\ suniving the healh
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INSUrANCE

In 2003, Darlene and Richard Garth and their three
children relocared from New York City to Greenwood,
$.C., to “ger away from the rat race.”™ Darlence found
a job as a cafereria worker, but had missed her compa-

ny’s health insurance enrollment
period, which opens 1o new mem-
bers onlv once every three vears. So

the fmily jomed the health plan of

the hospital where Richard, 47, works
as a radiology assistant, But last year
his company changed nsurance pro
viders, and the Garths landed in a
hornet’s nost.,

“We had two choices for health
care-gold and premium. [ couldn’™
attord either,™ Richard recalls. While
shopping lor lower-cost insurance, he
inadvertently missed the hospital®s
enroliment deadline, and the Gmily
joimned the ranks of Amerca’s 46 mil
lion uninsured.

Now the vounger children go
without chec Lu;w Pheir 19 vear old
daughter, who no longer lives art
home, but is breastfeeding an infant,
is uninsured. “My biggest concern is

trying to get my children covered,”
Richard, who needs “about six shots a day™
diabetes, plus medications for hypertension and other
complications, obtains two tvpes of nsulin ree throngh a
pharmaceutical company’s paticnt-assistance program, but

can’t allord his other medscation.
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“I haven’t been 1aking blood pressure medication for
™ he savs. “The doctor told me T need the
" But at S67 a month for one drug, that pre

about 14 vears,

says Darlenc, 49.
his independence.”

seraption breaks his family’s budget

Even worse, after six months, the
local free chinic Icarned that the
Garths” employers otfer health insur-
ance, so it began charging Richard for
medical appointments. “He needs 1o
be seen four to five times 2 month,”
savs Darlene. “He s afraid 10 2o be-
causce he knows they're gomng to
charge him a ot of money.™

[ast vear, Richard became il and
“almost died,” savs Darlene. “At the
time he went to the hospatal, he didn’
have msurance. Now we're more than
$22.,000 in the hole.™

As a possible solution. one doctor
suggested that Richard go our on dis-
ability. Bur Darlene savs, “It he stavs
out of work, we starve.”

“I 1rv 1o maintain my dict and do
other things, but 1t’s so much,”
Richard savs of his attempt to make
healthy hifestyvle choices. “My mamn

foeus 1s working. You take 2 man’s job away and vou take
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‘I'he Garths are not atypical. The United States is expe-
ricncing a monumental health insurance crisis. According



to Dr. Albert Morris, president of the Natonal Medical
Assoctation, 46 million Amencans have no health insur
ance, mcluding more than 8 mullion children and 200 mil
lon working adults. Among African Amenicans, % million
ar¢ uninsured. “These numbers are staggering and unac-

ceprable,” says Morris. “Job loss and the rising cost of

health insurance premiums are major causes of the prowing
number of uninsured. Lack of
health coverage is atributable
to thousands of avoidable
deaths cach vear, poorly man-
aged chronie conditions, and
undetected or untreated ill
nesses,”

The primary reason is <ost.
Indeed, the annual cost of
family coverage in an emplov-
er-based plan is nearing
STLOMD annually, more than
the vearly carnings ol a full-
time worker making minimuom
wage. Individual coverage costs
even more, according, to the
Commonwealth Fund, a pni
vate foundation working to
ward a high performance health
system. To make it worse,
many people who are elderly
and have chronic health con-
ditions do not even gualific

“Ir being uninsured is the
lness, universal hiealth care
the antidote™ savs Dr. Morns,
“Universal health care ssimply
means that every American
should benefit from quality,
affordable health care. Itis a
tundamental principle for a
democratic society, vet the
CONCEPL Continues o provoke
resistance.”

As with many issucs, the
bottom line is money, Morris
savs. Opponents claim tha
universal care would be too
expensive. However, our na
tion already spends billbions on
a health care system that generates soanng costs, but offers
only plummeting access to care. Compared to other indus
trialized nations, the U.S. spends twice as much on

health care  more than $7.000 per capita - vet millions ot

Americans remain without health insurance and millions
more are inadequately covered.

