tier See Litg A Wl

e~ B4R 11 %A Co

‘h‘ DAILY NEWS + www.adn.com

~ TUESDAY, MAY 28, 2002

O

_ﬁfijs .1E.»'t.|_T!-I.
INSURANCE CRISIS

11
l It's just too
| difficult to get
| the public
| to swallow
that whole
heap at once.

77

- Former Juneau
legislater Jim
Duncan describing
efforts at creating a
compiehensive
health insurance
plan for Naskans
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A Smaller Vision

Sweeping health-care reforms went
nowhere, but Alaska is now finding
success with scaled-down projects

By ANN POTEMPA

Anchorage Daily News

lim Duncan had big ideas 10 years
ago.

He joined a legislative task force
analyzing health ecare shortfalls in
Alaska. The committee's job: Fix the
problems.

After more than a year of work,
{he panel knew Alaska’s health care
system was in crisis. In a state
where medical costs were rising at
nearly three times the rate of infla-
tion, 75,000 Alaskans were unin-
sured.

The group suggested sweeping
solutions, Duncan said, Make health
tare more available for children and
pregnant moms, Stem rising costs.
Overhaul how insurance is distribut-
ed Instead of employers providing
benefits, create a “single-payer Sys-
lem” where everyone is covered and
premiums are handled through pub-
liemoney — a new tax or maybe a
5‘(’“&‘"‘ of the Permanent Fund Divi-

nd,

: Along the way, doctors and con-
aner groups weighed in, In the

‘Bislalure, a compromise bill
Moved to the floor,

And lhen, the entire plece of 1 ﬁ:‘
gy 1 entire plee gis:

Key legistators rejected the sin=

gle-payer approach. Some weren't
even convinced Alaska faced a

health care erisis. Nationally, Clin-
ton's health care reform collapsed.

“It kind of let the air out of the hal-
loon,” said Duncan, then Juneau's
Democratic senafor.

Adecade later, Alaska’s erisis
continues. “We still have thousands
and thousands of uninsured
Alagkans — Alaskans who still can't
gel basic health care coverage,”
Duncan said.

Still, the failed bill led to some-
thing. Duncan decided to give up the
system-overhaul approach in favor of
tackling the problem in bite-size
pieces.

“1 saw il as laying the groundwork
for some very important steps to be
talken in the future,” he said.

A CHANGE IN PHILOSOPHY

- Today, sitting at the helm of the
pepartment of Administration, Dun-
can has much smaller ideas,

 Ior one thing, he's got hindsight.
w18 just too difficult to get the public

o sWallow thal whole heap at once,”
~ punean said.

Others are using this approach,
tao. Last winter, Rep. Sharon Cissna

hosted lunch-time meetings in her

Anclorage office. She welcomed
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Dr. Charles Cummings of Asheville, N.C.,is one of the participating physicians in
Project Access, a program that provides free care to low-Income, uninsured
patlents, Some Alaskans say Asheville's program could work here,

anyone to share concern over rising
health care costs or the inability to
afford insuranice. When the January
legislative session sfarted in Juneau,
she and others promoted small-scale
bills that tackled only one aspect of
the state's health care problems,
But change isn't only in the hands
of legislators, Back in Anchorage,
health care professionals are en-
gaged, The Anchorage Access to
Health Care Coalition aﬂk«.‘ed dnc!,ors
to consider a program designed in
North Carolina and now being repli-
cated throughout the nation. Doc-

tors, including specialists, voluntari-
ly donate care Lo a certain number of
low-income, uninsured patients.
Since Duncan’s original task force
dissolved, Alaska’s success [n health
care reform has come in bits and
pieces. The state approved a Medi-
caid expansion program in 1999 that
provides health care to children and
regnant women from low-income
im%ln , called Denali KidCare. In
{he past year, the program was there
for 12,000 children and 2,900 wormen.
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