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This op-ed is written from a doctor’s perspective and talks about the health impacts on kids during this economic downtown. Coming from the medical viewpoint, it includes strong messages about the importance of continuing coverage for kids during times of financial hardship.
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Dr. Thomas Hansen is chief executive officer of Seattle Children's.

While it's still too early to understand the full impacts of the economic downturn, it's clear it threatens the health of children in Washington state.

Most experts believe the recession will have a slow recovery. It's even likely, more people will lose their jobs and their medical coverage. In terms of pediatric care, these factors couldn't be coming at a worse time. How big is the problem?

While many chronic conditions such as rheumatic fever, tuberculosis and chronic bone conditions have been nearly eliminated, this country is experiencing an increase in other conditions resulting from childhood trauma, prematurity, ADHD, autism and mental health disorders. In Washington state, approximately 260,000 children under the age of 17 have special health care needs, according to the Washington State Department of Health.

In chronic disease management, regular hospital-based treatments are essential. While new technology and treatments have improved life expectancy of children with chronic illnesses, their care can last months or years; impacting our state's health care system.

This trend is forcing hospital planners to monitor and incorporate disease trajectories into their organization's strategic planning to improve budget projections, facility design and programs which help ensure that patients are getting the best care.

Children with chronic conditions have medical costs approximately six times higher than those of children without, according to the DOH. While as a group they represent approximately 15 percent of children, they account for over 50 percent of the health care resources for children.

Understandably, costs associated with chronic conditions increase with the severity of the condition and many of these children have insurance coverage that is often inadequate. Coupled with current economic conditions, this causes the responsibility for providing affordable, accessible resources and care to fall heavily on hospitals, the state, families and others who care for these children. Any change in finances that are directed towards child health will disproportionately affect those with chronic conditions and those who care for them.

In 2007, children and adolescents with long-term chronic conditions represented 38 percent of patients and 61 percent of hospital days at Seattle Children's Hospital. We provided more than $65 million in un- and under-compensated care -- a number which grew to more than $86 million in 2008.

The recession underscores the importance of protecting our health care safety net. Families with children who have chronic conditions are severely impacted and their financial burden can increase. Medicaid is the major medical safety net for these families. Without it, these families could sink rapidly into poverty.

Every day at Children's we see how stressed these families are and how dependent they are on state resources. As an industry, medical providers must come together in one voice to make sure that funding health care remains a top priority.

At Children's, we are meeting this current economic downtown with the same commitment we have had for more than 100 years. Part of our ability to do this is based on using disease trajectories to improve budget projections, facility design, and programs to plan for the future. We're working closely with the community to expand Children's up to 600 beds over the next 20 years to properly accommodate the health care needs of Washington state's children. We are improving systems of care through education, research and evaluation, which will in turn remove some pressure on local businesses and employers who are providing medical insurance to these families.

According to the Washington State Hospital Association, most hospitals are operating at or above capacity. To bring our children through this period with no disruptions to treatment, we must come together as an industry and coordinate care for children with chronic conditions. We must optimize available resources and explore new ways to improve their lives towards a brighter future. We must coordinate our development plans and encourage the public to help make up the shortfall in funding and employment-based health coverage.

What keeps me up at night is that upheavals in our economy might overrun our ability to properly care for our children. Then I think about everyday challenges our children with chronic conditions have. I see them conquering fear, overcoming limitations and fighting for a better life. No matter what the greater economy is doing, we are obligated to fight for better health for our children. And I know we will.
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