Oregon’s necdy cluldren need better health care

he Oregonian editorial “Kids
come first” (July 6, 2004) correct-
ly points out the need for im-
provement in health care cover-
* age for children. We applaud the gover-
nor’s focus on expanding health care cov-
crage for children.
His recently an-
nounced initiatives
are solid first steps.
We encourage him
— and the Legisla-
ture — to go further
to ensure the children of this state have
access to quality, affordable and secure
health care.

Your editorial noted the governor’s ef-
forts would insure 3,000 more children,
leaving 87,000 Oregon children still with-
out health insurance. Fewer children in
Oregon qualify for health care coverage
than in other states because Oregon is
one of 10 states with the most restrictive
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income eligibility standards for children
in its public health insurance program.
With health care costs increasing at un-
sustainable rates and more employers
dropping coverage for dependents, chil-
dren are becoming uninsured at even
higher rates. As a
state we need to take
swift action to guar-
antee that all chil-
dren in Oregon have
access to the health
care they need to
grow up strong, healthy and able to learn.

The state should make administrative
changes with the goal of enrolling and re-
taining more eligible children. This means
expanded outreach, especially to working
families. Linking enrollment in the Ore-
gon Health Plan with school programs,
such as the free and reduced-price lunch
program, will make it easier for parents to
be awar of health care programs for their

children.

But improving outreach isn't enough.
More can be done to simplify the enroll-
ment process. The state should make ap-
plications easier for parents to complete.
Also, as thousands of very low-income
parents lose their Oregon Health Plan
Standard coverage, the state has an obli-
gation to make it crystal clear to these
parents that their children aré still eligible
for heath care coverage.

The governor and legislative leaders
also need tp address policies that are im-
peding our goal of healthy children. Re-
quiring re-enrollment in the Oregon
Health Plan once a year instead of every
six months will help more children retain
their health care coverage. We can also fo-
cus on cost-effective preventive care by
eliminating the requirement that families
be uninsured for six months in order to
qualify for progams.

Ultimately, reducing the number of un-
ing1red children in Oregon is a fiscal win-

win for the state. Children cost less to in-
sure. Access to preventive care saves
money. And increasing the income guide-
lines so more low-income children are eli-
gible for coverage is a sensible use of our
limited resources because the federal gov-
ernment provides $1.71 for every $1 sup-
plied by the state for children’s health
care coverage.

The governor’s commitment to priori-
tize children’s health care coverage is the

right goal for Oregon. The governor and

legislative leaders should develop a plan
to guarantee access to health care for all
children by 2006, thus ensuring a healthy
foundation for our state’s future.

*

Maribeth Healey, of Clackamas, is executive
director of Oregonians for Health Security. Tina
Kotek, of Portland, is policy director of Children
First for Oregon. Ellen Pinney, of Corbett, is
executive director of Oregon Health Action
Campaign.
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