Few answers in forum addressing uninsured 
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Dr. Maureen Street knows all about the nation's health care crisis. She observes it every day as medical director for Muskegon Family Care, which provides free health care to 4,000 low-income residents who lack health insurance. 

So when Street addressed a town hall meeting Monday to discuss the plight of Americans without health insurance, she boiled the issue down to a question of national priorities. 

What irks Street is that the U.S. health care system is nearing financial collapse, and millions of Americans are without health insurance and can't afford to see a doctor or pay for prescription medication, while the nation has spent more than $100 billion on the war in Iraq. 

Those competing interests hit home for Street. Her son, Sean Reynolds, was a U.S. Army Ranger in Iraq. He was killed in the line of duty two years ago today. 

"As the mother of a soldier who died in Iraq, I question why we can afford to spend $5 million an hour on the war in Iraq, when we won't spend the $48 billion it would cost to provide universal health care in the United States," Street told a panel of local and state lawmakers at the town hall meeting. The meeting was part of the national Cover the Uninsured Week. 

"I have to question what our priorities are as a nation. This is the only industrialized nation in the world without universal health care or health care access," Street said. "I question our priorities when our senior citizens are forced to choose between buying food and paying for their medication." 

Her comments drew loud applause from a crowd of roughly 50 people at the meeting, many of whom work in the health care industry. 

The Muskegon Community Health Project organized the town hall meeting to focus public attention on the plight of people who have no health insurance. 

Nearly 19,000 workers in Muskegon County have no health insurance. Nationally, 45 million Americans have no health care benefits. 

Unlike many communities, Muskegon has created programs to provide affordable health care insurance and opened two federally-designated health care centers that treat the indigent. 

Still, local officials said national reform is needed to rein in runaway health care costs and skyrocketing prescription drug costs. 

Local health officials said the problem affects everyone: businesses are paying more to insure their workers; health care providers are losing millions annually treating the indigent as Medicaid benefits are cut; and many workers fortunate enough to have health insurance are paying higher premiums. 

The lawmakers who sat on a panel to take public comment on the issue -- state representatives Doug Bennett and David Farhat, state Sen. Gerald Van Woerkom, Muskegon Heights Mayor Rillastine Wilkins and representatives of U.S. Sen. Debbie Stabenow and U.S. Rep. Pete Hoekstra -- offered no solutions. 

"The only way we're going to solve this is at the polls," said Bennett, a Muskegon Democrat. 

Stabenow didn't attend the meeting, but sent a videotaped message in which she called health care "the great moral issue of our time." 

Van Woerkom, a Norton Shores Republican, praised local efforts to provide affordable health care insurance and told the audience, "We are fighting for you." 

"There's no silver bullet for health care," said Jon DeWitte, district director for Hoekstra. Creating more well-paying jobs that include medical benefits would do much to ease the problem, he said. 

Muskegon City Commissioner Kevin Davis said he didn't hear anything from the area's elected representatives that would solve his personal health care crisis. 

Davis, who has been unemployed since receiving a heart transplant in 1999, said the cost of medication is draining his bank account. Davis said he spends half of his Social Security disability check, about $465 monthly out of his pocket, on 17 medications he takes to keep his body from rejecting his new heart. 

"Fortunately my wife has a job with medical insurance, but I have a $30 co-pay for prescriptions," the 54-year-old Davis said. "My wife can't retire or we'll have to sell the house; it's all we have left." 

Local health care providers at the meeting said they are losing huge amounts of money treating patients who have no health care insurance. 

"The current system expects us to provide free care and we're happy to do it," said Dr. Martin Pallante, a Muskegon orthopedic surgeon. "But we're getting to the point where we can't afford to continue doing it." 
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