of Children and Families 

would like to implement our model statewide.   

 

Part of economic assistance is the requirement to provide fraud prevention and investigation 

services.  Management and staff that receive information or reports of potential fraud against any 

of the public assistance programs are obligated to respond.  WREA has a fraud referral response 

person on staff for the consortium.  WREA also contracts with a private agency to provide fraud 

investigations that result in recapturing tax dollars that were paid to ineligible individuals.  

WREA is allowed to retain 15% of the dollars captured by fraud investigations.   

 

A Management Evaluation Review was completed by the state to review WREA services and 

information provided to consumers.  As part of the review, the state made “ghost calls” to front 

office staff inquiring about how to apply for services.  WREA Counties did very well; however, 

Vernon County was the only county to give all of the required information. 

 

The Wisconsin Home Energy Assistance Program (WHEAP) is provided via federal grant 

funding to households based on household size, income level, type of fuel used, and heating costs.  

Each year there are over 1400 Vernon County applicants for WHEAP assistance.  Services 

include purchasing heating fuel, furnace replacement, and guiding recipients in planning for 

future energy and fuel needs.  The Department of Human Services sub-contracts with Couleecap, 

Inc. to administer this program.  This program brings money into local fuel providers via direct 

payment for costs.  



LONG TERM SUPPORT / MENTAL HEALTH / AODA / ADRC-WW 

 

The Long Term Support Unit provides services, resources, and choices to persons with 

disabilities, individuals in need of mental health and alcohol/other drug services, and to adults at 

risk of or experiencing abuse/neglect to enhance independence, stability, dignity, and self-worth. 
 

Vernon County continues in partnership with several other counties in the Mississippi Valley 

Health Services Program (MVHS) at Lakeview Nursing Home in West Salem.  Sherman 

Erlandson and Ole Yttri serve as MVHS Board Members representing our community.  Our 

involvement in the MVHS commission allows our adult, behaviorally challenging consumers to 

continue to live and be cared for at Lakeview Nursing Home.  This partnership continues to be a 

sound investment in the lives of Vernon County citizens that reside at Lakeview.  La Crosse 

County has plans for new facilities to replace the old Lakeview building.  They have constructed 

home-like buildings already and consumers have moved in.  In 2015 they will be building a 50-

bed nursing home.  That move will reduce the number of spaces available for residents with the 

kind of needs that MVHS consumers need to be safe.  Department staff and managers will 

continue to be involved in the planning and transition of residents into new facilities. 
 

Vernon County citizens that are financially and functionally eligible are being served by two 

Managed Care Organizations (MCO), Western Wisconsin Cares (WWC) and CARE Wisconsin.  

Eligible individuals may also be in the IRIS (Include, Respect, I Self-Direct) Program.  Family 

Care is an entitlement program in Vernon County and there are no waiting lists for services.  

Dennis Brault serves as the Vernon County representative on the Executive Board of WWC.  

CARE Wisconsin has opened an office in Viroqua for their MCO service teams. 
 

The Aging and Disability Resource Center of Western Wisconsin (ADRC-WW) - Vernon site 

celebrated our six year anniversary in September 2014.  The ADRC in Vernon County has served 

over 3521 individuals since opening in 2008.  We receive 50-75 new referrals every month.  The 

individuals that were served were all citizens of Vernon County and their needs varied widely.  

We have seen over the years that needs are becoming more complex and cases are requiring more 

time from the workers to sort through complex issues and try to connect individuals to proper 

resources.  The ADRC serves as an information, assistance, and referral unit in the Department to 

address the needs, concerns, and questions of adults and their family members.  The ADRC is 

designed to assist all individuals regardless of their social and economic status.  The ADRC of 

Western Wisconsin is four-county collaboration between La Crosse, Monroe, Jackson, and 

Vernon Counties with La Crosse County serving as the administrative center.  This is an excellent 

example of the benefits of being a member of a multi-county consortium.  Our four counties 

provide assistance and support to each other on a regular basis.  Ole Yttri and JoAnn Nickelotti 

represent Vernon County on the Advisory Board of ADRC-WW.  I want to thank Daniel Beyerl 

who served on the ADRC Advisory Board for two years.  He was a terrific advocate for 

individuals receiving services and demonstrated leadership on the Advisory Board. 
 

The Long Term Support unit is responsible for Adult-at-Risk and Elder-Adult-at-Risk 

populations.  When a referral comes to the agency, staff provides services consisting of 

investigations, considering the need for a guardian, and possible protective placement.  Social 

Workers also complete annual reviews of protective placements as required by state law.  The 

department has experienced an increase in referrals for possible financial abuse, but the majority 

of the referrals involve issues of self-neglect. 



