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The histeoric balanced budget bill that the President is set to sign today
offers hope that as many as five million uninsured boys and girls will receive

‘the health care they need, from checkups to antlblotlcs to complicated surgery.

As the largest expansion in children's health coverage since Medicaid's creation
30 years ago, the bipartisan legislation could move the United States closer to
shedding its status as the onfy Western industrialized nation that does not
provide basic health benefits to all children.

Even as we celebrate this ﬁrogress we should recognize that passage of a

.bill, no matter how historie, does not guarantee guccess. Whether this

legislation fulfills its promlse depends con how hard we are willing to work in
the months ahead.
Finding‘uninsured children who are scattered across the country, and then
‘insuring them, will not be easy‘ As successful as Medicaid has been, an
estimated three million ellglble children are still not enrolled, because their
parents don't know about the program, are unclear about whether they qualify,
are reluctant to accept "government“ help or are confused by complex eligibility

‘rules

Millions of other uninsured children have working parents who are employed by

‘businesses that don't provide health insurance or who are low-wage workers

unable to afford their share of insurance premlums $till others lose coverage
when their parents lose jobs.

. For this new bill to fulfill its promise, states first have to agree to
participate and build on successful efforts that many have already made. While
$24 billion in Federal aid over five years should be a significant incentive,
dollars alone may not induce participation across the board. That's why our most
urgent task is to educate citizens, especially parents, about what is at stake,
and to encourage state, 0ff1C1als to join the program and assure adequate
benefits for all children. .
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Meeting this challenge will require a joint effort involving the Federal
Government, states, localities, advocacy groups, foundations, health care
providers, insurers and businesses -- all of whom will have to work to inform
families about insurance options for their children. .

The -Fedéral Department of Health and Human Services, for example, will offer
guidance to state officials by helping to interpret key portions of the law and
provide technical assistance to states with little or no experlence in

"children's health programs.

Health care providers and insurers, who will benefit from a population of
newly covered patients, can .play a pivotal role in designing high-quality health

-plans and enrolling unlnsured children who come to the hospital or emergency

room for care.

Finally, states will have to meet the law's requirement that new dollars not
be used to replace or supplant existing coverage. Otherwise, the legisglation
could have the perverse efféct of reducing, current public and private
commitments to children's health

Luckily, many states‘have already taken the lead in enrolling children in
health plans. Florida works through schools to educate parents about signing up.
Pennsylvania has adopted outreach efforts that help eligible families find the
program best suited to their needs. “Minnesota has chosen to use Federal dollars
to expand its successful, Medlcald program. :

Parents will have the moét significant role of all. They will have to learn
about the programs, demand quality benefit packages, enroll their children if
they are eligible, and take advantage of the services provided.

While this law will not fully achieve the universal coverage that I believe
is in the nation's best intérest, Americans should be proud that our Government
has made another down payment on the President's goal of providing health

- insurance for all citizens.

In the last three years we have also taken other steps to bring better health
care to the nation's young- people from passage of the Kassebaum-Kennedy bill to
the President's successful efforts to increase immunizations, protect Medicaid,
restrict tobacco advertising and sales to minors, extend hospital stays for
mothers and their newborns, 'and expand financing for nutrltlon and education
programs for poor women and.their chlldren

Now we have a chance to build on these achievements in the most profound way
vet: by giving millions of c¢hildren access to the health care they deserve and
by offering them genuine hope for a healthy future. It's an opportunity we can't
afford to miss. ‘
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