Forum Focus

How can Missouri address its
dental care crisis? What can
southwest Missouri do to
reach out to the growing
Hispanic community? How
can communities encourage
their young people to enter
medical professions and then
return home to provide care?

These and many other questions were
asked at the Missouri Foundation for
Health'’s fourth forum of 2004, held at
the Monett South Park Casino Hall in
Monett on April 29. Co-sponsored by
Barry-Lawrence Advocates Standing
Together, the forum welcomed 33
citizens from seven surrounding
counties. While the problems are
numerous, the ideas for addressing
southwest Missouri’s health care
issues are there.

Issues facing immigrants were at
the forefront of the discussion.
Citizens noted the need for and
importance of cultural training for
medical staff and translators to assist
in doctor visits. At present, Hispanic
children often have to translate for
their parents in medical situations,
putting a tremendous burden on the
child and the parents. This language
barrier also can result in serious
unnecessary or incorrect procedures.
According to one speaker, a Hispanic
man who had heartburn underwent
heart surgery because of
miscommunication.

Poor dental care has become a
familiar topic to the Foundation, and
it was again highlighted at the Monett

M

forum. Monett area citizens cited the
lack of programs and funding for
dental education. An unidentified
speaker stated that there is only one
four-year dental hygienist program in
Missouri. Although there are
additional two-year programs,
forgivable loans are only available for
those attending the four-year
program. Nancy Burks, Area
Community Health, Pineville, shared
a recent conversation with a dental
professor, who said the cost of
maintaining dental equipment is so
exorbitant that fewer universities are
willing to fund dental programs. An
additional speaker highlighted the
controversy surrounding whether
dental hygienists could provide some
services independently. The speaker

“We are very understaffed as far as a lot

of our health professionals go, but

dentists are going fo continue to plague

us as an outstanding need until we wake

up and start really addressing this issue.”

Bonnie Briley, Department of Health and
Senior Services, Springfield

noted that hygienists could serve
some of the Medicaid patients
dentists do not accept.

Dentists are not the only health
professional shortage in Missouri.
Multiple speakers expressed their
organizations’ needs for nurses and
qualified professionals. Bonnie Briley,
Department of Health and Senior
Services, explained that public health
departments are often at a
disadvantage because they offer
smaller salaries and fewer benefits
than private practices. Briley
referenced Southwest Missouri Area
Health Education Center's Aces
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Program, which works on bringing
students into health care professions.
“We are trying to get these students ...
to learn about health care ... so that
they will come back to where they are
from and service these areas,” said
Michelle Elton. Others addressed how
the high cost of malpractice insurance,
low salaries and rural isolation are
preventing young health care
professionals from returning to their
home towns to practice. However,
there is a local program that is working
to recruit young Hispanics into health
professions.

As the Foundation has learned in
previous visits to southwest Missouri,
domestic violence, child abuse,
substance abuse, teen pregnancy and

“We've shipped people to Columbia,
Jeff City and put somebody on an
ambulance ... for a psych bed, but
by the time they got there the psych
bed was gone and we had to bring
them back by ambulance,”

Don Buchanan, Aurora Hospital, Aurora

obesity are prevalent in this area of the
state. Speakers stressed the
importance of education in preventing
these issues. Mental health care also
continues to be a concern, particularly
the lack of psychiatric hospital beds
and case management services.

Affordable care is an underlying
problem in Missouri, and this
community faces it regularly. In
particular, one speaker noted the lack
of affordable women'’s health care.
“Women’s general health, breast
exams, cervical cancer issues, pap
smears — those are just not available
throughout the community for women
without their own means to pay for it.”

Another gap exists for children with
special health care needs. Parents are
often unable to find care for these
children, particularly if they have
health problems themselves, said
LaRaeda Sullivan, Department of
Health and Human Services.

Submitting written comments,
Joanne Manning, Aurora, listed a
number of challenges with Missouri’s
health care, including high costs for
doctor visits and a lack of
transportation.

While the problems sometimes seem
insurmountable, Briley noted
southwest Missouri’s new federally
qualified health care centers and rich
atmosphere of cooperation. “We have
people willing to get out there and
volunteer their time and effort to make
things better for the community. I don't
think that this particular attitude is as
prevalent to the rest of the state as it
is here.”
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