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Guest columnists
Health coverage for all children 

By Paola Maranan and Howard Behar
Special to The Times
Last month, we in Washington got some good news about children's health. Over the past two years, the number of uninsured children in our state dropped by nearly one-quarter. That means 24,000 additional children have the health coverage they need to get regular checkups, preventive care and early treatment for health problems that arise.

Clearly, the investments the state has made in children's health over the past two years are paying off. For less than $5 per day per child, we're ensuring that thousands more Washington children can get the timely care they need to grow, learn and thrive.

This bit of good news also shows us what is possible: With more than 95 percent of Washington's children insured through private and public programs, we are closer than ever to the goal written into law three years ago: that all Washington children will have health coverage by 2010.

Covering all children is now within reach.

To those of us who are fortunate to have good dependent-health coverage, the problem of uninsurance can be hard to see. There are people in our community, though, who see the effects every day. A school nurse in Yakima told us that parents send their uninsured children to her to tell them if the problem is serious enough to warrant a trip to the emergency room. A Seattle pediatrician told us of a child who had to be admitted to the hospital for a severe asthma attack that could have been avoided with regular care and medication the family couldn't afford.

The cost to these individual families is great. Children's health and school attendance suffer. Parents miss work or are distracted by concerns about their children's health. And the entire family feels the uncertainty of not knowing when the next health crisis will land them in the emergency room without the money or coverage to pay for the care they need.

There's also a cost to us as taxpayers and to the health-care system as a whole. The average cost of one hospital stay for asthma tops $3,000, which for an uninsured child has to be "written off" as charity care — partially covered by the state. To put that in perspective, $3,000 is more than it costs the state to cover a child in Medicaid for three years.

We also know it costs the system more when uninsured families rely on the emergency room for medical care. A study by the National Association of Community Health Centers estimated that if all non-emergency care in Washington were delivered at a community health center instead of the emergency room, our health-care system would have saved $355 million in 2006 alone.

Ensuring coverage for every child in Washington will require action in the upcoming legislative session. We need to invest in outreach to find and enroll the 50,000 or so children who do not have health coverage but are eligible for an existing program. We also need to selectively expand coverage to capture children who don't currently have any coverage options.

Ultimately, we want children in our state to be healthier. We also will need to improve access to care through a "medical home" and ensure high-quality care for all children. Health coverage is the foundation. Children will be healthier and parents will be able to go to work more regularly. Children will be able to take full advantage of early learning, will be better-prepared for school and will be ready to participate in Washington's work force tomorrow.

Reaching our goal of health coverage for all Washington children would require an investment of an additional $25 million to $30 million per year. In the long run, moving children from the emergency room into pediatricians' offices will save us millions of dollars.

In the near term, there are several steps we can take to ensure every child in our state is covered, starting with taking better advantage of federal funds available through the State Children's Health Insurance Program. Ensuring ongoing access to this support will require federal legislation that already has been introduced in the U.S. Senate.

In addition, we should adjust our state's Medicaid program to take advantage of a new federal law that allows families with significant disabilities to buy Medicaid coverage on a sliding scale. And lastly, with children more likely to be covered if their parents have health insurance, we should expand access to health care for parents.

We've come a long way in ensuring that children in our state don't have to go without the medical care they need. Now, it's time to finish the job. It's time to get all children the health coverage they need so they can have the success in life they deserve.

Paola Maranan is executive director of the Children's Alliance (www.childrensalliance.org), a statewide children's advocacy organization. Howard Behar is a member of the board of directors of the Starbucks Coffee Company. 
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