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MAINEHEALTH TO TACKLE PROBLEM OF UNINSURED

MaineHealth has been awarded a $150,000 grant from The Robert Wood Johnson Foundation to increase access to care and close gaps in service delivery for uninsured residents.  The nonprofit family of healthcare services plans to develop a model program for southern and central Maine.


According to a recent national study, proportionately more residents lack health insurance in Maine than in any other New England state.  A changing economic base, the large number of businesses with fewer than 50 employees, and the rising cost of insurance have contributed to the problem MaineHealth plans to address.


“We are taking up this challenge as a continuing part of our long tradition of providing care to underserved populations through hospitals, home health agencies, community physicians, and clinics,” says MaineHealth President Don McDowell.  “It is an explicit part of our mission to improve access to healthcare in southern and central Maine.  The Robert Wood Johnson Foundation grant is a key step in our efforts.”


The uninsured population in MaineHealth’s ten-county service area is estimated at more than 142,000 individuals, or 15% of the region’s population.  These are people who are not covered by commercial insurance or by Medicare or Medicaid.  The pilot project will be targeted to three counties that account for nearly half of the total, or almost 64,000 people.  Cumberland, Kennebec, and Lincoln Counties will serve as demonstration sites, allowing MaineHealth to test the program in urban, suburban, and rural communities.


MaineHealth’s access project is part of the RWJF’s “Communities in Charge:  Financing and Delivering Healthcare to the Uninsured” program.  The Foundation funded just 20 projects out of 100 proposals submitted from across the country.  The communities are to spend one year identifying the scope of their uninsured problem, creating links with other providers and community stakeholders, designing sustainable financing strategies, and develop an overall framework for healthcare delivery.


“We intend to improve access to healthcare for a significant number of Maine residents who now lack health insurance,” says Project Director Warren Kessler.  “We know we will be able to meet only a small percentage of this huge need, and that our success will depend on bringing others into the effort.  This isn’t going to solve the problem, but it will provide a model for how it can be solved.


“The scope and importance of the issue is demonstrated by the amount of support we have garnered,” he says.  “In addition to the $150,000 from The Robert Wood Johnson Foundation, MaineHealth has committed an additional $223,000 from internal and foundation sources, MaineGeneral Health in Augusta has committed $25,000, and the Bingham Program has committed an additional $25,000.  This support will help us tackle a very complex problem."


Assistant Project Manager Phebe King has been hired by MaineHealth to manage the program development phase.  The project will be guided by a steering committee of knowledgeable people representing a variety of perspectives.  Members include representatives from physician groups, hospitals, state and local government, advocacy groups, insurers, and business.  Community advisory councils that represent local stakeholder groups will be established in each of the three counties.  


The MaineHealth effort will draw upon the experience of the year-old MATCH program at MaineGeneral Medical Center in Augusta and Waterville.  MATCH is an access program that offers selected services to enrollees while assisting them in seeking other appropriate resources.  It provides primary physician care, limited prescription coverage, and hospital care for low or zero copays.


The Robert Wood Johnson Foundation, based in Princeton, New Jersey, is the nation’s largest philanthropy devoted exclusively to health and health care.  It concentrates its grantmaking in three areas: to assure that all Americans have access to basic healthcare at reasonable cost; to improve care and support for people with chronic health conditions; and to reduce the personal, social, and economic harm caused by substance abuse – tobacco, alcohol, and illicit drugs.


MaineHealth is a growing family of healthcare services in southern and central Maine, including hospitals, home care agencies, long-term care facilities, physician practices, consumer learning centers, and other services.

