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Clinics
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which will affect adult
Medi-Cal patients only,
will have a severe effect
on people living in outly-
ing areas, says Frey. “The
elimination of dental ser-
vices to our patients is
going to be a huge issue,”
says Frey. In the outlying
areas such as Covelo,
Anderson  Valley or
Gualala, patients will
have no other option but
the emergency room if
they are having dental
problems. “Medi-Cal will
cover acute pain situa-
tions such as abscesses.”
But, cautions Frey, with
the extreme cuts in Medi-
Cal services, it is almost a
foregone conclusion that
dental  services and
staffing, particularly in
the outlying clinics, will
be cut or severely cur-
tailed. Although the clin-
ics may institute a sliding
scale fee system for
patients, it will be much
more difficult for patients
to get an appointment.
Third District
Supervisor John Pinches
is no stranger to the
importance of the com-
munity clinics. “In my
hometown, before the
clinic existed you had to
be rushed to the emer-
gency room.” “I don’t
know where the state is
coming from. What do
they recognize as their top
priority? If the heath of
your community doesn’t
come first, what does?”’

Pinches says the state
cuts have been discussed
by the Board of
Supervisors, but since the
county doesn’t have direct
funding to the clinics,
there isn’t a lot board
members can do.

“These clinics were
taking care of most peo-
ple’s problems right
there,” says Pinches. “Not
everyone will have the
ability to get to the hospi-
tal.” In the North County,
says Pinches, “there are
people who live two
hours from Covelo.”
Pinches speculates that
some people “won’t go to
the doctor when they
should, so that will place
more burden on the emer-
gency rooms. You know
what they say - an ounce
of prevention,” says
Pinches.

The other complicat-
ing factor, and one that
Frey is hoping may work
in favor of the clinics, is
that the federal govern-
ment and the state differ
in their definition of
which services are consid-
ered “optional benefits.”
County clinics are part of
what are called Federally
Qualified Health Centers.
Under federal guidelines,
the services that the state
is set to eliminate are not
considered optional. “Our
argument is with the
state,” says Hunter.
“These are core services
and the Feds are going to
back us up.” But with a
$10 billion deficit to
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cover, the state is looking
for any way it can shave
off even small portions of
the deficit.

Hunter and Frey are
painting bleak scenarios
when it comes to the cost
to the county and the
effect upon the communi-
ty.

“Take a  diabetic
patient who gets an
abscess on their foot,”
says Hunter. “Two visits
to the clinic podiatrist
might cost $150. Without
treatment, that same
patient can end up in the
emergency room with a
severe infection and have
to be admitted as an inpa-
tient.” Hunter estimates
the cost of a 30-day stay
in the hospital for this
type of treatment can top
$100,000.

Satrina Gray, a patient
at the Hillside Clinic in
Ukiah, is having a root
canal completed. “I am
trying to get a referral to
get my wisdom teeth
pulled, because they are
pushing all of my teeth,”
says Gray. The single-
income family of four has
no dental insurance. “I’'m
hoping I can have them
done before the program
shuts down in July,” says
Gray.

The clinics provide
health services to 42 per-
cent, or 37,995 county
residents. “Many of our
patients are employed, but
do not have employer-
sponsored  insurance,”
says Frey. “We are seeing
more and more patients
due to the economic
downturn.” Frey tries to
dispel the notion that the
clinics only serve the indi-

gent and immigrant popu-
lations of Mendocino
County. “We have a
unique situation in our
county. Many of our
patients, especially in
Laytonville, Gualala and
other rural areas, are
ranchers and farmers who
are land-rich and cash-
poor.”

With the curtailment of
these services, emergency
rooms may be their only
option. “Since 2007, the
clinics have documented
182,510 patient encoun-
ters.”

Frey states that
Congressman Mike
Thompson and
Assemblyman Wes

Chesbro are “appalled”
by the cuts. “Even though
we have begun to receive
federal stimulus dollars,
which we are grateful for,
the projected revenue loss
in just the dental program,
even with the infusion of
stimulus money, will be
approximately $29 mil-
lion for community
health centers and clinics
in District One.

“Assemblyman
Chesbro has been very
instrumental to open
doors regarding this issue
to anyone who will lis-
ten,” says Hunter.

“We see about 10 to 15
walk-in patients with den-
tal emergencies every day
at the Hillside clinic,”
says Hunter. “The reality
is that come July, we are
not going to be able to see
them.” And because of the
difference in the state and
federal definition of
“optional services,”
Hunter sees a minefield
ahead. “We don’t want to
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be charged with abandon-
ment of care,” says
Hunter. “We will try to
see as many patients as
we can. If someone sues
the clinic for abandon-
ment of care, we’ll send
them to the legislators.”
Hunter and Frey are
hoping that all health care
providers in the county -
public and private - can
adopt a strategy to work
together to weather this
storm. “Currently the
county does not contract
with our clinics for ser-
vices,” says Hunter.
“How do we build a sys-
tem of care together?”
says Frey. She cites men-
tal health patients, who
often move through a
maze of agencies: law
enforcement, jail, mental
health, emergency rooms,
hospitalization, and final-
ly the clinic. “We need a
re-design in our partner-
ships with the county.”
Hunter says, “We’re all in
this together. We’re not
going to be separated by

the haves and have-nots.”

