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Georgia will spend as much for Health Care as for Education
     One of the more interesting meetings I attended recently in Atlanta had to do with healthcare.  Newt Gingrich was the guest speaker.  He pointed out that most healthcare issues are due to lack of personal responsibility.  Too many people want the taxpayers to support them instead of accepting responsibility for their own poor health.
     Georgia taxpayers will spend as much for Healthcare as they do for Education.  It is the fastest growing portion of the Georgia Budget, and when the federal portion of Medicare, PeachCare, and Medicaid are added to state funds, the monies spent are right up there with Education.  

     Unfortunately, Newt was preaching to the choir.  Being overweight or obese seems to be a major cause of poor health.  Most of us already know that obesity leads to heart problems; but did you know that it also leads to diabetes, which can lead to blindness, poor blood circulation, and many other diseases?  When you read about all the health problems that are caused from being overweight, it is just plain scary.  
     Most weight problems begin during childhood and get worse as the person grows older.  Being overweight is much more than a personal issue when the consequences and medical burden are placed on the rest of the population.  Insurance companies are starting to prorate premiums based on obesity just as they have done on smoking.
     An interesting proposal made during the Health Issues discussion was to close vending machines during school hours and to issue student health report cards.  All students would be measured and weighed once a month and determined to be either in or out of normal limits.  Students found to be overweight would be required to participate in an after-school weight reduction program.
     The proposed Georgia FY 2008 Education Budget for K-12 is on the order of $7.5 billion. The proposed FY 2008 Budget for the Georgia Department of Community Health is about $2.7 billion.  So how will we end up spending $7 billion on healthcare with a $2.7 billion budget?  

-more-

     The Medicaid and PeachCare programs are jointly funded federal/state health care assistance programs to benefit low income pregnant women, children, some very low-income parents, and elderly and disabled Georgians.  
     Within the Medicaid program the federal government covers approximately 62 percent of the costs for most services.  The state gets $2.63 worth of benefits for each state dollar spent.

     Within the PeachCare program the federal government reimburses the state for approximately 72 percent of costs, less any premiums paid by enrollees.  For PeachCare the state gets $3.57 in benefits for each state dollar spent.  
     There are a lot of people who want us to put more state dollars into the system so we can collect more federal money.  They ignore the fact that Georgia taxpayers are paying for both through their federal and state income taxes.  There is no free lunch.  Someone has to pay.  
     The Department of Community Health also administers the State Health Benefit Plan (SHBP).  This is the health insurance program for active and retired teachers and state employees.  It is funded through a combination of employer (Georgia) contributions and employee contributions (premiums).  The SHBP is projected to run a FY 2008 deficit of $215 million.  This deficit will have to be funded through additional state funds and/or employee premium increases. 
     That is how we will end up spending $7 billion on healthcare with only a $2.7 billion budget.  Monies spent on Medicaid, PeachCare, and health insurance for teachers and state employees will total $7 billion before you know it.  Providing services demanded by our people is costly.

      Many of my 70 year-old-and-over Lumpkin County constituents have called lately to thank me for the reduction in their school taxes.  One lady was worried that the school system was losing money, and I had to explain that the school did not lose anything.  Its budget stayed the same.  In 2003, 85 percent of the people voted to shift a portion of the school tax burden to those younger than age 70.  The Lumpkin County Senior School Tax Exemption is similar to the Homestead Exemption and the Conservation Use Covenant Exemption.  They all shift tax responsibility from those who qualify for the particular exemption to those who do not qualify.  No money is lost by the city, county or school board.  
     The Lumpkin County Senior School Tax Exemption, like all tax exemptions, is not mandatory.  You have to apply to get it.  Those homeowners reaching age 70 in 2006 can apply to have their taxes reduced in 2007.  So far 449 Lumpkin County homeowners have applied.

     We’re getting close to starting the next Legislative Session in January.  Keep in touch with me.  Let me know what your legislative needs are.  I can be reached at 689 N. Chestatee Street, Dahlonega, Georgia 30533, 706/864-6589, or call Gerald Lewy, my Communications Director at 706/344-7788.  He’ll know how to get your message to me.  Remember, the secret of good government is a well-informed electorate.
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