June 12, 2009

Most of the problems are related to unhealthy habits.

By BETTY RIDGE

If a child brought home a report card as dismal as the one issued by the Oklahoma State Department of Health
for Cherokee County, his parents might send him to bed without dinner.

County statistics show an overwhelming number of D’s and F’s, with few marks on the bright side. However,
county health leaders and local legislators continue to work on measures that would improve the picture.

Much of health is up to the individual — eating right, exercising, avoiding negative habits such as smoking.
But much also depends on the quality and availability of health care services.

“According to statistics from a couple of years ago, almost one-third of the money being spent on health care
was because of unhealthy activities,” said Linda Axley, administrator of the Cherokee County Health Depart-
ment. “There is $118,827,084 spent in Cherokee County on health problems related to unhealthy habits.”

These factors include smoking and lack of physical activity.

The Cherokee County Health Coalition, a cooperative effort among local agencies to improve the picture of
health care, promotes a number of activities encouraging residents to develop better health care habits.

Among the coalition’s programs are a healthy worksite initiative, which promote employee wellness; the
CATCH Kids Club, a three-year pilot project with the Boys & Girls Club at Greenwood Elementary School;
monthly “tips for a healthier you” posters distributed at area facilities; collaborating self-awareness, a healthy
people program; and Walk this Weigh, a community walking event where wellness information is provided.

In Cherokee County, the total mortality rate was 1,049.8 per 100,000, rating an F. The infant mortality rate
was 9.3 per 1,000, getting a D grade.

Cherokee County received F grades in these leading causes of death: heart disease, stroke, chronic lower respi-
ratory, unintentional injury, diabetes and suicide. It received D’s for cancer, influenza/pneumonia, and kidney
disease. The only other death rate it received a grade on was in sharp contrast: an A for the number of residents
who died from Alzheimer’s disease.

Cherokee County received an F for disease prevalence, a D for asthma prevalence and a B for cancer inci-
dence.

The survey also took into account risk factors and behaviors.
Cherokee County residents received an F for fruit and vegetable consumption, no physical activity, smoking,

limited activity days, poor mental health days, poor physical health days, people with a good or better health
rating, teen fertility rate, first-trimester prenatal care, adult dental visits, and having a usual source of care.



It received C’s for obesity, seniors flu vaccinations, and low birth rate. However, the immunization level was
above average, with B’s for seniors pneumonia vaccinations and immunizations of people over age 3.

As might be expected, socioeconomic factors played a part. Cherokee County rated F on insurance coverage,
with 32.7 percent having no insurance, and F on poverty, with 21.2 percent.

The Cherokee County statistics generally conform to the state ones. However, at the state level, there were no
A’s. Only two issues, senior influenza vaccination and senior pneumonia vaccinations, received a B. State-
wide, there were 20.1 adults inunsured, and 14 percent poverty, both D ratings. Nationally, there are 14. 2 per-

cent uninsured and 12.2 percent in poverty, according to the Health Department statistics.

The United States spends 16 percent of its gross national product on health services compared to other indus-
trial nations, which spend only 8 to 11 percent of their GNPs.

“We’re spending twice as much as other countries for health care,” said State Sen. Jim Wilson, D-Tahlequah,
Many of those countries provide universally accessible health care of better quality.

“Health care in general has a lot of overhead waste and medical care errors that are causing a lot of problems,”
he said. “The State Legislature did absolutely nothing this season for health care except support the insurance
companies.”

Wilson said insurance companies are required to put only 60 percent of the money they take in back into health
care, giving them a 40 percent margin. There was a move in the Legislature to raise the required amount to 75

percent, but it failed.

Because of the power of the insurance lobby, Wilson isn’t too optimistic about a meaningful national health
care plan being implemented.

“They’re talking about everybody getting health insurance, not everybody getting medical care,” he said.
Opponents of a national health care system argue that health care would be rationed.

“But this is the case right now, with the 50 million people with no insurance and the countless number who are
underinsured,” Wilson said.

Many people feel confident because they have health insurance, yet their claims are denied once they become
sick and require costly care.

Wilson said 60 percent of bankruptcies are filed because a family has experienced a health care crisis that in-
surance wouldn’t pay for.

“Insurance companies don’t make money in premiums; they make money in denying claims,” he said.

The Legislature also failed to pass a bill that would have forbidden insurance companies to pay bonuses to em-
ployees who deny claims to sick people, he said.

“I think there’s plenty of money in the system. They’re just not managing it right,” he said.

He praised the Cherokee County Health Coalition for its accomplishments in promoting healthier lifestyles
during its 15 years of existence.



He said Cherokee County was ahead of the state in establishing such an organization.

Rep. Mike Brown, D-Tahlequah, said some progress was made during the past legislative session, but there
were also setbacks.

He said the OEPIC program will expand health care coverage for many people through their employers.

“I was a little let down on the push to make sure the health insurance companies are as padded and protected
from any mandates,” he said. “The Legislature took action on several fronts in the health and human services
arena by reforming the child welfare system, addressing a variety of issues related to the care of children with
autism, strengthening adoption laws, and giving senior citizens greater choices in the type of care available to
them.”

How best to serve children with autism was an over-arching concern brought to the attention of the Legislature
last year, and to address the issue, the House conducted an extensive interim study. SB 135 was a result of the
findings of the study, Brown said.

The measure will enhance the pool of service providers that treat children with autism by establishing a state
license for Board-Certified Behavior Analysts; increasing training for the evaluation and diagnosis of autism
spectrum disorders; enhancing Sooner Start by training providers; conducting an applied behavior analysis re-
search project; and replicating the Early Foundations program.

However, Brown was disappointed on the lack of action on the autism bill he introduced, and said he will con-
tinue to address the action.

Other measures to ensure better health care access included HB 1481, which allows volunteer licenses for re-
tired physicians, physician assistants, nurses and pharmacists; HB 1736, which will give senior citizens greater
choice in the types of long-term services available to them; and HB 1065, which requires the state Health De-
partment to create a consumer guide for senior citizens and their facilities on services provided by assisted liv-
ing centers, and results of routine inspections and complaint investigations at those centers.

Gov. Brad Henry vetoed several health-related bills, and many never got the chance to see daylight, Brown
said. He has a 13-page list of bills that never made it to committee.

“There are tons of bills that did not even receive a hearing,” he said.
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