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Faith Based Leaders, Community Groups and Healthcare Advocates Unite 
to Demand Improved Access to Dental Care

Illinois Dental Funding is Among the Lowest in Nation 
Chicago, IL (February 2, 2009) Dozens of faith based leaders, community groups, and healthcare advocates from across the state – the Bridge to Healthy Smiles Coalition – are calling on the legislature to address the growing and undocumented dental healthcare crisis that affects hundreds of thousands of Illinois families who rely on government funded programs such as Kidcare, All Kids, Family Care and Medicaid. 
“Oral health care affects children and adults across this state in a way that can have life-long consequences,” says Reverend Walter Turner, president of the Chicago based Illinois Faith Based Association. “We witness and hear about devastating stories from families who have nowhere to turn.  We can no longer afford to be a victim of inaction in Springfield so we will continue this campaign until our voices are heard and there is equitable dental care for all.” 

On February 3, 2009 dozens of oral health care advocates are holding a 10 a.m. news conference in the Blue Room at the Thompson Center to address the oral health care crisis.

The Bridge to Healthy Smiles (BTHS) Coalition proposes a three point legislative plan that offers a comprehensive long term solution to the dental crisis in the state.  This includes requests for the Illinois General Assembly to:

· Increase dental funding for government insurance programs so more families have access to oral health care

· Fund 10 dental clinics in 10 underserved counties by 2010

· Fund the Student Loan Repayment Program and establish a Dentist Deferred Compensation Program

“At the same time the number of patients who rely on government sponsored health insurance is increasing, funding to treat these patients is at a historic low, so low that it doesn’t even cover the cost of delivering care,” according to Dr. Joseph G. Unger, president of the Illinois State Dental Society. 
More than 60 percent of Illinois counties are federally designated as Dental Health Professional Shortage Areas (HPSAs), meaning there is not a sufficient supply of dentists to meet the needs of low income residents in those communities. The problem is so severe that 20 of 102 Illinois counties currently have no enrolled Medicaid dentist.
Illinois has one of the lowest funding rates in the nation for many dental procedures and as a result underserved areas have great difficulty recruiting and retaining dentists. Without additional funding the problem will continue to grow — four additional HPSAs were added between February 2008 and January 2009.    

About Bridge to Healthy Smiles Coalition (BTHS)
The BTHS Coalition is led by a diverse coalition working to improve oral health across the state. Coalition members include: The 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 Care Advisory Committee; Hispanic Dental Association; Illinois State Dental Society, Dr. Cesar Otero, Heartland International Health Care; The Arc of Illinois; Cook County Department of Public Health; City of Chicago Department of Children’s and Youth Services and Illinois Head Start Association.
To download broadcast quality video, press kit or to learn more about the Bridge to Healthy Smiles Coalition’s three-point legislative campaign including current legislation, a map of the 66 underserved areas in Illinois and a chart comparing national dental reimbursement rates visit www.BridgeToHealthySmiles.com. 
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