The Department’s Elder Abuse Grant requires us to have an Interdisciplinary Team to discuss 

issues with cases of possible abuse, neglect, or other exploitation of elders or adults-at-risk.  As 

part of these team meetings, training and education is provided to cover issues contained in 

reports as well as community resources to address the issues.  The I-Team developed a training 

manual, Neighbor Care, in 2013.  This training has been presented to several organizations in 

2014.  Their goal remains to increase public awareness of the issues of abuse and neglect of 

vulnerable adults and elder adults.  Through public awareness, individuals at risk can be identified 

so they can be connected to services that will maintain their health and safety.   

 

The Birth to Three Program and the Family Support Program address the needs of families with 

children with disabilities and high needs.  We continue to administer the Children’s Long Term 

Support (CLTS) Waiver program via contract with Lutheran Social Services.  CLTS is a required 

program monitored by the Department of Health Services to serve children with physical 

disabilities, developmental disabilities, and serious emotional disturbances through daily needs 

planning and providing support services to families.  We are currently serving 16 children in the 

CLTS Waiver Program. 

 

Mental Health court commitment services continue to challenge our resources.  The consumers 

that need inpatient intensive care and supervision are placed with residential providers and 

sometimes in locked facilities. The providers are experts at handling the behaviors of the seriously 

mentally ill people. The needs of these individuals are very complex and often include the need 

for medication administration and continuous supervision to keep them and others around them 

safe.  The trend since 2012 continues to be the need for very intensive and costly placements for 

individuals under court commitment.   Our community based intensive supervision program for 

chronically mentally ill (Community Support Program – CSP) is successful in maintaining 

individuals in the community with extensive supports on a daily basis.  There are 55-60 

individuals in CSP daily.  They are living with mental illness in the community and are leading 

normal lives with supports. 
 

Outpatient mental health services are very helpful in maintaining individuals in the community 

with weekly, bi-weekly, or monthly therapy/group sessions and preventing more costly residential 

placements.  We have continuing success with the Emergency Mental Health Services Program 

(EMHS, also referred to as the Crisis Team) in deterring emergency detentions of persons 

experiencing a mental health crisis.  Vernon County Department of Human Services and Center 

Point Counseling Services are co-certified to provide this service.  The EMHS mobile team 

intervenes on-site at the crisis location to assist law enforcement in determining the need for 

hospitalization. They help to de-escalate the crisis and locate alternative resources to meet the 

needs of individuals when it is safe to do so.  The yearly data showed a balancing of numbers of 

emergency detentions over the past three years that was a 50% reduction since inception of the 

program.  In 2014 we are watching the numbers increase at a slow pace.  The success of EMHS is 

a direct result of the collaboration among the Masters Level mental health team leaders, law 

enforcement, the Department of Human Services, Corporation Counsel, and community 

providers. EMHS has deterred many unnecessary hospitalizations by creating connections to 

appropriate services in the community.  When an emergency detention occurs now, it is often 

because of a higher level of services and security.   

 



The County Board recently authorized implementation of Comprehensive Community Services 

(CCS).  CCS is a state certified program that involves a whole person assessment and services to 

meet the needs of financially eligible adults and children experiencing mental health and 

alcohol/other drug abuse issues while maintaining them in the community.  CCS is an MA funded 

program for MA eligible consumers.  We are currently in the process of obtaining certification 

and developing a new partnership with Crawford County and Center Point Counseling Services 

for CCS.  Vernon County Department of Human Services will be the lead agency in the multi-

county CCS and Center Point will be the provider agency for our region.  The goal is to start 

services in January 2015. 
 

 

Long Term Support Services/Children’s Waivers/Mental Health/AODA Caseload Count: 

 

                    2012    2013     2014 

Mental Health 145 130 127 

Community Support Program 61 60 58 

Alcohol and Other Drug Abuse 51 42 37 

Long Term Support 20 10 8 

Protective Placements 140 136 129 

Developmental Disability Programs 110 67 68 

Representative Payee 10 5 4 

Children’s Waivers 13 15 16 

 

 
FAMILY AND CHILDREN’S PROGRAMS 

 

The Family and Children’s Services Unit keeps children, families, and communities safe while 

protecting the dignity and self-determination of those we serve.  Safety, permanency, and well- 

being of children are the ultimate goal in each of our interventions. 

