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Make sure that clients aren't hurt by Medicaid reforms



The Legislature should view the recent Medicaid overhaul taking effect as pilot programs in Broward and Duval counties as a real opportunity to observe and evaluate the radical changes to the system. With Gov. Bush's intent to phase in the changes around the rest of the state, those in policymaking positions would be well-advised to:

• Insist on a real evaluation of the benefits, not only in terms of cost savings, but in terms of real patient utilization. We can successfully reduce costs but do nothing for clients in the system. However, if the intent is to reform Medicaid so that patients actually receive primary and preventive care, then we need an objective evaluation regarding what is happening on the patient side.

Before expanding this program, it is imperative that we know whether the experiment has worked to ensure better access to care and, ultimately, better health outcomes for some of the most vulnerable among us.

We will all pay more in the end if we are not sensitive to this.

• Insist on understanding what ''choice'' means to a client if those choices are not clearly understood. If the reform has created more confusion for those eligible for care, then corrective action must be taken to ensure that they truly understand their choices. We can look to the Medicare Part D prescription-drug program reform as an example of just how challenging making choices can be.

• Insist on looking carefully at the Oral Health Medicaid pilot that was launched in Miami in July of 2004. The results of that experiment have been mixed, at best. There must be ample time for evaluation to determine whether this pilot has done a better job of getting clients real care. At this point, nobody who has participated in this is clear as to whether this has improved access to or quality of services for anyone.

Everyone knows that Medicaid needs reform. However, before taking another step in these pilot programs, the Legislature must consider a true reform that benefits the clients that it says it serves. Otherwise, the costs -- both fiscally and morally -- will be higher for us all.
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