Both state that there is
a “reactive” rather than
“proactive” approach to
health care, which leads to
an increased load upon
emergency rooms, air
ambulances and over-
filled hospital beds.
“Prevention is everything
in health care,” says
Hunter. She makes a point
that these same benefits
have been reinstated in
Ohio and Michigan
because of the enormous
costs that were being
borne by hospital emer-
gency rooms in those
states.

“The Bush administra-
tion was great for our clin-
ics,” says Hunter. “They
saw a model that worked.
The clinics are about as
close to single-payer
health care as you can
get.” Hunter and Frey are
optimistic about the focus
on health care coming out
of Washington. “This was
my 27th year in D.C., and
it is the first time that I felt

like health care was on the
forefront and that we are
being recognized for what
we do.” Frey echoes the
sentiments. “I heard from
an administrative official
that there is a commit-
ment by the Obama
administration to do
something about health
care this year.” Frey
thinks it can’t come too
soon. “Families are being
bankrupted by the cost of
medications alone. Some
of our patients pay over
$500 per month for pre-
scriptions.”

Hunter and Frey urge
the public to contact the
governor’s office and
their legislators to voice
their concerns. The gover-
nor needs to know how
his decisions impact citi-
zens. These are our coun-
ty’s working poor- mill

workers, low-income
employees.” Frey states it
simply. “Health care

doesn’t stop at the neck. If
you don’t have teeth, you
won’t get a job.”
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“The city in the past, I
believe it was around
1977, declared three
stages of a water emer-
gency,” she said. “Stage
one is a voluntary con-
servation of water. Stage
two has a series of items.
It strictly does not allow
any more non-essential
uses, including outdoor
irrigation...Definitely
we are in a stage one and
have been, but further
things we can do is to
look at some additional
letters and explanation to
customers encouraging
conservation.”

Chambers said there
were simple, concrete
things residents could do
to curb their water
usage.

“This is not a year to
put in a whole new land-
scaping system,” she
said. “We have reduced
our consumption radi-
cally over the last few

years, but we can do
more.”
Vice Mayor Benj

Thomas said he shared
the concerns Chambers
raised concerning the
proposed halving of
Ukiah’s water consump-
tion.

“I share the general
uncertainty about what
the implications of the
Water Resources Board
declaration means for
the city,” he said. “That’s
a very hard goal for the
city.”

City Attorney David
Rapport said it would
take time to find out the
exact meaning of the
order.

“I think that the emer-

gency is created by the
fact that Lake
Mendocino has such a
low storage going into
the dry season,” he said.
“That’s the
problem...Hopefully
that order will apply
only to water being
taken out of the river.
Taking groundwater
isn’t the problem. Taking
groundwater won’t
affect the lake level.”

Chambers said the
Ukiah Unified School
District, the Ukiah
cemetery, the city itself
and the Redwood
Empire Fairgrounds
were some of the highest
volume customers.

“They’re all areas
with large outdoor facili-
ties that usually are
green,” she said. “I think
that’s part of the chal-
lenge.”

Councilman  Doug

Crane said large swaths
of lawn space could be
permanently damaged
should extreme water
usage limits be placed on
them.

“There’s quite a bit of
yard landscaping in our
community that would
take a pretty serious hit,”
he said. “If we could
find water at the golf
course as well as Gobbi
Street it may be that
between those two addi-
tional water sources we
could keep things a little
bit greener instead of
having so much brown.
There may be less loss to
the city on its infrastruc-
ture and less loss to the
citizens on their land-
scape.”

Mayor Phil Baldwin
said it would be difficult
to preach conservation
this summer while the
city-owned lawns stayed

green.

“All the propaganda
shows the greenery of
our city,” he said. “The
golf course is an over-
powering symbol for
some people out
there...Some of them
don’t want to consider
cutting back if the golf
course is still green...I
don’t know how we
resolve it, but the dam-
age to the reputation to
the city just based on
that one fact is very dif-
ficult. I have no solu-
tion.”

Baldwin said capping
the amount of growth the
area would allow could
be one way to conserve
water resources.

“I have yet to hear a
single elected official,
appointed official, staff
member, talk about
when we would have to
have a building morato-

rium,” he said. “I guess
Phil Baldwin is going to
be the one who brings
that up...Is it foolish to
save now so that the
population can grow?
How many years in a
row will the lake go dry
before we put a morato-
rium on building per-
mits? There is a relation
to population and avail-
ability of water.”

Crane moved to go
forward with the explo-
ration of a non-potable
well at the golf course
for lawn watering pur-
poses, an idea which was
then unanimously
approved.

Rob Burgess can be
reached at udjrb@pacif-
ic.net.





