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Access to Health Care Committee discusses alleviating local barriers to health care
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Lack of health care is not only a national concern, but a local one as well.

As part of the Washington County Wellness Initiative, members of the Access to Health Care Com-
mittee have been meeting and discussing options to alleviate the barriers to health care in Bartlesville
since 2007. The committee, composed of members representing health care, insurance, indigent
care, pharmacy and government, assess the need by examining data from local health surveys.

“We have an access problem,” said M’Liss Jenkins, with the Washington County Health Department.
“Tremendous amounts of people are going to the emergency room for care.”

Solutions include seeking approval for a federally-qualified community health clinic, attracting addi-
tional physicians and nurse practitioners and improving transportation.

Results of a 2008-09 health care needs survey showed 32 percent of respondents had no insurance.

Types of insurance included private and group health insurance, which was the majority, followed by
Medicare. The third largest group was “no insurance.” Other sources were Medicaid, SoonerCare,
Veterans Administration, Indian Clinic, Elder Care, Advantage and Cobra.

When asked why family members did not have insurance, the top reason was prohibitive cost, fol-
lowed by no insurance offered at work. Lack of transportation was frequently cited as a barrier to get-
ting health care.

Those who didn’t have insurance said when they needed medical or preventive care they paid for it
(46 percent) or did without (44 percent). Almost 34 percent said they went to the emergency room at
Jane Phillips Medical Center and 15 percent went to the Green Country Free Clinic.

About 72 percent of the respondents earned less than $30,000 per year and most lived in Bartlesville.

The health care committee perceived some of biggest problems in the local health care system to be
access to care, the uninsured, cost of health care and not enough health care providers.
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“In Oklahoma, even though we have an extremely high poverty rate and children that are underin-
sured and uninsured, we don’t have a lot of federally qualified medical centers or community health
centers, which you apply for through a grant process,” said Mary Beth Murray, director of the Wash-
ington County Health Department. “| don’t know why Oklahoma doesn’t have more.”

She said there are two community health centers in Osage County — one in Fairfax and one in Hom-
iny; and the Morton Clinic in Nowata.

Jenkins said the committee is trying to get a clinic started in Washington County. It would be a sliding
fee scale, but they are not supposed to turn anyone away, she said. It would include preventive, pri-
mary care and obstetrics on a scheduled basis.

“At some time it would offer dental care, mental health and behavioral health; it is a wonderful thing if
a community can achieve that,” said Jenkins.

Right now, local residents who don’t have health insurance and can'’t afford to pay for office visits go
to the Green Country Free Clinic, Lifespan Medical Clinic or the ER, said Jenkins.

“When we don’t have affordable, accessible health care, people put off going to the doctor; they’re not
going to get preventive care and can’t afford an office visit. They go to the ER or don’t go,” she said.

“Eighty-five or 90 percent of ER visits were not appropriate,” said Jenkins.

According to David Stire, president and CEO of Jane Phillips Medical Center, it costs the hospital $10
million dollars a year to provide care for the uninsured in the community. JPMC’s emergency room
numbers grow at a rate of 5-7 percent a year, he said at a recent luncheon.

“A lot of physicians accept SoonerCare for children and adults that meet certain qualifications, but
there are a limited number they can take. It's not a great system; doctors have to offset that with in-
sured folks,” said Murray. “Some aren’t taking Medicare or they are full. There is a lack of physicians
to see those folks.”

Dr. Ray Harris, with Pediatrics of Bartlesville, said the biggest problem is care for uninsured adults,
particularly before they reach the senior years.

“The committee has updated its information with the doctors’ offices and it does take a long time in
some cases for a person to be seen. If they are already patients it's not that difficult to get them in. If
they aren’t patients and the doctor is already overbooked, it’s very difficult to get in. The only access
is the ER and that is not the right way to do it.”

Harris said physicians must sign up for a number of SoonerCare patients.

