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BadgerCare to help pregnant immigrants 
Healthy babies will cut costs 
By Judith Davidoff 
December 31, 2005 

Low-income immigrant women who become pregnant don't have many good health care choices. 

Ineligible in many cases for Medicaid, and unable to afford out-of-pocket medical costs, they often forsake standard prenatal care.

But Wisconsin is now offering up another option. Starting Jan. 1, immigrant women who don't qualify for Medicaid will be able to access prenatal care under the state's BadgerCare program.

Women in prison will also be eligible for the services.

"It is a really important public health step," said Andy Heidt, co-chair of Covering Kids & Families, a coalition of health-related agencies and organizations. "Quality prenatal care means better birth outcomes, which mean less neonatal intensive care."

Heidt said the state would ultimately cut costs through better preventive care while benefiting moms and children.

"Healthy birth outcomes is what it's all about," said Heidt, who is also the ombudsman for Dane County Human Services. "We're going to be saving money and working with moms to put them in a position where their babies can thrive."

The expansion of services comes, not coincidentally, with an explosive growth in the state's Hispanic population.

The impact might be greatest in Milwaukee, where, according to a fact sheet compiled by Covering Kids & Families, the infant mortality rate for Hispanics between 1995 and 1998 was higher than in 34 cities nationwide that also had substantial Hispanic populations.

Immigrants who qualify for the new program include those who are undocumented as well as those who are in the country legally, but haven't met the five-year residency bar for Medicaid.

Lynn Green, director of Dane County Human Services, said the county welcomes the expansion of these medical services since pregnant women without health insurance often don't seek out services until they give birth.

When they deliver, she said, "it's frequently their first brush with the medical system."

Covering Kids & Families, which aims to enroll uninsured children and adults in public health care programs, was instrumental in bringing attention to immigrants' lack of prenatal care, said Heidt.

"We worked hard with a lot of partners to move this benefit forward," he said.

Gov. Jim Doyle responded by including an expansion of BadgerCare in his recently passed budget.

Doyle spokeswoman Melanie Fonder said the state expects more than 2,000 women this year will receive prenatal care under this new provision.

That means, she said, "2,000 or more babies have a better chance of being healthy and strong when they're born."

To qualify, applicants must live in Wisconsin and not exceed 185 percent of the federal poverty level. For a family of two, that's a monthly income of just under $2,000 a month.

Heidt said language barriers and identification concerns might prove tricky for immigrants, but predicted easier times for those living in Dane County than in smaller towns and villages.

"We have a good advocacy network throughout the community and a significant bilingual staff."

Green agreed. "We have a pretty good capability of communicating in Spanish and a few other languages," she said. When barriers persist, she said, the county purchases additional interpreter services.

"We're real sensitive to the communication issue so I don't think that will be a problem for us," she said.
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