Telegram and Gazette - 03/09/2025

Page : A10

TELEGRAM.COM | SUNDAY, MARCH 9, 2025 | 11A

COMMENTARY

Cutting Medicaid Rx for
disaster in Central Mass.
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In Worcester County, thousands of our neighbors
rely on Medicaid for health care, mental health sup-
port, and services that allow people with disabilities
to live independently in their communities. Medicaid
isn’tjustaline item in a federal budget — it is a lifeline
for low-income families, seniors and individuals with
disabilities. Yet, proposed federal Medicaid cuts
threaten to dismantle critical services, leaving the
most vulnerable members of our community without
the care they need.

At Open Sky Community Services, we see first-
hand how Medicaid — called MassHealth in Massa-
chusetts — helps people thrive. It provides mental
health services to individuals struggling with trauma
and serious mental illness, funds home- and commu-
nity-based services for those with developmental dis-
abilities, and ensures that low-income parents and
children have access to preventive health care. With-
out Medicaid, many of these individuals would have
nowhere to turn.

The proposed changes — including deep funding
cuts, bureaucratic work reporting requirements and
reductions in federal contributions to state Medicaid
programs — would be devastating for Worcester
County. Here’s what they would mean for our commu-
nity:

o People with disabilities losing critical support

Massachusetts has worked for decades to expand
community-based services so that individuals with
disabilities can live in their own homes rather than
institutions. The Department of Developmental Ser-
vices and the Department of Mental Health rely on
Medicaid to fund group homes, personal care atten-
dants, and supported employment programs. Under
the proposed cuts, these services would face severe
funding reductions, leading to longer wait-lists and
fewer resources for those who need them most.

Without Medicaid-funded supports, many people
with disabilities would be forced into institutional
settings, stripping them of their independence and
dramatically increasing costs for the state. Communi-
ty-based care is not only more humane, it is also more
cost-effective. Yet, these proposed cuts threaten to
roll back decades of progress.

e More people facing mental health crises with-
out treatment

Massachusetts, like the rest of the nation, is in the
midst of a mental health crisis. Worcester County has
seen a surge in demand for mental health services, yet
resources remain limited. Medicaid is the largest fun-
der of mental health treatment in the country, ensur-
ing that individuals can access therapy, medication
and crisis intervention services.

If federal funding is slashed, mental health provid-
ers will be forced to reduce services, leading to longer
wait times for treatment and more individuals in cri-
sis without support. We know what happens when
people can’'t access care: hospitalizations increase,
hospital emergency departments become over-
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whelmed, and far too often, individuals end up in the
criminal justice system instead of receiving the treat-
ment they need.

o Working families and seniors struggling to ac-
cess care

Medicaid expansion has been a game-changer for
Massachusetts, providing health coverage to low-in-
come adults who previously fell through the cracks.
The proposed federal cuts would eliminate the en-
hanced federal funding for Medicaid expansion,
shifting the cost burden to the state. This would likely
lead to coverage losses for thousands of residents in
Worcester County who depend on Medicaid for doctor
visits, prescriptions and preventive care.

Seniors would also be disproportionately affected.
Many rely on Medicaid for home health aides and
long-term care services that allow them to age in
place rather than move into a nursing home. Cuts to
these services would put more pressure on families to
provide care, forcing many to leave the workforce or
make impossible financial decisions.

o Financial ¢ es for M husetts
and Worcester County

Medicaid is not just a health care program, it is also
a key component of our state’s economy. Medicaid
generates much of the federal revenue that the state
receives, as the state gets reimbursed for half of every
dollar it spends. If these proposed cuts go through, the
state will face a massive funding shortfall, forcing
policymakers to make painful choices between cut-
ting health and human services, raising taxes or di-
verting funds from other essential programs like edu-
cation and public safety.

Hospitals, community health centers and human
service providers across Worcester County would
also feel the impact. As Medicaid reimbursements
shrink, some providers may be forced to scale back
services, limit patient intake or even close their doors.
This would lead to reduced access to care and gener-
ally weaken our communities.

We must protect Medicaid.

The Medicaid program reflects our values as a
community, ensuring that no one is left behind simply
because they cannot afford health care. The proposed
cuts are not just numbers on a page; they represent
real harm to real people — our neighbors, our friends
and our loved ones.

As Congress debates the future of Medicaid, I urge
our elected officials to stand up for the people of
Worcester County. Cutting Medicaid will not save
money, it will only shift costs to states, local commu-
nities and struggling families. The consequences will
be felt in overburdened emergency departments, in
rising rates of homelessness, and in the loss of critical
services for people with disabilities and mental
health needs.

We cannot afford to move backward. We must pro-
tect Medicaid and ensure that every person in our
community has access to the health care and support
they need to live a full and meaningful life.

1 encourage residents of Worcester County to con-
tact their congressional representatives and demand
that they oppose these harmful Medicaid cuts. Our
community depends on it.

Ken Bates is president and CEO of Open Sky Com-
munity Services, a nonprofit behavioral health and
human services organization based in Worcester.
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Eagles and
wildlife at risk
from SGAR
poisoning

Did you know that we have bald eagles living in
Worcester?

On social media I periodically see pictures of them
spotted in the city, like celebrities. As a nature lover
who also calls Worcester home, this makes me happy,
and I am always hopeful that I'll catch a glimpse of
one during the day. Unfortunately, our Worcester ea-
gles, like most eagles living in populated areas, are
facing a major threat that many people aren’t even
aware of: the widespread use of dangerous rat poi-
sons called second-generation anti-coagulant ro-
denticides, or SGARs.

According to Mass Audubon, at least four bald ea-
gles in the state have died due to SGAR poisoning
since 2021. However, the problem goes far beyond ea-
gles. Staggering numbers of other birds of prey, in-
cluding owls and hawks, are also routinely being poi-
soned. Other wildlife such as foxes, fishers and
coyotes are also seriously affected. It is not unusual
for pets like cats and dogs to be poisoned too. Even
people, particularly children, are at risk.

How is this happening? Banned from retail sale
by the Environmental Protection Agency in 2015 due
to the danger they pose, SGARs are still widely used
legally by licensed commercial pest control compa-
nies. These poisons are usually found in black bait
boxes often placed near dumpsters, outside of
stores and even in residential areas. After a rodent
eats the bait, it can take up to a week for it to die. The
poison slows it down and thus it becomes easy prey
for anything that eats rodents. Then those predators
are poisoned too, often dying a slow, excruciating
death.

How common is this problem? It is impossible to
know the full extent of wildlife poisoned by SGARs
since known cases are not formally tracked. Also,
most poisoned wildlife will die in the wild. If found at
all, it will likely not be tested for exposure to these
poisons. However, there is information available that
points to how devastating the impacts are.

A 2020 study conducted by Dr. Maureen Murray,
director of the Tufts University Wildlife Clinic in
Grafton, found that 100% of 43 red-tailed hawks who
died of any cause at the clinic tested positive for ex-
posure to anti-coagulant rodenticides. Also, a 2021
study performed by researchers affiliated with the
University of Georgia found that of 116 deceased bald
eagles received from across the country, 83% had
been exposed to anti-coagulant rodenticides. Still
not convinced? Follow a certified wildlife rehabilita-
tor on social media and you will see firsthand ac-
counts of this distressing and sadly all-too-common
issue.

Iunderstand the need for effective rodent control.
However, SGARs are not required for this — a fact
made clear in the 2024 Boston Rodent Action Plan
report prepared by nationally recognized urban ro-
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