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This article represents a fantastic use of family stories to highlight why kids’ coverage is so important to kids, their parents, and family budgets. In this case, farm families in Iowa have been able to stay on their farms and gain peace of mind after enrolling their children in Hawk-I. It is a poignant and powerful article about the impact health insurance can have on the whole family. 
The Associated Press (IA/IL) - Iowa closes in on health coverage for most kids – by Marco Santana – 2.28.09

An infusion of federal money should bring Iowa closer to its goal of offering health care to all children, but state officials acknowledge many families most in need likely won't accept the help.

Many won't realize the coverage is available. For others it's pride.

"I was embarrassed that I even thought I needed it," said Tammie Ruth, who farms with her husband near Chariton. "We had never had food stamps and always worked for everything we have. But you swallow your pride."

Looking back on what happened on a February day in 2007, Ruth said it now seems like an obvious choice.

On that day, her then 15-year-old daughter Kristi was helping her father dig holes with an auger when her left arm became wrapped around the tool. She severed an artery and broke her arm in six spots.

After two flights to hospitals, six hours of surgery to transfer a vein from her leg, remove muscles and tendons and then repeated follow-ups, the family would have faced more than $150,000 in bills. But because they were enrolled in part of Iowa's Medicaid system, called Hawk-I, they never paid more than $20 a month.

"If it wasn't for Hawk-I, we'd have lost our farm," she said.

In infusion of federal money as part of President Barack Obama's economic stimulus program will enable state officials to expand Hawk-I. Beginning July 1, the state will offer health insurance to all children in families earning up to three times the federal poverty level -- that's $66,200 a year for a family of four.

Even without the expansion, Iowa is second nationally in the percentage of children who have health coverage. A November report released by Families USA, a consumer advocacy group, said just 5.2 percent of Iowa children are uninsured, ranking the state behind only Massachusetts.

About 220,000 children are enrolled in Hawk-I and Medicaid. Medicaid covers children in families below 133 percent of the federal poverty level while Hawk-I makes up the difference up to 200 percent. State officials said the infusion of more federal money will take that level to 300 percent.

Human Services Department spokesman Roger Munns said the state paid for an advertising campaign last year to reach families who qualified for coverage. Many families don't think they qualify because government programs usually do not have such a high income threshold, Munns said.

Money isn't available for a marketing effort this year, but the agency has employees who spread the word about the program. Ultimately, the responsibility lies with parents, Munns said, who "should be, frankly, buying insurance for those kids. It's up to Mom or Dad to step up."

In addition to covering people with higher income, enrollments in the program will likely rise as Iowa's unemployment rates climb.

The state hopes the extra federal money will cover those increases.

Senate Majority Leader Michael Gronstal, D-Council Bluffs, said the time was right to increase funding for Hawk-I and Medicaid.

"At a time when people are losing jobs, it's critical," Gronstal said. "When they lose jobs, they lose access to health insurance. It's never been a more critical time for doing this."

Some lawmakers, however, question the need for increased health care spending.

Senate Minority Leader Paul McKinley, R-Chariton, is skeptical about the motivation behind moving to 300 percent of the poverty level. McKinley noted that the Legislature's leading health care advocate, Sen. Jack Hatch, D-Des Moines, has long sought government-based care for all Iowans.

"Senator Hatch and some who he's working with have been proposing universal health care for quite some time," McKinley said. "This is a step in that direction."

McKinley questions a system in which an individual earning $33,000 a year could be forced to pay into a system that provides nearly free health care coverage for a family of four earning twice as much.

"It's a redistribution of wealth in the opposite direction of what even Robin Hood did," he said.

And despite calls for expanding health care, McKinley said he has never seen a child denied basic health care under the current system.

Marci Ruff of Knoxville acknowledged that everyone can receive emergency care, but she said preventive care should be just as accessible.

Ruff remembers panicking when her husband lost his job more than four years ago. He soon found another one as a mechanic but the couple couldn't afford that company's health insurance for themselves and their two children.

"Having children and not having insurance is just not a good combination," she said. "It makes you worry. The guilt is horrible."

They went without health coverage for nearly a year, a period when their daughter, Jenci complained of headaches.

After enrolling in Hawk-I, Ruff took her daughter to an eye specialist and after more than a year, her eyesight had improved by 90 percent and most of her headaches disappeared.

"We live in the greatest country in the world and every child should have medical care," Marci Ruff said. "It has affected our lives dramatically. It's been a total blessing for my family."

Tammie Ruth sees it that way, too.

Now 17, her daughter Kristi still doesn't have full use of her left arm. And from her thumb to her middle finger, she feels a constant shock-like sensation -- like having her hand on an electric fence.

Still, she said it could have been far worse.

"These days, you have to have insurance for your kids," Ruth said. "We would have had to sell everything and Kristi probably would have lost her arm."
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