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A new congressional investigation
released Thursday found that most
states have nursing home inspection
backlogs largely because federal over-
sight funding has stalled, leaving them
with fewer inspectors.

State inspectors are on the front
line of protecting the quality of care for
and the rights of more than 1 million
Americans who live in nursing homes,
either because of aging, illness or dis-
ability, or who have short-term stays
for rehabilitation. 

The report from the U.S. Senate
Committee on Aging found 31 states
and the District of Columbia had in-
spection staff� vacancy rates above
20% on average; nine were short-
staff�ed by half or more. The highest
rates were in Kentucky (83%), Ala-
bama (80%) and Idaho (71%).

“States reported that severe staffi�ng
shortages and high turnover rates,
driven largely by the inability to off�er
competitive salaries, hampers their
ability to conduct annual surveys on
time and promptly investigate com-
plaints,” the report read. “Such delays
negatively aff�ect nursing home resi-
dents … (and) also diminish the timeli-
ness and accuracy” of Care Compare,
the federal rating system most con-
sumers use to evaluate a nursing
home’s quality. 

“The system responsible for ensur-
ing that nursing homes meet health
and safety standards is in crisis,” said
Sen. Bob Casey, D-Pa., who chairs the
Senate committee. “My investigation
reveals unacceptable rates of vacan-
cies at state survey agencies, threaten-
ing the safety and health of nursing
home residents as their complaints
collect dust while inspectors struggle
to meet the demand.”

The report cited USA TODAY’s in-
vestigation, which revealed that most
nursing home facilities with fewer
nurses and aides than federal guide-
lines require are not cited for it by in-
spectors. 

Here are fi�ve takeaways: 
h The state agencies that enforce

federal rules for nursing homes
struggle with low wages, frequent
turnover and high vacancy rates
among inspectors.

This is not a new problem. The Gov-
ernment Accountability Offi�ce docu-
mented vacancy rates for nursing
home inspectors two decades ago,
then fi�nding the highest to be 34%. 

But it has gotten worse: The new
congressional report found 17 states
now have vacancy rates higher than
that. Offi�cials in Alabama, with 41 of 51
inspector jobs vacant, wrote, “the
staffi�ng numbers have reached a criti-
cal level.” 

Turnover, too, has challenged
states’ ability to complete inspections
promptly and have enough experi-
enced inspectors to lead the most diffi�-
cult assessments. The pandemic con-
tributed to an increase in retirements. 

Nevada said it has had 80% turn-
over among “life safety code inspec-
tors” in the past fi�ve years. In Oklaho-
ma, three-quarters of the state’s in-
spectors retired between 2019 and
2022.

h Inspectors are leaving for high-
er pay, less stress and less travel.

Because inspectors are health pro-
fessionals – including registered
nurses, pharmacists, social workers 
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AUSTIN – Legislation that would re-
quire some kennels and veterinary clin-
ics to notify customers if they plan to
leave pets unattended during their stays
has cleared its fi�nal legislative hurdle
and now awaits Gov. Greg Abbott’s sig-
nature.

The measure, House Bill 2063 by
Austin Democrat James Talarico, was
fi�led in response to the heartbreaking
2021 fi�re at a Georgetown animal board-
ing facility that left 75 dogs dead. The
Senate signed off� on it Tuesday, after

the bill cleared the House in late April.
The bill would apply to kennels and

veterinary clinics that provide boarding
services for three or more dogs or cats.

“The fi�re in Georgetown was abso-
lutely gut-wrenching,” Talarico said in a
news release. “My heart goes out to the
families that lost their loving compan-
ions. After the fi�re, our community ral-
lied together and called for action. Our
legislation will ensure accidents like
this never happen again in Texas.”

The Georgetown kennel, Ponderosa
Pet Resort, was unlicensed, had no fi�re
detection equipment such as a smoke
alarm and had no fi�re sprinkler system,
according to a lawsuit fi�led against the

facility. It was not legally required to
have fi�re detection equipment or a
sprinkler system, city offi�cials have
said.

Pet boarding safety bill advances
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any existing federal or state law regard-
ing fi�rearms.”

The House vote was 116-28. In the
Senate, it passed unanimously.

Under intense pressure from the
family members of several Uvalde vic-
tims last week, the House Committee on
Community Safety approved a measure
to raise the age to legally purchase mil-
itary-style rifl�es in Texas from 18 to 21.
But with the deadline to consider bills
fast approaching, the legislation by
Uvalde Democratic state Rep. Tracy
King did not make it in time to be con-
sidered by the full House.

When she laid out SB 728 before the
Senate in early March, bill author Joan
Huff�man, R-Houston, said lawmakers
have “an obligation to make sure that we
are reaching these kids” who are intel-
lectually impaired or facing mental
health challenges before they are able to
purchase guns. 

Last week, Leach took the House
fl�oor to make an emotional speech
about the gun violence that had aff�ected
his own district, the deadly May 6 mass
shooting at an outlet mall in the Dallas
suburb of Allen.

AUSTIN — Legislation to require
courts to send mental health and intel-
lectual disability information to the gov-
ernment agency that does criminal
background checks for gun purchasers
has cleared both houses of the Texas
Legislature and is on its way to Gov.
Greg Abbott for fi�nal approval.

Senate Bill 728 enjoyed broad bipar-
tisan support and is likely the only gun
safety measure this year with a chance
of being enacted in the fi�rst legislative
session since last year’s mass shooting
in a Uvalde elementary school that left
19 children and two teachers dead.

But the House sponsor of the bill em-
phasized that the measure is not in-
tended to restrict the rights of law-abid-
ing gun owners.

“This bill is a response to much of the
gun violence we’ve seen in our state in
recent years,” state Rep. Jeff� Leach, R-
Plano, told the lower chamber on
Wednesday. “I want to make very clear,
members, this bill does not ... change

“There’s a lot we don’t know,” said
Leach, who described himself as gun-
rights advocate. “But one thing I do
know is this is happening way too
much, and it doesn’t have to be this
way. I don’t have the answers.” 

If Abbott signs SB 728 into law, it
would track the 2022 federal law that
was dubbed the Bipartisan Safer Com-
munities Act. The information on
mental health and intellectual impair-
ments that comes up in court proceed-
ings would be forwarded to the Texas
Department of Public Safety, which
would then pass it along to the Nation-
al Instant Criminal Background Check
System, known as NICS.

Both Leach and Huff�man insisted
the bill is not a so-called red fl�ag law,
which gun rights organizations have
called a back-door channel to take
guns from people based solely on a
suspicion that they might pose a pub-
lic danger.

John C. Moritz covers Texas govern-
ment and politics for the USA Today
Network in Austin. Contact him at
jmoritz@gannett.com and follow him
on Twitter @JohnnieMo.
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