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Letter To the Editor

By HErsH CRAWFORD

eadlines coming out of the
1999 Oregon Legislature
pointedtooneconclusion: Law-

makers had tough decisions to make
about which service to support with lim-
ited tax dollars. One memorable head-
line said some lawmakers were looking
forOregonHealth Plancutsofupto$100
million. This meant that the landmark
health plan, now in its sixth year, faced
careful scrutiny, tough questions and a
demand to be more efficient than ever.
We're used to the scrutiny: When
policymakers were creating the health
plan, they held 260 public hearings and
meetings, focused on prevention and the
world’s first medical priority list, and
were seeking the wisest ways to use
Medical dollars. Asaresultofthe recent
legislative debate, some Oregoniansmay
be confused about the status of the health
plan. Does it still exist? Were members
cut from the health plan? Were services
eliminated? The short answers are yes,
no, and not yet. These are major points
resulting from just-completed legislative
action: The Oregon Health Plan contin-
ues much as it has operated since 1994.
ngis]ammmoneﬁmnhmlmplm
eligibility. Although legislative action
would eliminate several services, actual
cuts will require federal approval which,
if it comes, will take months or longer.
The limit on the amount of liquid assets
thatahousehold can haveandstill qualify
for the health plan was reduced from
$5,000 to $2,000. Liquid assets mean
ready cash such as checking and saving
accounts, but not a house, car or retire-
ment accounts. The thinking was that
someone who has more than $2,000 can
affordtopay for healthcare. Wewill beef

up our monitoring to ensure that people
who apply for Oregon Health Plan cov-
erageare genuinelyeligible. This means
checking reported income information
even more carefully, requiring a docu-
ment (such as a voter care or tax return)
proving Oregon residency and monitor-
ing other eligibility criteria. Another
element of the Oregon Health Plan that
continues is the Children’s Health Insur-
ance Program for uninsured children in
families that eam somewhat more than
the federal poverty level. People who
believe they may be eligiblemay call toll-
free (800) 359-9517 (or TTY 800 621-
5260) for an application. However, itis
important to understand this: For work-
ing people whose eamings put them
under the federal poverty level, health
coverage is available — but it is not free.
These people pay premiums on asliding
scale, averaging $1 1 amonth per house-
hold. This money reduces, dollar for
dollar, what Oregon taxpayers contrib-
ute. One Oregon woman, who had
worked for years and lost her health
insurance in a divorce, became a health
plan member after being hit by a drunk
driver. “Withoutit,” I would not be alive
and my children would nothave a parent
to care for them.” The health of the
overall plan is a result of Oregonians’
support for increasing access to health
care, illustrated in part by the voter deci-
sion touse state tobacco taxes to helppay
for it. Now lawmakers have made their
decisions, the headline should be that
Oregoniscontinuing its boldexperiment
in delivering basic health care to people
who need it most. Hersh Crawford is
state Medicaid director in the Oregon
Department of Human Resources, that
state's healthand humanservices agency.

ATTENTION READERS!

Please take a minute to send us your comments. We're
always trying to give you a better paper and we can't do that
without your help. Tell us what you like and what you think
needs improving... suggestions are welcomed and appreciated.
We can take constructive criticism. Get your powerful pens out
and address letters to:

P.0.Box 3137Portiand, OR 97208
Thank you for taking the time to give us some feedback.

Imagine this: Youre proud of the
children you raised. Your grandkids
are talented and beautiful too. The
reality of retirement has finally arrived
and it's even better than the fantasy

u have family behind

You couldn't have done it
family behind you Ame )

Mutual Insurance. When

your future, over 70

precisely what you had in
mind? So, call today and
talk to a helpful, friendly
agent. Then dive right in.
We'll be close behind you.
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