“Medicaid
expansion helped
me tackle my
opioid addiction
and become a
resource in the
recovery of
others.”

JASON, 35, HELENA

My name is Jason McNees and I
am 35 years old, a Peer Support
Specialist, and a lifelong
Montanan living and working in
Helena. Medicaid expansion
helped me tackle my opioid
addiction and become a resource in
the recovery of others.
As a child my parents relied on
Medicaid to provide me with health
care. In young adulthood I worked
jobs that did not provide access to
health insurance, so I remained
uninsured, and unable to address
health issues. When Medicaid was
expanded in 2016, it had been over a
decade since I had received
consistent medical care. I enrolled
the first year it was expanded and
used my insurance to access dental
care, vision, and medical care. The
program was affordable for me, with
my insurance premium at only $20 a
month, and my copays varying from
$4 to $20 based on the appointment.
Most importantly, Medicaid
expansion led to excelled recovery
and my current employment.

At the time I enrolled in Medicaid, I
also chose to seek care for my opioid
addiction. I utilized Helena Indian
Alliances recovery services. I excelled
in recovery and gained a job in the
process.
We all know that we need more
robust recovery programs to tackle
addictions in our state.
In March 2018 I began working as a
Peer Support Specialist, still using
Medicaid as my form of insurance to
maintain my health. I designed and
built a peer support program that has
a 76% success rate, which we
measure based on retention and
continuation in the program- more
than 2 visits qualify as a success. I
work to help others achieve and
maintain sobriety and shift their life
trajectory.
Medicaid has absolutely altered my
life and played a major role in
my current success. Having
health insurance lifted the
financial burden off my back
and allowed me to focus on
recovery.

“WITH
IMPROVED
HEALTH, I CAN
GO TO SCHOOL
AND WORK
AND ENGAGE
IN COMMUNITY
EVENTS
INSTEAD OF
BEING SICK
HOME AND
SUFFERING.”
I grew up and currently live in Great
Falls with my husband. I had access to
health insurance until the age of 18
through Medicaid, but my health
issues did not begin to impede on my
life until about 2010-2011, when I
was 19.
At 19 I began to experience bouts of
debilitating vertigo; with no warning
my ears would go deaf for a half an
hour, and I was left nauseated and
unable to move. I also began to
experience chronic pain throughout
my body, making it difficult to get out
of bed and walk. For the vertigo I paid

SARAH, 27, GREAT FALLS
out of pocket to go to the doctor,
who told me I had motion sickness.
For the chronic pain I paid out of
pocket to go to a physical therapist,
who said I needed an MRI for any
formal diagnosis, something I was
unable to afford for nearly seven
years. In 2014 I paid out of pocket for
a doctor and was incorrectly
diagnosed with Celiac after which I
changed my diet to gluten free, but it
did not seem to help. Without health
insurance or means to address my
physical ailments, I had to leave
school, and could only hold a job for
around a month before my health
problems would interfere.

Medicaid expansion turned things
around for me. My husband is
disabled and works with a job coach
through his own Medicaid, so when
Medicaid was expanded, the job
coach mentioned it to me and
assisted me in getting enrolled. I
immediately took full advantage,
getting all the tests that had been
suggested to me throughout the
years that I could not afford to pay
out of pocket. I
found out my
Celiac was a
misdiagnosis,
and was
diagnosed with
Ehlers Danlos
Syndrome,
complex regional pain syndrome and
Meniere's inner ear disorder.
Complex Regional Pain Syndrome is a
debilitating nerve disorder that
progresses over time, thanks to
Medicaid expansion I get to prevent
the permanent nerve damage the
syndrome can cause. With Ehlers
Danlos Syndrome, I can dislocate
most of my joints and they don’t pop
back in place; physical therapy that I
access through Medicaid is the only
thing that really helps. It prevents me
from having to get surgery and has
enabled me to get stronger. I was
previously unable to walk even two
blocks, now I can walk 1.5 miles and
do squats. I now take anti-nausea

medications and anti-vertigo
medications that have lessened the
severity of my inner ear symptoms. If
Medicaid had been expanded when I
turned 18, I would have received a
correct diagnosis instead of waiting
for 7 years in pain.
I am now planning to enroll at Great
Falls College. Medicaid expansion is
the only reason I can do so. I want
legislators to know that this not just a

faceless economic issue. People’s
lives are at stake. Health insurance
allowed me to address chronic health
issues that were holding me back.
Because of Medicaid expansion I will
be able to return to work soon, and I
am able to return to school. Medicaid
provides people with chronic
unaddressed health issues the ability
to improve their health, which
increases their quality of life and the
economy. With improved health,
people like me can go to school and
work and engage in community
events instead of being home sick
and suffering.

