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NOMINATION FOR 2015 MAX DALTON OPEN GOVERNMENT AWARD 
 
Heidi Knittel is employed by STARR Family Behavioral Health which is a company of 

dedicated professionals whose mission is the mental and physical health of families in every 

aspect of their lives including at home, work, school and beyond.  http://www.starrfbh.com/ 

 

Frustrated at being rebuffed by not getting replies to her Public Records Requests and, in her 

words, “sleuthing on my own for a year and a half”, Heidi’s efforts have resulted in what 

follows. 

 

Optum is Idaho’s managed care provider for outpatient Medicaid mental health services for 

which Idaho taxpayers pay Optum $10.5 million monthly to administer.  According to a January 

29, 2015 news article by Kimberlee Kruesi of the Associated Press, 

http://www.idahostatesman.com/2015/01/29/3616956/legislative-notebook-jan-29-2015.html 

“Nearly one year after lawmakers and small-business owners cast a critical eye at the contractor 

managing mental health and substance treatment for Idaho's poor, company officials say 

approval ratings remain high and problems are few.  Executives from Optum, a unit of 

UnitedHealth Group, told the House Health and Welfare Committee Wednesday that they had a 

95 percent satisfaction rating among providers that deliver behavioral-health services to 

Medicaid patients. That's according to the most recent sample survey the company sent out to its 

provider members.  Lawmakers say their constituents still face delays or cuts to services.” 

 

I have to interject my thoughts on this news article, something I sometimes do.  Optum sends out 

ITS survey which results in “all is well” and everybody knows if you couch your questions 

correctly, you’ll get the answers you want.  Proof of this survey being biased is borne up by what 

the lawmakers said and further proof is furnished by Heidi as you read on. 

 

In her Feb. 22 Guest Opinion, http://www.idahostatesman.com/2015/02/15/3645877/idahos-

recovery-based-focus-to.html Optum Idaho's executive director, Becky diVittorio, claimed that 

"valuable tax dollars are used effectively" in the corporation's $3.3 billion Idaho State contract 

for Medicaid mental health care. This statement is based on a self-study, in which Optum 

determines what data is assessed, rather than providing accountability to a third party. 



Meanwhile, a Feb. 16 article in The Wall Street Journal placed Idaho in the bottom 10 states for 

access to affordable mental health care. 

 

In a March 1, 2015 Statesman Guest Opinion, STARR employees Heidi Knittel and Liza Long 

detailed the Open Government problem they’ve encountered with Optum, the Department of 

Health and Welfare as well as elected officials.  

http://www.idahostatesman.com/2015/03/01/3670453_lineylineyidaho-needs-optum-

to.html?rh=1 

“In the spirit of transparency, we have requested that Optum and the Department of Health and 

Welfare release what should be public data; so that independent financial analysts looking at the 

fiscal responsibility of Optum's managed care practices can determine whether the state is in fact 

saving money. This data should include the number of Medicaid-related psychiatric 

hospitalizations, mental health-related juvenile and adult incarcerations, mental health holds, and 

suicide rates since July 2013, when Optum's contract began. These are all extremely expensive 

ways to "manage" mental health care, but these crisis services do not affect Optum's bottom line.  

When both a state senator and a news reporter - not to mention mental health care providers and 

families - are ignored in their request for public information, the state should be alarmed, 

especially in light of other recent contractual fiascos, from the failed Idaho Education Network 

contract to Corrections Corporation of America's for-profit prison "gladiator schools. We are 

trusting another for-profit corporation to provide life-saving services to our friends and loved 

ones. Who is Optum, and what are they hiding?” 

 

Optum is a subsidiary of the giant United Behavioral Healthcare. They have lawsuits in nearly 

every state in which they are providing services.  Optum's PAC has given $10,000 to Sen. Crapo, 

$5,000 to Gov. Otter and nearly $5,000 to legislators, half of whom are on the DHW committee.  

These donations just started when the contract was being considered.   Again, I’m not surprised 

that Idaho’s politicians get bought; I’m surprised at how cheaply they sell themselves. 

 

This nomination is due on March 13th but on March 16th, after 16 months of complaints, letters, 

independent research, client advocacy and legislative testimony, Heidi, STARR and the Idaho 

public is at the next level. The Joint Legislative Oversight Committee (JLOC) is considering 



authorization of a proposal that the Office of Performance Evaluation (OPE) do an extensive 

investigation into Optum's (and DHW's - they are equally complicit) claims that this contract is 

"successful." An internal study in STARR’S agency, which serves 200 clients, shows that, 

despite taxpayers paying the same amount for mental health services, due to added Optum 

burden, STARR has had to reduce services by 16 percent. In other words, all that other money is 

going to Optum.  

 

Earlier this year, OPE did a report on Idaho’s use of legal services and part of their conclusion 

was waste of tens of Millions of taxpayer’s dollars, a paltry amount when compared to possible 

waste with Optum’s contract worth 3.3 Billion. 

http://legislature.idaho.gov/ope/publications/reports/r1502.pdf 

  

Depending on what happens on March 16th or if any action positive to the public interest occurs 

later, I would ask for the ability to supplement this nomination with those results, if any.  Even if 

Heidi and STARR are stymied in its attempt at full transparency and disclosure of obviously 

public records, their efforts are consistent with the Max Dalton Open Government award and if 

nothing else the cash award would allow them to pursue the only available option allowed by 

Idaho Code 9-337 etal, to hire a lawyer and have a Court order Optum and the Department of 

Health and Welfare to release those sought after public records without using resources that 

would benefit their patients. 

Respectfully submitted, 

Lee Halper 
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