Health Care Challenges in Rural Areas
Wednesday, August 28, 2002
Objective of this session: 
Discuss challenges in rural areas in providing and sustaining health care; discuss how rural development can sustain the healthcare system in rural areas; how health care providers can stimulate the economy.

Ultimate question: 
What can be done to promote healthcare/hospitals in rural areas?

Attendees were broken into groups to answer the following questions: 
1. What are the healthcare challenges that communities and residents face? 
· Limited Access 

· Cost/Affordability 

· Uninsured 

· Quality of Care 

· Communication 

· EMS locale 

· Long-term care 

· Health Departments 

· Shortages in Mental Health and Dental treatment 

· Substance Abuse 

· Distance 

· Preventative care and nutrition 

· Supplemental v. prescriptive medicine


2. What are the challenges that health care providers in rural areas face? 

· Difficulty receiving prompt reimbursements 

· Medicare and Medicaid financing 

· Facilities 

· Compliance issues—rules and regulations not drafted with rural communities in mind 

· Programs are not incentive-based 

· Small hospital competition 

· Little to no Profit 

· Demographics: high elderly population, higher risks populations in general 

· Low reimbursements 

· Few individuals interested in rural health care 

· Doctors are spread too thin; shortage of time 

· High cost of malpractice insurance

Presenters stated that Illinois is doing a series of public forums. They have done the forums on topics from women's health to workforce challenges, providing a chance for individuals to provide input into challenges faced in rural healthcare. Presenters shared the results of a study done to compare urban and rural insurance rates, which showed that rural residents have a lower chance of having health care insurance than urban residents. 

Presenters also discussed economic development issues, introducing a report titled, “The Economic Impact of the Health Care Industry in Coles County, Illinois”. This report discusses and proves the benefits of maintaining a strong health care industry in rural areas. Benefits include improving the quality of life in a community, providing nearly 20% of a rural area's economic capital, and providing jobs for the community in the healthcare sector and in the commercial sector as well. 

Coles County, Indiana, has formed a board that comes together to address issues involving economic development within the community and the ways that the health care industry contributes to development in their county. This group has become a self-sustaining one, in part due to their focus on establishing health care alliances with small towns in Coles County. The board has also bought land at an industrial park, and has worked to sell it off after developing the land. They are selling the land as needed in order to sustain the board. 

The concluding remarks of the session showed that the aging population drives the health care industry. This demographic requires stable growth upward in the health care industry. Partnerships to find future workforce members should be established (for instance, through community colleges, etc.). This upcoming health care challenge will affect rural areas more dramatically due to the higher age average in rural areas, so providing support to health care systems will increasingly benefit rural areas by preparing the economy as well as the health care industry for the aging population.

