HEALTH CARE PROVIDERS RALLY FOR MEDICAID FUNDING

By BILL ABRAHAM Staff Writer Wetzel Chronicle
Medicaid-dependent health care providers rallied at the New Martinsville Health Care Center last Thursday to urge West Virginia lawmakers to budget $30 million in Medicaid funding during a special session of the legislature that convenes today in Charleston.Healthcare administrators who spoke at the gathering said that failing to do so would cause the state to forfeit $90 million in federal matching funds for the fiscal year 2005-06. They also warned of the adverse impact on the local economy that would result by failing to appropriate the funds.The rally was sponsored by the Sistersville Center and the West Virginia Health Care Association whose member companies say they will face layoffs and a reduction in services to 14,000-16,000 new admissions per year to nursing home facilities.Lead-off speaker at the rally was Chanda Spragg, administrator of the Sistersville Center, where she said 60 of the 61 residents of the facility &#8220;have some dependency on Medicaid. When I (became) administrator, I agreed to take quality care of both my residents and employees,&#8221; said Spragg. &#8220;I never dreamed I would be standing up here asking for legislators to please examine the system and not make cuts to the Medicaid program.&#8221;Wetzel County Hospital Administrator and CEO George Couch, who built and operated the initial New Martinsville Health Care Center, noted that Medicaid now covers approximately 373,000 low-income West Virginians &#8212; about one in every six residents. He also said that about &#8220;60 percent of the patients that we treat receive Medicaid or Medicare benefits at reimbursement rates that are already below the cost of the service.&#8221;Couch praised the efforts senators Jeff Kessler and Larry Edgell, as well as delegates Dave Pethtel and Roger Romine, in having $70 million in general revenue funds added to the Medicaid budget during the 2005 regular session of the legislature.He asked their continued support in providing the $30 million needed to derive a three-to-one match with federal tax dollars. If the state does not appropriate that $30 million, the federal funding &#8220;will be forever lost,&#8221; Couch concluded. He also noted: &#8220;There are few, if any, painless ways for reducing eligibility and benefits within the (Medicaid) program,&#8221; reminding his audience that &#8220;Reducing eligibility does not reduce the need for this vulnerable population&#8221; that requires healthcare services.Both Couch and Spragg also addressed the local economic impact of reductions in Medicaid funding for nursing homes: &#8220;I don&#8217;t think we can tolerate more unemployment in this area,&#8221; said Spragg.There is some fear among nursing home officials in the state that legislators will attempt to reform the system &#8212; which they support &#8212; at the expense of underfunding the Medicaid budget for the current year. A sort of either-or situation, which these officials say is unnecessary.John Mullins, director of governmental relations with the West Virginia Health Care Association, recalled that lawmakers have kept the Medicaid program alive even when budgets have faced deficits. Mullins also spoke of the adverse economic impact in curtailing funding for Medicaid-dependent nursing home facilities in the state.Figures from the association he represents show that nursing home and assisted living communities in West Virginia support 15,840 jobs. The association also cites a 2002 Marshall University study that showed that &#8220;long term care providers provided $350 million in employee compensation and over $600 in economic output.&#8221;What these providers hope for is that Governor Manchin will include a $30 million appropriation in his call for the special legislative session. That, they say, would combine with an additional $90 million federal dollars to keep the health care system intact for the current fiscal year.Meanwhile, providers would have the opportunity to work with the administration in redesigning the system for fiscal year 2007, effective in July next year, and to budget for any cutbacks in it.Privately, however, healthcare officials around the state seem to believe there is small hope that the legislature will appropriate that $30 million. They acknowledge that there are many competing interests for the state budget surplus of some $400 million. Among those interests are raises for school teachers and for other state employees similar to pay increases the legislature gave judges earlier in the year. There also is some sentiment for using some of that surplus to allow a reduction in, or elimination of, the state sales tax on food items.Mullins noted that the small rally at NMHCC of about 30 persons was one of several in a series of such gatherings in advance of today&#8217;s special session.Diana Crickard, administrator of rally host NMHCC, made a brief statement at the conclusion of public remarks. Wetzel County Commissioners Bob Gorby and Don Mason also attended. &nbsp;
