Wagons to Waivers - Segment 5: Oklahoma's Movers And Shakers

Reba McEntire: In late 1962, Henry Bellmon was elected the first Republican Governor of Oklahoma.  When Bellmon took office, he inherited serious financial shortfalls, that ultimately resulted in major program shifts.  

George Miller: Found out that, among other things, there was an institution that was being built by the Department of Mental Health Services for developmentally disabled persons up at Hissom, and there was not sufficient money to complete it.  He had a twenty-two million dollar gap in being able to adequately fund that project.  

And so, he got with Lloyd Rader, and of course Lloyd Rader, the Welfare Director, had a dedicated source of income in the sales tax, the two percent sales tax.

George Nigh: And at that particular time in history, there wasn't a major piece of welfare legislation written that didn't have an Oklahoma tag to it.  Lloyd Rader was Mr. Welfare in the United States.  All of the federal legislation, he looked at before it was passed.  He had a close relationship with Henry Bellmon.

George Miller: Lloyd Rader told Governor Bellmon that if the program were transferred to him, he would complete that facility. And he did that.  And in fact, made some changes in the architectural and engineering plans for the thing, and it became the place.  Persons seeking these services all wanted to go to Hissom, because it was the newest, the finest, the best equipped, and that's the reason the developmental services were transferred from Mental Health to the Department of Human Services.

George Nigh: DHS is a super agency for the State of Oklahoma.  My gosh, over the years, without DHS, where would we have been?  And the Welfare Commission, etc.  They have so many responsibilities. When you couldn't figure out who else could handle it, "Ahh, let's give it to Welfare. Let's give it to DHS."

Reba McEntire: With the institutions now under his authority, Lloyd Rader wanted to find out how many people in the state might possibly need services.  A study found that more than fifteen thousand people with mental retardation were living, mostly with their families, in communities all around the state, and receiving some kind of state benefits.

In 1964, construction was finished on the Hissom Memorial Center, but even with the additional 500 beds, state facilities were still stressed beyond capacity.  There were now more than 2,500 people living in the institutions.  There were also waiting lists, and some had been waiting up to five years.  Mr. Rader knew he had to find a way to reduce the number of people living in the institutions, and improve the living conditions for the residents.

George Miller: That's one of the things that Lloyd Rader immediately set out to do.  He was able to transfer many patients and residents of those institutions, not only those institutions, but also mental health hospitals, into long term care facilities, and he emptied a lot of those beds by doing that.

Reba McEntire: Mr. Rader not only reduced the number of people living at the institutions, but he made some immediate improvements.  More staff was hired, campus schools were updated, and deteriorating buildings were renovated.  The Department of Public Welfare changed its name to the Oklahoma Department of Institutions, Social, and Rehabilitative Services.  

Mr. Rader also created a special unit within the Executive Division to produce comprehensive plans for the development of community services.

Ray Ashworth: Our main goal was to provide the services for youngsters who were going to grow up to be adults.  Had no alternative out there at all.  And I think in large measure, for the time, for the amount of limited funds we had, we did a fantastic job.

Reba McEntire: By 1971, the federal government, through the Medicaid program, established standards of care for institutions.  Lloyd Rader and then-congressman Wilbur Mills from Arkansas
greatly influenced the development of these standards.  In fact, legend has it that they created the first draft of the enabling legislation on a napkin during an after hours meeting.

Because of his involvement, Lloyd Rader made sure Oklahoma's institutions were among the first to not only meet those standards, but to take advantage of this funding.

George Miller: It didn't take Lloyd Rader long to figure out how to match Medicaid money, I can tell you for sure, because he knew how to get it done, and he had the clout in Washington to get it done.

