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	We must provide the safety net for the uninsured 

Dr. Mark Asperilla 
   Asperilla is an infectious disease specialist, volunteer physician and community health care activist. He can be contacted at 941-624-4499. 

   There is a crisis lurking within our health care system. Health insurance — or, rather, the lack of it — affects all of us, even those fortunate enough to have it. If you live in Charlotte County and you have health insurance, you are doubly lucky. I say that because, with 40,000 residents uninsured, we have the second-highest rate of uninsured in Florida. 
   A health care “safety net” is no longer a luxury in the United States — it’s a necessity. There are an estimated 47 million uninsured nationwide, 2.1 million of them in Florida. Unfortunately, the only safety net we’ve had in Charlotte County is the emergency room. It’s also the most expensive option. 
   Uninsured adults are three to four times more likely to go without preventive services, so when they finally do get sick enough to require hospitalization, they are usually in worse condition than insured patients — and that means more (and more expensive) medical treatment. It’s no surprise, then, that the uninsured are also three times more likely to die in hospitals. 
   Our hearts should ache at this prospect. These are some of our relatives, our friends or, at least, our neighbors. In many cases, the only sin they’ve committed is not being able to make enough money to pay for escalating medical costs. Americans should not have to suffer and die simply because they cannot afford medical help — at least not in Charlotte County. 
   There is also another economic burden. In 2005, the cost of health care provided to people lacking both insurance and money to pay their bills totaled $43 billion nationally. This cost is expected to balloon to $60 billion by 2010. 
   The three hospitals in Charlotte County receive about 70,000 emergency room visits per year. Of those, 20 percent — 14,000 people — are not covered by health insurance. The amount these local hospitals lose as a result of people who cannot pay their bills is a staggering $31 million every year. 
   And how do you think these hospitals are going to recoup their costs? If you suspect that, one way or another, it’s going to come out of the pockets of the insured, you’re right. 
   As with other social problems facing our community, there are two approaches we can take to this problem. One is to depend on the government to do it, which often takes years, miles of red tape and the difficult task of trying to rally the cooperation among several agencies, each facing their own challenges. Worst of all, while we’re waiting, the problem continues to fester. 
   The other approach is to come together as a community, pool what resources we already have and face the problem head on — right now. That’s what we’re doing with the St. Vincent de Paul Community Health Clinic. Set to open in October, it will provide free health care to qualified residents of Charlotte County. It will be a place where the low-income uninsured can go for treatment before a medical problem becomes a serious threat to their health or life. 
   The clinic, like so many other charitable organizations, is truly a team effort. We are grateful to the Charlotte County Commission for allowing us to set up shop on county land for five years, until we can build a permanent structure elsewhere. All three area hospitals have donated significant sums of money to this project. Medical equipment is being donated by retired physicians and medical societies; services are being provided free of charge by builders and engineers. 
   With the exception of two paid employees — the facility director and a nurse practitioner — the clinic will be staffed entirely by volunteers, including practicing and retired physicians, nurses and other medical professionals. 
   We are also indebted to Paul Ringenberger, the executive director of St. Vincent de Paul Community Pharmacy, the first freestanding charitable pharmacy in the state of Florida, which has thus far dispensed more than $5 million in free medications to the poor. The pharmacy will be our partner in providing free medications to the clinic’s patients. This is the first time there has been such a unique partnership between a charitable clinic and pharmacy in the state. 
   With an operating budget of $200,000 a year, the initial goal of the clinic is to serve 10,000 to 15,000 patients annually — and we hope to gather more resources to expand our services and the number of people we can help. We will already be providing women’s and pediatric services the health department doesn’t offer. More funding is needed, and we hope the call will be answered by civic organizations, hospitals, foundations, churches, businesses and individual donors such as you. Fundraisers are already being planned for the future. 
   Will the St. Vincent de Paul clinic solve the entire problem of the uninsured in Charlotte County? Of course not. But it’s an excellent start. And it will yield immediate results by giving the needy access to health care. Best of all, joining together to provide at least one solution ourselves will reinforce a sense of community, camaraderie and goodwill among residents of Charlotte County for years to come. 
   If you can help, please contact me. Thank you. 




