NEWS RELEASE
for more information contact:  




for immediate release

Gerald Lewy  







February 9, 2007

Communications Director

House District 9 – Amerson

471 Cloudland Road

Dahlonega, Georgia 30533

phone/fax: 706/864-4613

e-mail: lewy@alltel.net

Delay in Federal PeachCare funding holding up the budget
     Delay by the Federal Government meeting their commitment to fund their portion of PeachCare is holding up the Supplemental FY 2007 Budget, which expires June 30, and the FY 2008 Budget which begins July 1.  Until we know how much federal money for PeachCare is coming and when it will arrive, we can’t commit to the other line items with confidence.  Health Care and Education expenses drive the rest of the budget.  This delay may cause some extended recesses during the remainder of the session.  We could be meeting well into April.

     It’s extremely disappointing that Congress has so far refused to continue the commitment to children and taxpayers of Georgia.  Since Georgia has fully funded its obligation to PeachCare, I still have hopes that the federal government will step up and fulfill their commitment.  Currently, the federal government finances seventy-three percent and the state finances twenty-seven percent of the health plan.  We simply must continue our partnership with Congress in order to keep PeachCare available to Georgia’s children.  
 

     Most of my e-mails this week were from folks urging us to save PeachCare.  We certainly do not want to disrupt the program; but we anticipate a $58 million shortfall in it during the remainder of this fiscal year.  Early last week, House Speaker Glenn Richardson commissioned a State-wide poll with the following question:  Given a shortage of money, on which of these four programs would you rather have it spent?  1. PeachCare; 2. Middle school graduation counselors; 3. Land purchased for conservation; or 4. The “Go Fish” program.

     Sixty-eight percent of Georgians polled said to spend the money on PeachCare.   The original authorization and funding of the State Children’s Health Insurance Plan (SCHIP) ends this year; however, we all believe that Congress will reauthorize it for next year.  The question is, will they do the right thing and redistribute the money for FY 2007?  Texas has over $1 billion in unallocated funds while a number of states, like Georgia, have run out.  Congress, as well as Georgia, realizes that the funding formula needs to be reworked.
-more-
     We also need to rethink who should, or should not, be eligible for PeachCare.  Currently, PeachCare takes over where MEDICAID leaves off—up to 235% of the federal poverty level or approximately $48,000 for a family of four.  However, State employees whose salaries put them in this range are prohibited from enrolling their children in PeachCare.  State employees pay higher insurance rates for their children and do not have dental care as do children on PeachCare.
     There are other differences with the State Health Plan that affect low-income State employees.  One that stands out is the Nurse Hot Line.  If a child on PeachCare is taken to the emergency room, the child receives necessary care and PeachCare pays the bill.  If the child of a State employee is sick, the parents must get approval through the Nurse Hot Line before taking the child to the emergency room.  If they fail to get prior approval, the parents foot the bill.  I don’t think this is fair.

     As with MEDICARE and MEDICAID, one hears of fraud in PeachCare—parents making too much money, and even illegal immigrants being enrolled.  Consequently, we are taking actions to eliminate those who should not be insured through PeachCare.  The Department of Community Health has asked venders to present “request for proposals” to validate incomes and citizenship.  The task is just too big for the State, and we believe that private venders can do a better job of insuring that only qualified children are on PeachCare.

     In addition to scrubbing the rolls, we are contemplating reducing qualified incomes to 200% of the poverty guidelines, about $40,000, and allowing the children of State employees to be enrolled.  This would bring Georgia more in line with surrounding states.  That is the good news.  The bad news is that about five percent of currently qualified 273,000 children would be dropped from PeachCare.  

     SCHIP is a great program for low income families, providing parents low-cost insurance for their children.  The maximum monthly premium for two or more children is $70 with $0 co-payments and deductibles for most benefits.  Seventy percent of families with two or more children covered by PeachCare earn $30,000 or less per year.  Both the Federal Government and Georgia have done exceedingly well in publicizing state programs and getting children enrolled.  Georgia leads the nation in percentage of children enrolled, but in the process we have used up all the Federal funds allotted.  Still, I do believe that Congress will step up to the plate and redistribute unallocated monies to cover the various children’s health insurance programs for the remainder of FY 2007.  
     During the Session I can be reached at 401 State Capitol, Atlanta, Georgia 30334, 404/657-8534, fax 404/463-2044, e-mail <amos.amerson@house.ga.gov>.  Or, you can call Gerald Lewy, my Communications Director at 706/344-7788.  He’ll know how to get your message to me.

     On Saturday morning, February 17, I’ll be in Dawson County at Ryan’s Steak House (SR 53 and 400 in the Kroger Shopping Center) for breakfast from 8:15 to 9:45 a.m.  Come on down and let’s talk.  I need to know what you think about PeachCare and the other issues.  Remember, the secret of good government is a well-informed electorate.
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