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The plight of people without health insurance takes center stage next week as local officials focus on a mounting national crisis with huge financial implications for workers and businesses. 

Nearly 19,000 Muskegon County residents have no health insurance, even though the county has above average rates of cancer, diabetes, obesity and sexually transmitted diseases. More than 20 million American workers have no health insurance, according to government data. 

"We all need to care about this issue because of the effects it has on people who are uninsured and the health-care system," said Vondie Woodbury, executive director of the Muskegon Community Health Project. 
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"There is no such thing as free health care -- someone is paying for it," she said. "The growing number of uninsured puts stress on all parts of our health-care system." 

Hospitals in Muskegon, and elsewhere, spend millions of dollars annually to provide health care to people without health insurance, according to government data. Those costs ultimately drive up the cost of health care for all individuals and businesses, Woodbury said. 

Local politicians and health officials want to hear from Muskegon County residents who have no health insurance or have suffered financially due to health problems. 

The Muskegon Community Health Project is holding a town hall meeting at 7 p.m. Monday at Central United Methodist Church, 1011 Second, in downtown Muskegon. A panel of local and state elected officials will take testimony from uninsured residents. The meeting is one of many taking place nationally next week to focus attention on the need for improvements in the nation's health-care system. 

Ted Kennedy Jr., a cancer survivor and advocate for the disabled, will give a speech Thursday at the Muskegon Country Club as part of Cover the Uninsured Week. 

Local officials and health-care providers created the Muskegon Community Health Project and Access Health several years ago to provide affordable health-care insurance to businesses and their workers. Access Health is a limited benefit plan designed to fill the gap until individuals obtain commercially provided health insurance. 

Under the Access Health plan, the cost of health insurance is shared by workers, employers and the government. 

There also are two federally designated health-care centers in Muskegon, Hackley Community Care and Muskegon Care, which provide free health care to thousands of low-income, uninsured residents. 

Woodbury said Muskegon County's situation is unusual because it provides health care for all, regardless of the ability to pay. 

Muskegon County's challenge for the future, Woodbury said, is to keep its existing health-care system from being eroded by rising health-care costs, the county's high rates of chronic disease and a sluggish economy. 

A recent study found that costly illnesses trigger about half of all bankruptcies in the United States. The study, published in the journal Health Affairs, found that medical-caused bankruptcies affect about 2 million Americans each year. 

"Unless you're Bill Gates, you're just one serious illness away from bankruptcy," said the study's lead author, Dr. David Himmelstein of the Harvard Medical School. 
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