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Title: The Extent and Impacts of Health Insurance Coverage for VI Children
Recently the topic of health insurance, particularly for children, has been popping up in the media and in social conversations throughout the territory.

With today’s rising medical costs, health coverage is especially important for our children. Children without health insurance coverage are much less likely to receive needed immunizations against major health setbacks, or even regular preventive health care. Unless seriously hurt or ill, they are less likely to get needed care for actual health concerns or problems, or to obtain and take prescription medicines. Consequently, children without health care coverage attend fewer days of school and participate less in regular activities outside of school, thus sacrificing another “strengthener” in their lives.
An estimated 7,000 Virgin Islands children under age 18 are uninsured. Of these approximately 2,000 are under the age of 5, and the other 5,000 are of school age, from 5-17 years. Additionally, more than half of all 18-24 year-olds are also estimated to lack health care coverage, a sizeable number of whom have minor children they must care for.

 Employer-sponsored coverage, available to 51% of VI residents, is the largest insurance resource in the territory (though some employees don’t access it, and not all coverage is total). Twenty-one percent of VI residents rely on various forms of public coverage, including Medicaid, Medicare, and Veteran’s Insurance, while 4% purchase individual health coverage. That leaves nearly a quarter (24%) of Virgin Islanders who are uninsured.

 In a recent policy brief, the National Center for Family Support cites inadequate local  insurance funding and provider capacity in the US offshore territories, and cites many difficulties territories have in gaining access to federal insurance funding mechanisms (with the relative isolation of US offshore territories as a factor limiting access to alternatives).
In particular, the Virgin Islands and other territories have an imposed annual cap on federal Medicaid participation, including the federally-funded Children’s Health Insurance Program (CHIP). Designed for low income children who are not covered by Medicaid, CHIP is severely limited by the territory’s funding formula. 

The need is clear in the Virgin Islands for greater access to insurance coverage, especially for families supporting dependents, and for children themselves. The need – and the challenge -- of covering the uninsured increases each year as federal government revenue supports continue to dwindle, and overall health care costs continue to rise. 

Other states are hard at work seeking and implementing ways to provide coverage for their uninsured citizens. Here in the Virgin Islands, where our hospitals accumulate uncompensated costs that taxpayers end up paying for each year, we hope to move forward as a community to seek appropriate and effective solutions to provide basic health supports for our youth. We say that children come first, and if so, what’s the most important thing we can ensure our children?

That they’re safe and healthy.