ANDREA, 51, HAVRE

I am a 24/7/365 caregiver of my two
adult children with Autism; my
daughter Kerrie who is 21 and my son
Drew who is 19 and about ready to
graduate from Havre High School. I
have been their constant caregiver
since birth, but especially since they
were diagnosed in 2005. In Montana,
you can either be a caregiver and be
compensated for your time and work
or be a guardian. For me, being a
guardian was most important to
make sure my kids will always be

protected physically, medically and

\

financially. Since their diagnosis, I
have been the one to take them to
appointments and therapies, and the
one who has attended meetings and
picked them up from school if they
were having bad days.
Being a full-time unpaid caregiver and
legal guardian of both, there is no
extra down time. I am unable to find
meaningful employment outside the
home other than the bare minimum I
do now, which brings in
approximately $160 a
month. I am only able to
do this job because it
allows me to take my
children with me as they
help and are learning job
skills. Luckily, both of my children

qualified for SSI because of their
Autism and have their own health
care covered. But when my exhusband left, so did our only income
and the health insurance I had. I
rarely used this health insurance
while still married, but eventually I
realized that I needed to be healthy
for my kids.
Following my divorce, I got on the
Obama-Care website just to get a
feeling of how much insurance would
cost me, even though I believed I
could never afford it. It was on that
site that I learned I qualified for
Medicaid expansion! I cannot tell you
what a surprise and relief it was to
know that I would be able to access
health insurance.

I am the only one
who cares for my
kids and if I get
sick, my kids’
care suffers.
Having Medicaid
expansion is a
Godsend, a
lifeline to me.
My family has a history of illness like
diabetes, cancer and glaucoma. To be
able to go in for annual check-ups
and have access to preventive care
and get mammograms to maintain

my health has been priceless to me
and my family. It is one less thing for
me to worry and stress about;
healthcare helps me remain healthy
for my family.
The rest of my life will be spent caring
for my kids at home, making sure
they are in a safe environment
receiving the quality of care they
deserve. Losing Medicaid expansion
would not only put my life and my
future in jeopardy, but also the future
of my kids, who are dependent on me
as a caregiver. If I become unhealthy
and am unable to access health care
my children could end up
institutionalized. Institutionalization
would not only cost the government
more money, but it would be a
separation of my family and
extremely emotionally distressing.

Medicaid expansion enables
me to take care of myself so I
can take care of my children, it
means I get to watch my
children thrive and my family
gets to stay together.
Please re-authorize this life saving
law.

MYKAL and JULIE, MISSOULA

When Montana expanded Medicaid,
it was the first time that I was able to
meet my health needs without
worrying about how I was going to
afford the care. Medicaid is not a
hand out, but a hand up. I want to be
able to move forward, to have a job,
and yet know that my wife, Julie, is
taken care of. It is so freeing.
We moved to Missoula in March of
2015 but miscalculated the housing
market and ended up living in our car
for five months. We were actually

looking for a doctor for Julie
when we came across
Partnership Health Center.
Julie was born with spina
bifida and is permanently
disabled and covered by
Medicaid. Partnership had a
sliding fee scale, so I could also
afford to see a doctor even
though I was uninsured.

It was at Partnership that I got
connected to the proper
medication to treat my bipolar disorder and got the
counseling that I need to deal
with my Asperger’s. For years,
I was over-medicated and misdiagnosed. I went from being a
zombie to functional. At one
point when we were living in
North Carolina, I was
institutionalized and so overmedicated that my wife barely
recognized me.
I haven’t been able to work because
of my mental health issue. I have a
very high anxiety level which makes it
very difficult to maintain a job. For a
long time, I didn’t realize what it was.
I had a rare reaction to lithium that
rotted out my teeth. Medicaid paid
for my dentures and I am able to eat
without pain. I am able to actually
interact and have the confidence to

smile at people. The confidence helps
with the anxiety.
I am studying to become a medical
billing coder, but right now I do a
little web design and computer
repair. Between Julie’s SSI check and
the work that I am able to pick up, we
live on $1000 a month.
Medicaid expansion means being
able to keep Julie out of an
institution. That saves the state a lot
of money and helps her health and
well-being. Julie is on a waiver
program that covers an aide for three
hours a day. They help Julie bathe,
get dressed, and do some light
housework. Other than that, I am a
24 hour a day caregiver. Whenever
something needs done, I do it.
Whatever the aides don’t do, I do.
She is limited in physical ability, but
not mental ability.
Having access to the counselor and
the proper medication has allowed
me to have a normal life and look
forward to employment, rather than
just accepting a disability payment. It
has allowed me to be a functional
human being. Expanded Medicaid is
providing me independence. I am not
stuck with health problems that I
can’t address.