“But if someone calls in and says, ‘No one else will see us,” what can you do? They have a sick kid,
what can you do. We say yes, and try to get them in as soon as possible.”

Harris said there are not enough practitioners in town now and what will happen when all the unin-
sured become insured.



“We just lost two excellent family doctors who retired a couple months ago,” he said. “We do have
physician assistants and nurse practitioners that help a lot that can see a lot more patients. The
American Academy of Pediatrics came out with a manpower report and said we're getting farther be-
hind on manpower.”

He said there needs to be a balance of specialists who can take care of the unusual and difficult
things, and the primary care providers that can take care of the everyday things that have been so
overwhelming. He said the committee proposes getting more providers in town — mid-level nurse
practitioners and nurse assistants as well as more physicians.

“Someone is already paying the bill — taxes pay Medicare and Medicaid,” Harris said. “The biggest
bill payer is you and | paying extra in insurance premiums so the hospital can keep its doors open to
service people who are not insured. The hospital is obliged to discount its rates with Medicare and
Medicaid and it has contracts with other insurances where it discounts its rates. The hospital has a
commitment and does serve those who can’t afford it. They’re right on the edge every year.”

Harris said if it weren’t for the tremendous balancing act and expertise of the JPMC management,
Bartlesville wouldn’t have a good community hospital.

“In fact we have an excellent community hospital — very dedicated and adept managers who balance
the paids and the nonpaids,” said Harris.

He said paying extra money is not the answer to the health care needs.

“We need to become more efficient. We need to look at it objectively and see what works best, not
wasting so many resources in the emergency clinic when patients could go to a (community) clinic.”

In Washington County, the number of uninsured and underinsured are rising,” said Murray.

“We’re hoping the community health center will come about, said Murray. We have to prove that
Washington County is eligible for it. We have a medically underserved population, we all know we do,
we have to prove it to the funders. Other than Lifespan, there’s not a place for people to get primary
care, preventive care.”

Lifespan, located in downtown Bartlesville, provides primary care to people who don’t have jobs or
who have jobs but can’t afford the insurance, said Linda Mellon, R.N., with Lifespan.

“A lot of people who come through here are in their 20s or 30s,” she said. “Our population for the
clinic is growing, we’re getting more and more patients all the time. Especially with the layoffs, people
that own small businesses that can’t afford insurance.”

Lifespan works on a cash-only basis at the clinic. The initial office visit is $45 cash, subsequent visits
are $35.

“They have to have the money up front,” said Mellon. “A few patients from the hospital get their first
visit paid for; project Concern gives money for first visit, some patients go to relatives.”

Robin Enders, nurse practitioner, evaluates the patients and prescribes medication. Local physician
Dr. Kyle Craig serves as medical director of the clinic and handles the more complex cases that the
clinic refers to him.



Lifespan Chairman and CFO Tim Enders said they probably see a wider range of problems than pri-
mary care physicians.

“We see more complicated cases on a regular basis, either acute from long-term neglect or, since
they haven’t been anywhere in so long, it's more advanced when it’s found,” he said.

Enders said a doctor could accomplish more with several nurse practitioners working with him than
he could by himself.

“It is growing; there’s a huge need,” said Enders, who plans to hire more nurse practitioners as Life-
span expands.

JPMC refers some of their non-emergency patients to Lifespan, thereby reducing the hospital’s costs
and the taxpayers’ costs.

Enders said self-sustaining medical clinics like Lifespan could be the answer to the health care needs
in Washington County and across the nation.

Once health centers are in place, then the issue of transportation becomes more evident, said
Murray.

“There are three clinics in Osage and Nowata counties, and people say they are close, but they might
as well be 100 miles away. If you even have a car, it's in such poor repair, or can’t pay for gas. In a
family, someone else may have the car to go to work.”

Jenkins said taking time off work is also a factor; low paying jobs may not accrue sick leave.

“They can’t afford to pay $300 to $500 a month for insurance when they only go a couple times a
year. If they have a catastrophic illness it's on us,” said Jenkins.
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