Generic uninsured op-ed

The greatest domestic challenge facing our nation and, in fact, our region is the rising number of people without health insurance.   We’re now realizing that the uninsured crisis doesn’t simply affect those who don’t have coverage.  As this problem continues to worsen, we’re all going to keep paying a higher price for health care.

Some cynics believe this problem is insolvable.  And who can blame them?  Even though there seems to be more bipartisan cooperation today than in years past on the uninsured issue, politicians have debated the topic for years without resolution.

But that doesn’t mean that progress is impossible.  The fact is that we can reduce the uninsured population by a meaningful number by doing a better job of linking individuals without coverage to resources that already exist.   Health experts are going to be keeping a close eye on a new initiative aimed at helping more people to become insured, even in the absence of immediate public policy action.

The initiative, called Health Access America, is sponsored by the Healthcare Leadership Council, a coalition of leading health care companies and organizations.  It’s being tested now in a number of cities, including (name of city).   The guiding philosophy of the new campaign is that millions of Americans can and should be signed up for public health coverage programs, like Medicaid or the State Children’s Health Insurance Program (SCHIP), or taking advantage of affordable private health insurance plans.

The Health Access America modus operandi is to move into a community, establish a network of small businesses, social service organizations, schools, churches, local government agencies and others, and use those contacts to increase attendance at local health coverage informational events.   At those events, individuals can be matched up with qualified professionals who can help them enroll in a public health coverage program or find an appropriate and affordable private plan.

The early results are very promising.  In early pilot programs in Raleigh, North Carolina and Las Cruces, New Mexico, hundreds of people attended the health coverage informational sessions, and more than one in every five attendees signed up for some kind of coverage program or health insurance plan.

There is no question about the need to take action now.  Nationwide, hospitals and clinics are absorbing in the neighborhood of $30 billion annually in uncompensated care costs.  Those are the dollars spent to care for people who get treatment in an emergency room because they don’t have the health insurance to pay for regular checkups and screenings.

A good portion of those costs are borne by the people who do have health insurance and to the employers who provide health coverage to their workforces.  Consequently, the cost of health care rises for everyone.  As costs go up, more individuals and small businesses have trouble affording premiums and they drop their coverage, join the ranks of the uninsured, and the problem becomes more acute.

We do need strong policy action from Washington on this issue.   There have, for example, been bills introduced and money included in the President’s budget for  refundable tax credits to help working families afford private health coverage.  That  would be a sound step to take.

In the meantime, though, it is social malpractice to do nothing while there are  resources available right now to help many uninsured Americans gain coverage.  Let’s hope this new experiment, Health Access America, is fruitful and offers a blueprint to show communities across America how they can address the uninsured issue on their own.