So even when I do go to work, it is
only going to be part time. I already
have a full-time job. I am a caregiver
to my wife who is permanently
disabled. That is my job. My job is to
keep her out of an institution.
Update:
Since I first shared my story, I have
gone from primary care giver to
primary care coordinator. In early
January, I was diagnosed with Balo’s
Disease, a rare but aggressive form of
Multiple Sclerosis. The first lesion on
my brain knocked out sensation and
motor function to my right arm. I can
no longer do stuff that requires two
hands, which is most of the care that
Julie requires.
This was after two stints in the
hospital and being transferred to
Spokane. Without Medicaid, there is
no way I can afford treatment for this
disease with regular MRIs and
expensive prescriptions. Without
treatment, Balo’s is extremely
debilitating, but my doctor is hopeful
that I can return to somewhat normal
function. That is the entire purpose,
to get through this spat, figure out
how to adapt, figure out how to do
things, and get better.

”WITHIN THE
FIRST EIGHT
OR NINE
MONTHS OF
BEING
ENROLLED, I
ACCESSED

JENNIFER, 51, CLINTON

LIFE-SAVING
CARE.”

My name is Jennifer Harrington, I
grew up in the Missoula Valley and I
currently live in Clinton. I am a
mother of two working part time and
finishing my graduate thesis at the
University of Montana. I have access
to health care because of Medicaid
expansion.
My challenges accessing health care
began my freshman year of college. I
aged out of my childhood health
insurance plan at 18 and decided to
enroll in the student health insurance
plan with Blue Cross Blue Shield. I
wanted to seek treatment and
counseling to address a traumatic
experience that occurred in high

school. Unfortunately, I quickly found
out that the insurance program I
enrolled in would not cover the
expenses, labeling my trauma as a
“pre-existing condition.” I worked
part time which meant I also could
not access health insurance through
work. I didn’t go to the doctor until
the birth of my first child, when I was
able to enroll in Medicaid.
I used Medicaid for the birth of both
my children, and I was able to enroll
them both in the Healthy Montana
Kids program as they grew up. After
the birth of my children however, I
again found myself without health
insurance. I continued to apply for

Medicaid but did not qualify. During
that time, I did not go to the doctor,

and never had any of my health
issues addressed. When Montana
finally passed Medicaid expansion,
Governor Bullock’s office reached out
and informed me that I qualified for
Medicaid. The enrolling process was
smooth, and I was finally able to go
to the doctor. I was so relieved to
have health care.
Within the first eight or nine months
of being enrolled, I accessed lifesaving care. In 2016 my heart
experienced stress related ventricular
tachycardia, a condition where your
heart beats too fast and puts you at
risk of sudden cardiac death. I was
hospitalized and transferred out of
state to a critical care unit for
treatment. Prior to Medicaid, I may
have had to simply refuse the
transfer. The bills would be too much
for my family to stay afloat and the
stress of debt would have made my
recovery much more difficult. With
Medicaid I was able to recover, and
get other health issues addressed,
like a hernia that needed surgery. For
me, Medicaid was some of the best
medicine in my heart and surgery

recovery. It lifted the financial burden
of staying healthy and allowed me to
access adequate
follow up services
without going into
debt.
Medicaid helped
me immensely and I know it helps
others too. We all deserve to have
access to good medicine; Medicaid
expansion can provide that. It takes
us one step closer to becoming a
healthy society, and for the
aforementioned reasons, I ask you to
re-authorize Medicaid expansion.

“Most respondents reported that enrollment in
Medicaid Expansion improved their ability to get
medical (69%) and dental (51%) care. Nearly half
(47%) reported that the Medicaid Expansion
improved their ability to get needed mental
health and substance use treatment services.”
Montana Department of Health and Human Services.
(January 22, 2019). The Medicaid Expansion (HELP Act):
How it is Reducing Financial Barriers and Improving
Access to Essential Health Services in Montana. Retrieved
from https://mthcf.org/resources/medicaid-expansionsurvey-analysis/

The Healthy Montana Campaign is a
coalition of organizations committed
to protecting the health care
coverage of nearly 100,000
Montanan’s by continuing Medicaid
expansion.
Learn more at

www.healthymontana.org

Montana Women Vote (MWV) works
statewide to engage low-income women in
the democratic process through leadership
development, voter engagement, and
policy advocacy. MWV works with lowincome women, women in the LGBTQ
community, Native women, and their allies,
to fight for health care access, reproductive
rights, economic justice, and violence
prevention.

