Kennedy praises local model for health coverage 
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There are no simple answers to the health care problems of this country. 

But a model developed in Muskegon for providing health care coverage for those outside the mainstream health insurance system was praised Thursday by Ted Kennedy, Jr. 

Kennedy "took his hat off" to those in Muskegon working for easier access to health care and good health. He said a program available here that splits the cost of health coverage among employers, workers and government is a model that could be copied nationwide. 

Kennedy spoke at the Muskegon Country Club Thursday to about 180 people representing a cross-section of those who work in the health care system and the community at large. Kennedy was the keynote speaker at the annual dinner hosted by the Muskegon Community Health Project as part of its "Cover the Uninsured Week." 

"Health care is a right, not a privilege of the few," Kennedy said. 

Kennedy referred to how his father, Democratic U.S. Sen. Ted Kennedy of Massachusetts, and President Clinton worked together in an unsuccessful attempt to establish a system of universal health care. 

In the meantime, "Those with insurance are paying for those without," Kennedy said. 

Many Americans do not have access to the health care system because they lack health insurance. He said the high cost to private employers of providing health insurance to employees is causing them to lose out in the marketplace to companies that don't offer benefits. More workers are likely to not have health coverage as an employment benefit. 

"It's not only the poorest of the poor. It's people who work every day who don't have health coverage," Kennedy said. 

Kennedy traveled to Muskegon from New Haven, Conn., where he practices health care and disabilities law and is an activist in the disability rights movement. 

He knows something about living with a health challenge. In 1973, when Kennedy was 12 years old, he lost a leg to bone cancer. 

"I was terrified and wanted my life to be over. I was imbued with the idea 'life isn't worth living,"' said Kennedy, who went on to praise the Americans with Disabilities Act. 

That piece of legislation is "one of the greatest civil rights laws ever enacted," he said. 

Kennedy went on to quip that "it's just a matter of time before we all need help getting up stairs," then praised the tremendous investment made to improve the accessibility of buildings open to the public. 

As for the nation's health care gap, he said part of the problem results from a reactive health care system that spends a lot of money to treat people as they approach the end of their lives, he said. 

"We should be spending money at the beginning," said Kennedy, who complimented his audience for getting organized to provide greater access to health care amid "a sea of change." 

The Muskegon Community Health Project works to identify gaps in local health services, then finds providers to fill those gaps, said Dr. Remington Sprague, its board chairman. 

Sprague said in an interview that the health project can provide "health coverage" for small employers who otherwise could not afford to offer insurance to their workers. But health coverage is not insurance. There are limits to the treatments available and the geographical area where patients can receive services. 

The project also works to promote good health habits, Sprague said. 
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