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The competitive dialing system for TennCare Standard Spend
Down unfairly pits the disabled against people with faster fingers
and quicker minds, advocates say.

The 2,500 slots for applications were all filled within an hour and a
half after the call-in began Monday evening — a process made
even more confusing because of a technical glitch that kept any
calls from getting answered for 20 of those minutes.

Advocates believe the stateʼs cumbersome application process for
the health insurance violates the Americans with Disabilities Act.

“Did it not occur to anyone that making it like the Oklahoma Land
Rush isnʼt fair?” said Michele Johnson, managing attorney for the

Tennessee Justice Center, an advocacy
organization for the stateʼs vulnerable
populations.

The call-in actually increases accessibility
for the disabled, said Susan Sizemore,
director of communications for the
Tennessee Department of Human
Services, which handles the applications.

People in wheelchairs or with other
mobility issues donʼt have to leave their
homes to vie for an application. Sizemore
also pointed out that the state had a TTY
system — a special text telephone for the

deaf and speech-impaired — in place to take their calls.

But the woman who heads the Tennessee Disability Coalition says
the call-in does not make the program more accessible.

Advocates: TennCare call-in process for aid program isn't fair
Advocates say need for speed is unfair
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“I think there is an argument to be made that they have not been
open to reasonable accommodation,” said Executive Director Carol
Westlake. “Essentially, what the ADA says is that states have to
make reasonable modifications to their policies and procedures in
order not to discriminate against people with disabilities.”

Westlake, who is in Atlanta this week for a meeting with Medicaid
officials, said she plans to bring up the fairness issue. Standard
Spend Down is intended to help low-income people with high
unpaid medical bills who are elderly, blind, disabled or the
caretaker relative of a Medicaid-eligible child. The state sets limits
on how people can apply because DHS does not have the
manpower to process a larger number of applications while
complying with timeliness requirements.

Westlake said her organization has complained to state officials,
but “it essentially fell on deaf ears.”

Johnson noted that there are many types of disabilities, ranging
from mental issues to rheumatoid arthritis, that can put someone at
a disadvantage.

“If you have one of those disabilities, without help, you would have
been locked out of the program,” Johnson said. “Thatʼs what the
ADA is about — giving people a fair shot.”

Dan Ramey, a social worker, volunteered his time to help a woman
blind from a stroke do her competitive dialing. They got through
about 10 minutes after the state began taking calls. Sheʼs now on
the list for an application.

“Itʼs more restrictive and more cumbersome with whatever disability
or medical problem that youʼve got,” Ramey said.

One year after Spend Down was set up, only 935 people have
gained admittance into the program even though it is supposed to
cover up to 7,000. The state has opened enrollment three times
with the evening call-ins. The 2,500-applicant limit was reached in
about an hour with the two previous call-ins.

This time it lasted longer, but that was probably because of the
glitch.

Tony Garr, policy director of the Tennessee Health Care Campaign,
who called in for a client, said he got a recording at 6:29 p.m.
saying the call-in period had closed. Subsequent messages said all
circuits were busy. He kept trying until he got the client signed up at
7:17 p.m., minutes before the limit was reached.

“Due to a technical issue with a long-distance phone carrier, the
phone lines during the Standard Spend Down were not operating
between 6:25 p.m. to 6:45 p.m. when callers either heard an on-
hold message or a busy signal,” Sizemore said. “The situation was
quickly remedied and by 7:30 p.m. all 2,500 calls had been taken.”
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The program receives its funding from seed money raised by
Tennessee hospitals, which pay an “enhanced coverage fee” so the
state can receive two-to-one matching federal funding. The self-
imposed fee covers a variety of TennCare programs.

Craig Becker, president of the Tennessee Hospital Association,
said Standard Spend Down accounts for a small portion of the
funding.

Hospitals wanted to support the program to lessen the burden of
uninsured people going to emergency rooms for care.

Said Becker: “We would like to see 7,000 covered.”

Contact Tom Wilemon at twilemon@tennessean.com or 615-
726-5961.
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