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STATE’S PROPOSED CUTS TO HEALTHCARE PROGRAMS WILL ELIMINATE LOCAL DENTAL CLINICS, DEVASTATE ILLINOISANS

Healthcare cuts will create nightmare for nearly 2 million working families seeking dental care

CHICAGO (July 1, 2008)—Efforts led by a coalition to increase funding to provide greater access to dental care in underserved areas is threatened by $600 million cutback in healthcare funding, which would eliminate dental clinics in all underserved communities and affect more than 95 of the state’s local health departments under Gov. Rod Blagojevich’s proposed solution to balance the state’s $2 billion budget deficit. 

The Bridge to Healthy Smiles coalition, a diverse group of advocates focusing on the oral healthcare needs of children, adults, minorities and residents in rural and urban Illinois have actively worked with state elected officials this year to pass legislation which earmarked $500,000 for the construction of dental clinics and $50,000 for a student loan repayment program that advocates hoped would fuel increased participation among dental practitioners in underserved areas. The two initiatives passed both chambers of the Illinois General Assembly in May but will not be signed into law by the Governor as part of his recently announced plan to initiate massive budget cuts, which include funding for Medicaid and oral healthcare programs, to help balance the state’s budget.  

“This will be a devastating blow to Illinois families, particularly those who depend on local health clinics as their primary healthcare providers,” said Dr. Keith Dickey, president of ISDS and member of the Bridge to Healthy Smiles Coalition. “If we lose the only resources currently available to residents, then this is certain to turn what is already a healthcare crisis into a tragic epidemic.”

According to the Agency for Healthcare Research and Quality, 26 percent of poor or low-income families see dentists annually compared to 40 percent of middle-income families and 54 percent of high-income families nationally.  There are serious long-term health risks linked to inadequate oral healthcare that include diabetes and heart disease.  In fact, tooth decay is the most common chronic disease of childhood and when not prevented or treated can cause catastrophic consequences.  Dental pain results in lost time in school, the inability to eat, sleep deprivation and lost study time. 

-MORE-

“We are pleading with our state lawmakers to put the health and safety of our children first,” says Robyn Gabel, executive director of the Illinois Maternal & Child Health Coalition. “Often parents have to take a full day off  work and drive four hours to the nearest dentist while their child is in pain, it’s traumatic for the child and the family.” 

State programs such as Kidcare, All Kids, Family Care and Medicaid have been significantly underfunded for more than 30 years, impacting more than 2 million Illinois families. More than 40-percent of the 102 counties in Illinois have been federally designated as Dental Health Professions Shortage Areas (HPSAs).  Since Illinois has among the lowest reimbursement rates in the nation for many dental procedures most dentists cannot afford to see Medicaid patients.  Dentists are reimbursed at 46-cents on the dollar when their overhead costs of running their day-to-day operation is about 64-cents on the dollar. The proposed budget cuts will not only mean programs such as these will continue to be underfunded and clinics eliminated, but dentists who take Medicaid patients will now have to wait 90 days to receive payment, up from 70. Coalition members argue that Medicaid funding needs to be increased to allow reimbursement rates to at least cover the cost of providing service so parents and children throughout the state have access to oral healthcare. 

“There is no doubt that we are facing tough fiscal times and that difficult budget decisions need to be made, but we cannot allow hard working families to continue to suffer because of  limited access to oral healthcare,” said State Representative and Chicago area dentist David Miller. “We need to put politics on the back burner and make the oral healthcare needs of the people we represent a priority.”

A   recent study conducted by the California Healthcare Foundation found that when states raised Medicaid reimbursement rates to minimal funding levels, dentists’ participation increased by one-third and in some cases doubled.  The study examined creative approaches that six states (Alabama, Michigan, South Carolina, Tennessee, Virginia and Washington) took towards tackling their respective dental care crises over the last decade.   The study further proved that access to care, as measured by the number of enrollees using dental services, resulted in more patients receiving the care they need.  

About Bridge to Healthy Smiles Coalition

The Bridge to Healthy Smiles campaign is dedicated to bringing equitable and affordable dental care to all Illinoisans. The campaign is led by a diverse coalition working to improve oral health across the state. Coalition members include: Illinois State Dental Society, Lincoln Dental Society, Hispanic Dental, Illinois Maternal and Child Health Coalition, Head Start of Illinois, Illinois Chapter of the Illinois Academy of Pediatrics, Illinois Society of Pediatric Dentists and IFLOSS and Provena Covenant Medical Center.
To learn more about the Bridge to Health Smiles Coalition members and its three-point legislative plan visit  HYPERLINK "http://www.BridgeToHealthySmiles.com" www.BridgeToHealthySmiles.com 
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