Uninsured Pa. children to all get state coverage
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The good news for Diane Smith was that after six months without work, her husband, James, had finally
found a job as a housekeeper at a Crowne Plaza hotel.
The bad news was that they lost their health insurance.
The North Philadelphia family of four earned too much to qualify for subsidized insurance, but not enough
to afford private insurance.
"We mostly deal with problems with herbs," said Smith, a diabetic who tries to keep her blood sugar in
check with cinnamon tablets.
When Smith's 14-year-old daughter, Jasmine, gets sick, Smith takes her to Esperanza Health Center in
the lower Northeast. But she worries about what she would do if her daughter needed serious health care.
Her worries may be over.
Pennsylvania this year is set to become one of only three states to offer health insurance for all children,
under a plan pushed by Gov. Rendell.
"Can you imagine if you have a 5-year-old daughter who has leukemia, which is 90 percent treatable, and
you do not have the money for health care?" asked Rendell. "It's unconscionable that the richest country
in the world does not have health care for all children."
The plan, called Cover All Kids, means Jasmine and about 36,000 other uninsured children in the
Philadelphia region would be covered.
"It would be nice not to have to worry," said Smith.
The state and Smith are part of a trend, as more people are relying on public health-insurance programs
after being unable to keep up with the ballooning cost of insurance.
Across the country, the number of children in public-health programs has jumped 31 percent in the last 10
years, while private coverage fell 5 percent, according to a study published this week by the Robert Wood
Johnson Foundation. About 8 million children nationally are still without health insurance, according to the
study.
Illinois, which has about 253,000 uninsured children, started signing up people last month for the first
state-run universal health insurance plan for kids. Massachusetts in April passed a law that requires adults
there to buy health insurance or face a penalty.
"I think Pennsylvania has a good idea," said William O'Hare, who heads Kids Count, a national effort at the
Annie E. Casey Foundation to track the well-being of children in the United States.
"Investment in the health of young children pays off down the road in so many ways," he said, noting that
recent studies tied universal health care to the superior health of people in Britain and Canada over that of
Americans.
Rendell came up with the idea as he pushed for greater outreach for the Children's Health Insurance
Program (CHIP), which he said was signing up children too slowly.

In Pennsylvania, about one-third of the state's 3.3 million children are insured through public-insurance
programs. As of June 2006, the state had enrolled 143,501 in CHIP, the highest number ever. But about
133,500 children in the state are without coverage - though most are eligible.
"It became apparent to me that 10,000 children were not covered and would never be covered under
existing programs," said Rendell.
Too often, children clog emergency rooms as they wait long hours for routine health care that primary
doctors could give. Often, children float from place to place, seeing whatever doctor can be afforded.
Doctors become frustrated, saying they wished they could do more for children who ultimately suffer for
lack of consistent care.
Legislators in Harrisburg have approved Rendell's plan but are still hashing out the bill's language. All four
legislative caucuses have agreed to pass a bill by October. The federal government has tentatively
approved the plan.
New Jersey would like to join Pennsylvania but plans first to focus on enrolling more children in its existing
public programs.
Under Rendell's plan, all children 18 and under would be covered regardless of income. Premiums would
be calculated on a sliding scale. Families that make more money would end up paying the full premium, at
the lower CHIP rate. Poorer families would pay less, with the state covering the balance.
A family of four making $70,000 a year would pay a monthly premium ranging from $20 to $35 for
coverage through an insurance company such as Independence Blue Cross or Aetna. Those companies
would, in turn, bill the state. Families making more will pay the state's negotiated cost for coverage of
about $145 per month.
The program would start in 2007 with 15,000 children and add 75,000 more within five years. It will cost
the state $4.4 million for the first year, plus $10 million in federal funds. In the fifth year, the expanded
coverage will cost the state about $50 million.
The plan covers dental and vision care, well-child visits, emergency-room care, prescription drugs,
hospital and home care, and mental-health treatment.
That's good news to Laura Layer, the Smiths' pediatrician at Esperanza. "With more preventive care, there
are fewer emergency-room visits, fewer hospitalizations, and better general health overall," she said.

