By Phil Zahodiakin

An island church last week
provided a platform for health
care experts to examine the
American health care crisis — and
review the legislative “solutions”
proposed on Capitol Hill.

The Nov. 12 forum was the first
in what will be a series of “com-
munity conversations” hosted
by Jamestown’s Central Baptist
Church, which decided to create
a stage for such debates because
“we felt there weren’t many plac-
es in Jamestown for discourse on
the important issues of the day,”
Rev. Kathryn Palen, the church’s
pastor, told the Press.

Palen, who said the next of the
forums would be held after the
holidays, said, “We chose health
care for the first one because it’s
on the minds of so many peo-
ple.”

If the number of written ques-
tions submitted to the expert pan-
el was any indication, health care
reform is certainly on the minds
of many island residents.

Michael Fine, a physician
and director of HealthAccessRI
— a statewide network of family
practices providing affordable
care to people without employer-
provided insurance — said U.S.
healthcare “might be considered
a miserable failure.”

But the experts didn’t fo-
cus solely on health care prob-
lems. They also identified major
changes necessary to repair those
problems. In fact, one message
that emerged from the Q&A and
expert presentations is that none
of the bills proposed by U.S. law-
makers is really about health care
reform; rather, the bills are about
health insurance reform.

That is a big mistake, the ex-
perts agreed.

“The fundamental problem
with our health care system is
that we don’t have a system,”
said Lou Giancola, president and
chief executive officer of South
County Hospital, adding that
“what we have is a free market
system [with] 18 percent of the
population uninsured. That’s a
travesty. In the ‘60’s, people in
the public health service said

health care was a right. We’ve
lost that.”

Fine said it’s imperative to
devise “a national primary care
system for all Americans. Pri-
mary care costs $300 to $400 a
year per person, and it leverages
data. All the nations with prima-
ry care systems have lower costs
and better outcomes — and we’re
spending far more money than
anyone else.”

Leveraging, or sharing, data
is an obvious way to reduce ad-
ministrative expenses, which eat
up an estimated 20 percent of all
health care expenditures.

“If we don’t slow the growth of
costs, we’ll be right back where
we started,” Giancola said, add-
ing, “Unfortunately, there’s little
in the current proposal to slow
that growth.”

Christine Ferguson, a research
professor at George Washington
University’s School of Public
Health — and a former director
of Rhode Island’s Department of
Public Services — said the crisis
in primary care has reached the
point where, in some cities, “pri-
mary care physicians are refus-
ing any additional patients unless
they subscribe to a ‘concierge
service’” — which guarantees ac-
cess to the physicians, but costs
tens of thousands of dollars.

All three panelists offered
predictions about the future of
the 2009 health care bill, but Fer-
guson stressed that health care
reform would proceed, to some
extent, regardless of the legisla-
tive outcome.

“When I started in health care
back in the early ‘80s, prenatal
care and delivery weren’t covered
by any medical insurance — pub-
lic or private. That wouldn’t be
conceivable today, but changes
like that have come about gradu-
ally and they will continue to oc-
cur — they just won’t be as no-
ticeable as they would be if they
were in a big, dramatic bill,” she
said.

Questions posed by audience
members included:

Q: What is driving up the cost
of health care 10% a year?

A: Giancola attributed the
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steady jumps to increasing de-
mand for chronic disease man-
agement, and “overcapacity” in
— and over-reliance on — the new-
est technologies, such as MRIs.
Ferguson added that the number
and variety of available medica-
tions has skyrocketed in the last
30 years, whereas Fine ascribed
much of the increase to a culture
in which “we’re consuming tre-
mendous amounts of high-fruc-
tose corn syrup and exercising
much less than we should.”

Q: Why are car insurance pre-
miums typically increased if mo-
torists pile up tickets, whereas
health care policies are some-
times canceled if policyholders
develop major illnesses?

A: This reality “has snuck
into our way of thinking and
it’s wrecking our country,” said
Fine, who questioned the salary
levels enjoyed by “doctors and
administrative people.” But Fer-
guson pushed back, asking why
people pursuing a health care ca-
reer shouldn’t “expect to make a
good living.” Giancola blamed
the disturbing trend on the “Wall
Street focus” of private insurance
companies, adding, “We have to
get away from looking at health
care as just another way to enrich
stockholders.”

Q: Are there enough doc-
tors to meet demand for primary
care?

A: Fine said, “No, we are
far short, but the proposed bill
would at least provide $8 billion
for community health centers,
and that will improve the situa-
tion because those facilities are
our safety net.”

Turning their attention to
Rhode Island, all of the experts
lamented the decline of health
care coverage in the state.
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“At one point, we ranked first
in insured kids and second in in-
sured people, but now we’re in
the middle of the pack,” Fergu-
son said.

Fine added that Rhode Is-
land “used to be considered one
of the most innovative states in
U.S. health care, and we can in-
novate, again. Our next guberna-
torial election is crucial for our

health care — regardless of what
happens in Congress — because
health care is 30 percent of the
state budget. Like it or not, the
next Rhode Island governor will
have to be a ‘health care gover-
nor.””

Giancola urged everyone in-
terested in learning about state
efforts to reform health care to

visit www.rihealthright.org.

Where in the World

is the Jamestown Press?

Bill Briggs, Maureen Rozes, Eileen McCarney Muldoon and
Joan Briggs took the Jamestown Press along to Matera,
ltaly, where Muldoon taught a photography workshop in
Italy with Cindy Wilson of North Kingstown. Three of the 12
students were from Jamestown.

Library to host motherhood author

The Friends of the Jamestown library will host Christine Carr, author
of “Mother Daze: Tales from the Imperfect Playground,” on Wednesday,

Dec. 9, at 7 p.m.

Her book contains stories of misplaced toys and temper tantrums.
With her experiences as a physical education teacher, Carr offers ob-
servations that will ring true with all mothers. This book offers a virtual
high five to women for the gazillion things they manage to miraculously

get done.

The program is free and open to the public. Call 423-7280 for more

information.
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Stand together

and make Rhode Island stronger...
bank local!

We can all help by shopping in local stores,
ice cream shops, farms and even _
banks that are locally owned
and operated. When we do

that, we invest in our State--
and in each other. We strengthen

BankNewport.com

The best way to help Rhode Island right now
is by supporting our local merchants.

the local economy every time we
buy goods and services from each other.

BankNewport employs hundreds of Rhode Islanders.
We invest in our communities and we support local
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non-profits through grants
and employee volunteerism.

So, next time you write a
check, transfer funds or
visit your bank, please
think about where the
profits are going.

Local Banks Stimulate
Local Economy.
And that’s good for us all!
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