Northern Michigan woman's death raises calls to restore adult Medicaid dental benefits
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West Michigan dentists and mental health advocates are calling on state officials to restore adult Medicaid dental benefits eliminated earlier this year. The push comes after a severely mentally impaired Alpena County woman died this week, reportedly when an infection in her mouth went untreated.

“It’s a serious, serious issue,” said Dr. John Vander Kolk, dental director at Health Intervention Services, a Burton Heights clinic that provides affordable dental care to the working poor.  “I’m sure we’ve had deaths in Grand Rapids due to dental infection, even as recently as this year, but those are hard to document because of (privacy) laws,” he said.  

Dr. Douglas Klein, president of the West Michigan District Dental Society, said news of the woman’s death stunned those in his field.  “We strongly believe this is an example of why the state of Michigan must restore Medicaid adult dental benefits,” he said.

The woman, who has not been identified, lived in a group home and was treated at a dental clinic in Cheyboygan County for infected teeth, said Dr. Tom Veryser, executive director of the nonprofit Michigan Community Dental Clinics, whose agency operates the clinic.

“When this came across my desk, I almost flipped out because my worst fear has been realized, and it’s one of the most vulnerable populations,” he said.

Because the woman was developmentally disabled, he said, she needed to be hospitalized and sedated for the procedure. Veryser said dentists at the clinic were going to donate their services, but Medicaid coverage was needed to cover the $5,000 in hospital costs.

The patient was scheduled for surgery June 26 but was sent home by the anesthesiologist because of fluid in her lungs, he said. The procedure was rescheduled, but adult dental Medicaid benefits were cut July 1, following an executive order by Gov. Jennifer Granholm.

Veryser said the patient died as hospital staff and clinic doctors were working to get medical justification for the procedure from an oncologist, who determined the woman’s declining health and elevated white blood cell count was caused by infected teeth.  “Had the system not been interrupted, this lady would have been treated in the hospital in July and we wouldn’t have had to go through a (medical) justification process,” Veryser said.

Michigan Community Health Department spokeswoman Kelly Niebel said the state is looking into the report to determine what happened.  “We learned of this on Monday. We have very limited information,” Niebel said. “It sounds like a tragic situation.”

Gov. Granholm’s spokeswoman, Liz Boyd, said the governor cannot appropriate money into the state budget and “is in a fight” to increase Medicaid funding in the form of a physician tax that will net the state hundreds of millions of dollars to serve the poor, the disabled, the elderly and our children.

“While DCH awaits official conformation on the details of this tragedy, it underscores the need in our state and why Gov. Granholm will continue to fight for increased funding,” Boyd said.

News of the woman’s death prompted a citizens group called Progress Michigan to demand Senate Republicans support the Granholm-backed tax on doctor’s services to fund Medicaid.

“You know, people always say that you can’t put a price on a human life, but in this case, you can — $5,000,” said David Holtz, executive director of Progress Michigan, referring to the cost of the woman’s hospital stay Medicaid declined to cover. “This woman would still be alive if her coverage had been intact.”