And as is the usual case, when White America sncczes,
Black America catches pnecumonia. A Commaonwealth
Fund study found that one-third ol working-agze Alncan-

Amencans lacked health msurance at some point during
2005, compared to 20 percent of White Americans. People
who lack insurance are less likely 10 obrain preventive
<heckups and less likely to effectively manage chronic dis-
cases like heart discase and asthma. They are more hikely to
use the emergency room (ER), says Gail Chnstopher,
D.N., vice president for bealth, women and families, and
director of the Health Poley
Institute at the Jont Center
for Political and Economic
Studies, a think tank on Black
America. Compounding the
problem. hospizals oficn
charge the uninsured 10
times the usual rate for ER
visits and “turn them over 10
credit agencics verv quickly.”
Indeed, the los of access 1o
health care 15 particularly
devastating for African
Amencans, who arc less like
Iy to be insured by their
emplovers than Whites,

“It sets Blacks up not 1o
have prevention and early
detection for diseases they
may have a greater suscepli-
bility 10, such as hvperten-
sion and diabetes, expen-
enced disproportonately by
our commumty,” says Dr,
Christopher, “If anyone
needs prevention, carly de
tection and management of
chronic conditions, we do. In
the face of that greater need.,
we have less access.™

This lack of insurance and
our reliance upon the cmer-
gency room lor treatment
sets us up o carry medial
debr, which alfects our credat
record and emplovabilinye.
“I'm ducking and dodging,
to tell you the truth,” savs
Richard Garth of his out
standing mcdical bills.
“1They're going o carch up with me at some poine. We're
going to have to make some changes.”

something amiss

“l have d;abctcs, but l' m not on insulin,™ savs Michelle
Danis, a 30-something resident of Indianapolis. Though
her emplover offers health insurance, she would have 10
shell our aboat $S400 monthly to cover herselland her 19-
vear-old daughter—more than she can afford on her
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$30,000-plus salarv. Because she can’t afford the pay
ments, Dartis hasa’t seen her doctor in more than two
vears. To compensate, she watches her diet and exercis:
es with maxed resulis, “Sometimes 1 have better days and
somenmes I'm not so good,” she admits.

“I'here 1s something amiss about the mndustry,”™ savs
55 vear old Evclyn Cunningham, a Philadelphian with
an M.B.A.. who has worked as a manager in nonprofits.
Following the deaths of her mother and live-in bov-
friend, she took a break from work in 2002, =T was e
tionally whipped,™ she says. “1 needed to regroup.™

But Cunningham’s COBRA health insurance pay
ments of roughly $400 monthly chewed up “nearly 20
pereent™ of her unemployment check. =0t didn™t make

R e

tO pay
that kind of money
for hedllh coverage

when | wasn't using .

T Cuva e

”

sense 10 pay that Kind of money for health coverage when
[ wase’t using i, except for prescriptions,”™ she savs.

So she clected 10 stop taking her blood pressure
medication, which casts $100 a month. Tnstead, she ob-
tained alternative care and made hfestvle changes. “1 had
somwe exposure to and beliel in aliernative health prac-
tices,” she savs, “but they take a level of diligence that
medicanion docsn't require.”

As long as she adhered to the strict regnmen, her
blood pressure hovered in the same 140/75 range as
when she ook prescription medication. she says. Still she
admits that she experienced “some apprchension about
ot aking the pills.”

Eighicen months Rater Cunningham was working,. But
alier having been emploved lor her “entire adult life,” her
experience of being uninsured leaves a sour taste in her
mouth. “We have a broken svstem,™ she savs, “Ive work-
ad for some really good companies and have had some
wonderful henefits, but none would pay For my gy lee.
I want the insurance the Congressmen have.™

Hilary Beard is a bealth writer and editor based in
Phitadclphia, She recently authored Iriends: A Lawe Story
ezl Awgela Rzt aua Courtncy 8 Vaner,
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