 

The Family and Children’s Unit is statutorily required to respond to allegations of child abuse and 

neglect.  They are also statutorily required to provide supervision to delinquent youth and truants.  

Intensive case management and detailed case plans, in addition to working closely with 

stakeholders in each case empowers parents/caretakers to make progress in many areas of family 

life.  Collaboration with law enforcement, service providers, schools, and the court system 

professionals have been key factors in the success of this unit with the children that they work 

with and for whom they advocate.  Increased attention and monitoring by the state and federal 

government toward children has led to higher standards for responding to situations involving 

children and higher intensity in managing cases.   

 

The Family and Children’s unit continues to flourish in their performance.  Vernon County leads 

the state for timely completion of abuse and neglect assessments.  The Family and Children’s 

Unit continues to meet the standards and goals set by the state and federal government including 

requirements for face to face contacts with children, safety assessments, and providing services to 

families which will allow children to be safe in their home.  We utilize the talents, strengths, and 

experience of staff to provide creative casework in order to meet the needs of families being 

served.   



This unit has experienced staff turnover in the past year that has put additional pressure on our 

devoted staff.  We have also had several incidents over the past year involving disturbing 

conditions involving multiple children to which staff is required to respond.  Often those unsafe 

conditions and unpredictable incidents result in removal of children from the home, sometimes to 

a family member, other times to foster care.  The trauma that the children experience is also 

traumatic for Social Workers that work hard to protect them. 

 

The Coordinated Services Team (CST) Program will continue to have state funding.  CST serves 

families of mentally challenged and emotionally disturbed children.  The CST coordinator works 

closely with staff to develop plans and assists families in identifying natural supports (extended 

family, friends, neighbors, church affiliations, medical professionals, school personnel, etc.) to 

watch over and care for high needs children, while supporting their parents/caretakers in 

eliminating the barriers that families face.  The program continues to be effective in serving 

children in the home and has contributed to lowering the numbers of children placed out of their 

home.    
 

Children and Families Unit Referral Statistics 

 

      2012 Total 2013 Total Mid-Year 2014 

Physical Abuse 34 30 22 

Sexual Contact/Intercourse 32 20 10 

Neglect 79 56 30 

Emotional Damage 10 12 6 

Truancy 14 21 14 

Juvenile In Need Of Services 71 64 31 

Delinquency 83 100 54 

   

 
 

 

FISCAL AND SUPPORT STAFF 
 

This unit is responsible for fiscal and business operations as well as determining availability and 

accessibility of staff in the department, and the efficient flow of business on a daily basis. 

 

The fiscal staff is responsible for creating purchase of service contracts with providers for each 

service unit in the department.  They reconcile monthly revenue and expenditures reports with the 

County Clerk’s Office, enter data into the state system to generate revenue, receipt checks, and 

provide the Director with status reports on finances of the Department of Human Services.  

Support staff has responsibilities that include data entry, answering telephones, preparing 

documents for staff in all units and the Director, ordering supplies, and disseminating mail.   

 

The Visual WISSIS financial reporting system changed data entry requirements for a second time 

in two years.  Staff now enters data directly into the state’s Program Participation System.  This 

data is then transferred to our bill paying system.  Department staff and management worked 

closely with the representatives of the agencies that own the systems as well as with our county IT 

Department.  Amidst adjustments and technology quirks that resulted in missing data and double 

data entry, staff continued to persevere until the system was functional and accurate.  

 



The front office staff is the first contact with citizens that arrive at or call the office.  They are the 

first impression of the Department – and often other departments in the building as well because 

we are on the main entry floor.  Staff is complimented by visitors who go out of their way to give 

kudos to them.  They help visitors upon their arrival with answers to questions, directions to the 

right office, receiving or giving documents, providing referrals, and making our guests feel 

welcome and valued.     

 

For more information, please visit our Department website.  The website is user-friendly and 

provides a lot of information on programming in the agency.  Or, stop by for a visit. 

 

On behalf of the Staff and Management Team, I want to thank each of our community partners 

for their collaboration, commitment, and hard work that evident in all they do every day for 

Vernon County citizens.     

 

I want to thank the members of the Human Services Committee and County Board Supervisors 

for your support.  It is my distinct honor to serve Vernon County as Director of Human Services.  

I deeply respect the professional, talented and energetic team of employees in the Department; 

and I look forward to our continued success and growth!   

 

Thank You ~ 

 

 

 

Pamela J. Eitland 

Director 

 

 

cc: Department of Human Services Staff 

 Human Services Committee Community Representatives 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


