


 

Families, advocates concerned about health cuts
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Medical assistant Jaimee Jones checked Meimei Mitchell’s blood pressure last year at the Fan Free Clinic, which would lose funding under proposed budget cuts. 
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Parents worry that there will be no place for the suicidal children that private hospitals won't take if Virginia shuts and sells a hospital for mentally ill children and adolescents in Staunton.

Advocates fear that children from poor families will have no health insurance and that their parents won't be able to turn to free clinics or health centers for care.

The elderly and disabled, the developmentally impaired, people with HIV or AIDS may not be able to get in-home care or respite for their families.

"This will push people into institutions," said Jill A. Hanken, staff attorney at the Virginia Poverty Law Center.

Families and their advocates reacted with concern yesterday to more than $316 million in cuts that Gov. Bob McDonnell proposed to the programs that make up Virginia's safety net for the poor and disabled.

"I remember sitting for hours, my child in crisis, as the case manager called one place then another," said Jen Little, a Middle Peninsula woman.

She remembered the first time her suicidal teenager went to the Commonwealth Center for Children and Adolescents, which cared for more than 600 children and teenagers last year.

"I was thinking, 'We aren't going to find a place. What are we going to do? If we have to go home, will I be able stay up through the night to make sure she's OK?'"

Without the Commonwealth Center or a unit for adolescents with mental illness also slated for closure in Southwest Virginia, advocates say there is no answer for many families.

"This is where you go when nobody else will take you," said Margaret Nimmo Crowe of Voices for Virginia's Children.

McDonnell is proposing to add almost $14 million to the budget for community programs to compensate for closing 232 state mental hospital beds, but he's also proposing to reduce Medicaid reimbursement for community mental-health services by almost $14 million.

Hanken argues that McDonnell's programs to cut Medicaid-funded programs make no sense because the state also loses federal dollars -- in the case of children's health insurance, $2 for every state dollar cut.

A proposed state savings of $33.8 million by freezing enrollment in the state's FAMIS program for children's health insurance will end up costing Virginia more than $100 million.

"If the governor cares about middle-class and unemployed families, you don't cut these programs," she said.

McDonnell also proposed to slash funding for programs that find medical care for people with no or little insurance, including Richmond's Fan Free Clinic, as well as payments to dentists who treat the poor.

The governor's proposal to cut $63 million from in-home services for people on Medicaid waivers assumes that half of them won't get any services at all. "The need is not going to be met," said Heidi Faustini at The ARC of Virginia.

While hospitals and nursing homes were spared additional direct cuts, they know they will feel the effects of cuts to Medicaid eligibility and other programs. "There's a lot of pain in this budget," said Katharine M. Webb, senior vice president at the Virginia Hospital and Healthcare Association.

