Child dental care worsening
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STUDY CITES LOW
MEDICAID PAYMENTS,
FEW CLINICS IN STATE

ASSOCIATED PRESS

LOUISVILLE — Most chil-
dren eligible for dental treat-
ment under government health
plans aren't taking advantage of
it, health advocates say.

About two-thirds of the
366,000 children eligible for
dental treatment under Medic-
aid and the Kentucky Children’s
Health Insurance Program
didn’t see a dentist last year, ac-
cording to a new study by the
non-profit Kentucky Youth Ad-
vocates. Most were in rural
counties.

About 43 percent of children
ages 2 to 4 had untreated tooth
decay, and nearly 10 percent
had emergency-room treatment
for severe infection or decay, ac-
cording to a 2001 survey by the
University of Kentucky.

More than half of licensed
dentists don't see Medicaid pa-

tients, according to the study.
Of the 2,169 state-licensed den-
tists, 871 billed the state for
treating Medicaid patients in
2002.

Many dentists complain that
reimbursement rates are too
low. Payments to health
providers, including dentists,
have been frozen in recent years
because of the state’s Medicaid
budget problems. The study by
the advocates reports that Med-
icaid covers about half the cost
of dental procedures for chil-
dren.

Kentucky has among the
lowest Medicaid reimbursement
rates, according to Dr. James
Cecil, administrator of oral
health for the Health Services
Cabinet.

“In parts of Kentucky, there
are no Medicaid providers who
will see new patients,” said Ce-
cil, who is also a dental profes-
sor at the university.

Dr. J. David Hardison, a
dentistry professor at the Uni-
versity of Kentucky who assist-
ed in the study and led the uni-
versity survey in 2001, said
dentists who accept govern-
ment health plans aren’t widely

available. He said a lack of
transportation in rural areas
and lack of understanding of
the importance of treating den-
tal disease contribute to poor
dental care.

Hardison said the problem
has worsened since the late
1980s, the last time a survey
was done.

“It bothers me on a personal
level that we have children in
our state that have world-class
dental problems,” he said.
“That’s not acceptable to me.”

Hardison said 40 percent of
preschool children have never
been to dentists. About 28 per-
cent of grade-school children
had untreated dental decay.

Cecil said the state spends
about $2 million a year on oral
health. Surrounding states, he
said, do more and spend more
to provide community clinics
for people who can't afford care.

He said Tennessee spends
about $14 million a year to run
the clinics. But the only such
clinics in Kentucky are a com-
munity health center and the
dental schools at the University
of Kentucky and the University
of Louisville.



