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Vital Dental Program Improvements Await Governor’s Signature 
Coalition Now Focuses on Securing Funding for Dental Clinics and Increasing Funding Rates
SPRINGFIELD—(June 8, 2009)— The Bridge to Healthy Smiles (BTHS) coalition announced today it will continue to build on its impressive accomplishments achieved during the recently concluded Illinois Legislative Session. Among the highlights of the group’s efforts are new measures to establish a series of dental clinics in underserved areas across the state, the development of a deferred compensation participation plan as an incentive for health care professionals to participate in publicly funded health care programs and a student loan repayment plan to help dentists working in underserved areas pay back the crushing debt that can be accumulated while they study to help those citizens most in need of their essential services.

“We desperately need programs to attract dentists to underserved areas which is why we have been actively involved in trying to get this legislation passed,” says Lauri Frichtl, executive director of Illinois Head Start Association. “Many of the families we serve rely on state health insurance but they quickly find out that the programs are not funded which makes their only option to go without care.  This is impacting the general health of hundreds of our families and leaves them feeling helpless.” 

Awaiting Governor Pat Quinn’s signature are SB 1393 which permits the Department of Healthcare and Family Services to award grants to local health departments for dental clinic development, HB 489 requires the State Board of Investment to develop and establish a deferred compensation plan for health care providers under the same terms and conditions as the State Employee Deferred Compensation Plan, and SB 275 ensures that dentists serving in designated shortage areas receive student loan repayment compensation assistance for services rendered under the Covering ALL KIDS Health Insurance Act and the Children's Health Insurance Program Act.

“These are significant accomplishments but another legislative session has gone by without adequately funding critical dental programs,” says Robert Rechner, executive director of the Illinois State Dental Society. “The fact that we were successful in passing part of our plan indicates that lawmakers understand the severity of the issue so our next step is to get these programs funded.” 

While the coalition was successful in educating legislators about the need to enact these vital programs to help deliver care to those in need, dental care advocates are disappointed that Illinois has continued its 30-year trend of leaving dental programs unfunded. Illinois’ leading group of oral health care advocates will work throughout the summer to further engage state legislators about the critical need to increase funding for dental programs with the intention of securing new resources during the November Veto Session.  
Despite the legislative accomplishments to date, all of the campaign’s funding bills HB384/SB1495 (Dental Student Loan Repayment), HB385/SB1392 (Dental Clinic Grants) and HB387/SB1394 (Dental Reimbursement 
Rates Increase) remain in the General Assembly at least until the November Veto Session. This past session laid the foundation to reforming the state’s oral health care system, however, securing funding to implement the student loan repayment program, and to increase dental reimbursement rates along with providing grants for dental clinics remains the toughest and most important challenge ahead.
66 of 102 Illinois counties have been federally designated as Dental Health Professional Shortage Areas which means more than two million children and adults enrolled in Government sponsored health programs do not have adequate access to dental services, forcing many into emergency care. 
As of 2008, the Illinois Department of Public Health listed 168 community-based dental clinics operating in Illinois – a ratio of just one clinic for every 8,400 children enrolled in Medicaid. Because Illinois has among the lowest funding rates in the nation for many dental procedures, underserved areas have great difficulty attracting and retaining dentists. With four additional shortage areas being added in 2009 the problem continues to deteriorate. 
The coalition estimates that the state can generate $94 million annually from raising the sales tax on drinks with high sugar content. This money could fund dental clinics and the needed increases in Medicaid funding rates that would put Illinois on par with other states across the country. 
“We are sensitive to the state’s current fiscal crisis which is why we have offered a common sense funding source,” says Robyn Gabel, executive director of the Illinois Maternal Child and Health Coalition.  “Soda pop and many fruit juices are the leading cause of cavities for children so it’s the perfect solution to help fund much needed dental programs.” 
The Bridge to Healthy Smiles Coalition’s three-point legislative plan includes: Increasing  funding rates for Medicaid by $94 million, $2 million to fund 10 dental clinics in 10 underserved Illinois counties and establishing dental student incentive programs to attract dentists to underserved areas.
About Bridge to Healthy Smiles Coalition

The Bridge to Healthy Smiles campaign is led by a diverse coalition working to improve oral health across the state. Coalition members include: Illinois State Dental Society, Illinois Faith Based Association; Illinois Maternal and Child Health Coalition;  Illinois Chapter of the American Academy of Pediatrics; Lincoln Dental Society; Ounce of Prevention; Illinois Society of Pediatric Dentists; Provena Covenant Medical Center; Rogers Park Oral Health Advisory Committee; Hispanic Dental Association; Heartland International Health Center; The Arc of Illinois; Cook County Department of Public Health; City of Chicago’s Department of Children and Youth Services, Alliance of the Illinois State Dental Society, IFLOSS Coalition, Chicago Community Oral Health Forum, March of Dimes, SmileHealthy, Oral Health America, The Children’s Clinic, Champaign County Health Care Consumers, Illinois Dental Hygienists’ Association, and Illinois Head Start Association.  

To learn more about the Bridge to Healthy Smiles campaign, to view the “Bridge to Healthy Smiles” video and to download broadcast quality video, please visit www.bridgetohealthysmiles.com. 
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