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headlines and attention

from politicians, but a festering
crisis that is costing county
residents hundreds of dollars a
year continues unabated: the
growing ranks of the uninsured.

“Ifit’s not addressed, its just
going to have dire repercussions
in local communities,” said Tom
Rice, CEO of Fawcett Memorial
Hospital in Port Charlote.

Despite having the largest
percentage of residents in the
nation over 65 (therefore on
Medicare), about 20,000 Charlotte
County residents have no health
insurance, according advocacy
groups, state agencies and local
hospital administrators.
Statewide, 2.7 million Floridians
have no insurance. Nationwide
the number has reached 48
million.
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the uninsured adds $951 annually
to the premiums of insured
families, according to the advoca-
cy group Families USA. What
follows is a vicious cycle, employ-
ers drop high-priced coverage
creating more uninsured which
pushes up premiums.

“People need to realize the
reason (their) rates are going up
astronomically is that the last
place left for hospitals to recover
their costs is the insured
patients,” said Health Planning
Council of Southwest Horida
planning director Susan Mitchell.
“That's why you are seeing co-
pays and deductibles going up.”

Charlotte County, local hospi-
tals and the state health depart-
ment are taking some steps to
alleviate the problem. In January,
the County Commission added
$82,000 to a $120,000 state grant
that will allow the local health
department to offer evening and
weekend hours at its Punta Gorda
office. A dearth of applications
and ongoing construction at the
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ment nursing director Jeanne
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Coupled with a fledgling
referral program at all four county
hospitals, the late hours are
aimed at steering patients away
from emergency rooms, where
the bulk of uninsured seek health
care.

“Approximately a third of the
patients who come to the emer-
gency room are not having a life-
threatening emergency;” said
Rice, referring to a Sept. 2006
survey of ER patients at Fawcett,
Charlotte Regional Medical
Center and Peace River Medical
Center.




[image: image7.png]Since 20 percent of Charlotte
County’s ER patients have no
insurance (despite the fact 78
percent are employed), bad debts
are mounting at all four area
hospitals. Josh Putter, Charlotte
Regional’s CEO, told the County
Commission those unrecoverable
costs exceed $33 million a year.

Universal coverage is gaining
steam in many states, if not in
Florida. Several president candi-
dates plan to make it a campaign
issue. A storm is brewing, But
then again, maybe nowadays it
takes a hurricane to make people
pay attention.
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