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This editorial makes the case for the full utilization of stimulus and SCHIP funds for kids. The piece stresses not leaving federal money on the table and asks the state to make the full commitment even with a tough budget situation. Finally, it outlines why not funding kids coverage would be bad for the state’s economy and families.
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If $4.3 billion of federal money falls into the hands of Missouri legislators, will they be smart enough to take full advantage of it?

The answer, unfortunately, may be no. Even after hearing details of the unexpected windfall in federal stimulus money — including as much as $1.6 billion in new Medicaid funding — Republican lawmakers are complaining that it comes with too many strings.

Before they get hamstrung by ideology, those lawmakers ought consider a study published this week in the policy journal Health Affairs. It tallies some of the still-accruing costs of Missouri's disastrous 2005 Medicaid cuts.

They were pushed by Republican lawmakers as tough-but-necessary steps to put the state on a sound financial footing.

But as the journal article points out, many of the promised savings never materialized. Some of savings that did occur merely shifted costs onto hospitals and clinics, some of which were forced to cut jobs.

And for all the misery they created, the Medicaid cuts meant Missouri turned its back on nearly $1 billion in federal funding it otherwise would have received.

Some deal.

Increased federal funding for Medicaid couldn't come at a better time. Unemployment rates in Missouri and Illinois are at the highest levels since the mid-1980s. Since most people get health insurance through their job, that means the number of uninsured also is surging.

But the 2005 Medicaid cuts dropped eligibility so low in Missouri — to just 23 percent of poverty, or less than $4,000 a year for a mother with two kids — that even many people who have been out of work for months don't qualify.

Sick people without health insurance or money to pay out of pocket have two choices: They can stay home and suffer or they can go to emergency room. Missouri hospitals provided 37 percent more free care in 2006 — after the Medicare cuts of 2005 — than in 2004. Hospitals recovered that money by raising rates on those with health insurance.

In effect, the Medicare cuts were a back-door tax increase on businesses and individuals who buy health insurance — a shocking move for GOP legislators who claim to hate taxes. Maybe they hate only front-door taxes.

The Health Affairs article also shows that the number of uninsured people seeking care at clinics in Missouri grew by 29 percent after the Medicaid cuts. The crunch got so bad that lawmakers doled out an extra $8 million in grants to clinics.

Gov. Jay Nixon wants to expand Medicaid to cover another 62,000 people, including 27,000 children. That's an excellent idea.

The federal government already pays 63 cents of every Medicaid dollar Missouri spends. That will temporarily increase to 70 cents under the stimulus bill.

The so-called federal match is even higher for kids enrolled in the State Children's Health Insurance Program. Congress recently voted to expand that program.

Investing in health care not only is good for people, it also is good for the economy. The jobs it creates help support communities around the state. Health care is the largest industry in Missouri.

It's hard to see a downside in that. But some Republican lawmakers are balking. They argue that, when stimulus funds run out in two years, the state won't be able to afford the continued costs. By then, we'd hope Congress will have moved to some sort of national health care plan. Without such a plan, health care costs will continue to cripple the economy.

Legislators' short-sighted thinking will make the pain of recession worse for both the state economy and the thousands of struggling people who need help now.

Expanding Medicaid with federal stimulus money is the right medicine for Missouri.
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