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Help getting out of medical debt 
By Charles "Chip" Joffe-Halpern 
Thursday, July 29, 2004 - If you read this column and share it with at least one friend, you will help the residents of North Berkshire save tens of thousands of dollars in medical costs. We are serious. 

To follow-up on my column of last week, one of the real tragedies in this country is the number of individuals who deny themselves health care because they don't realize they are eligible for free or reduced fee medical treatment, and they may already be in medical debt. 

For example 70 percent of all uninsured children are eligible for free or low-cost health care. It has been estimated that more than 43 percent of all eligible adults are not aware they can receive free care at any Massachusetts hospital or community health center, even for services already received. On average, the staff at Ecu-Health Care at North Adams Regional Hospital helps individuals resolve more than $45,000 in medical debt every three months. 

As a service to the community here is a list of important free or reduced fee programs that thousands of North Berkshire residents are eligible for, but they may not know it. Please call Ecu-Health Care at 663-8711 for enrollment in any of these programs. As best as we can, let's help our approximately 4,000 uninsured family members and friends stay healthy and help get them out of medical debt. Spread the word! 

Free care at any hospital in Massachusetts 

All residents in Massachusetts are eligible for free care or partial free-care at any acute care hospital in Massachusetts, even for past bills, if they fall within income guidelines, which are $18,624 for a single person and $37,704 for a family of four. If you are insured, this will also cover hospital co-pays and deductibles not covered by your insurance or Medicare. Above these income guidelines, individuals may be eligible for reduced fee care. 

Ecu-Health Care 

This is a reduced fee health care access program, available thanks to the voluntary efforts of the physicians of North Berkshire. It is available to income eligible, uninsured residents of North Berkshire and Southern Vermont. Income guidelines include $18,624 for a single person and $37,704 for a family of four. 

MassHealth and The Children's Medical Security Plan 

There are a number of programs now for low to moderate-income children, families and some childless adults. Again 70 percent of all uninsured children are eligible for MassHealth as are many adults. Some families who have insurance may now be able to have their premiums paid for by the Commonwealth. 

Assistance for medications 

As noted in a previous column, Prescription Advantage is the state's prescription drug program for seniors and for the income eligible disabled under age 65. Current enrollment period for most applicants ends September 30. 

Many pharmaceutical companies will provide a 3-month supply of free medications for chronic conditions. This is available to income eligible residents of all age groups. 

The Insurance Partnership 
This state reimbursement program makes health insurance more affordable for the self-employed and small businesses with 50 or fewer full-time employees. The employer must contribute at least 50 percent of the cost health premiums employees must fall within certain income guidelines to be eligible for reimbursements. 

Medicare premium assistance 

Called the MassHealth Buy-In Program, this helps income and asset-eligible Medicare beneficiaries pay their monthly Medicare premiums. This can save seniors and the disabled $800.00 per year. 

Project HEROA of the Women's Health Network 

Provides free mammograms, pap smears and OBGYN exams to women over 40 who meet income guidelines. The same benefits are offered to women under 40 if there is a direct history of breast or cervical cancer in the family. 

Men's health screenings 

Free monthly health screenings for men age 18 and over, held at North Adams Regional Hospital. These screenings focus on cardiovascular disease, diabetes, prostate cancer, and obesity. To enroll, call 664-5173. 

Women's health screenings 

Free monthly health screenings for women are also held at North Adams Regional Hospital. Women are screened for diabetes, heart disease, hypertension, cholesterol and blood pressure. Breast exams are provided as indicated. To enroll call 664-5173. 
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