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Rep. Anthony Daniels is the minority leader in the House of Representatives, and Sen. Bobby
Singleton is the minority leader in the Alabama Senate.

As coronavirus continues to spread across Alabama, its unprecedented and devastating impacts
are shedding a bright light on glaring gaps and discrepancies in our healthcare system. Here, as
in other states across the nation and especially the Deep South, low and lower-income
communities are finding themselves right in the crosshairs on this dangerous virus.

All too often, the results are fatal.

While we continue to institute guidelines and promote practices to stop the spread and flatten the
curve, we also must take real action to address the lack of access to quality and preventive
medical care for so many of our friends and neighbors.
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Tracking COVID-19 in AlabamaWe are tracking the spread of COVID-19 on our data and
mapping dashboard.SEE DASHBOARD »

It is high time that we expand Medicaid to provide vital coverage to the more than 340,000
uninsured Alabamians — many of whom provide essential services in grocery stores,
warehouses, loading docks, farms, and other industries that are crucial to keeping our nation up
and running right now. They can’t do their jobs remotely. And right now, they’re on the
frontlines, risking their health (and sometimes that of their families) every day.

Furthermore, with unemployment at record levels due to the health crisis, more and more
Alabamians are also losing their health benefits. Not only are many residents and their families
in financial peril, but they’re also lacking coverage at a time when they may need it the most.

Expanding Medicaid would also literally breathe new life into our ailing public health
infrastructure. Over the past decade, we’ve lost precious time and forfeited billions of dollars in
federal matching funds as 17 hospitals across Alabama, many in rural areas, have closed their
doors. Medicaid expansion would not only mean a significant investment in public health, but it
would also lead to thousands of new jobs in healthcare and related industries. In short, it would
boost our efforts to retain and attract physicians, nurses, and skilled healthcare professionals,
while shoring up our medical facilities, clinics, and hospitals.

Advertisement. Scroll to continue reading.

Additionally, Medicaid expansion will bring coverage and access to important preventive care
and wellness programs to those who are most susceptible to coronavirus. Nearly half of
Alabamians are at higher risk of developing serious health complications from the virus. In
addition to senior citizens and those in poverty and/or lacking insurance, those most vulnerable
to the virus include residents with underlying health challenges like hypertension, obesity,
asthma, respiratory issues, and diabetes. There’s a reason this virus is killing African Americans
and those in poorer communities at a much higher rate. While coronavirus itself doesn’t
discriminate in terms of infection, outcomes are undoubtedly worse for those without coverage.
If we can expand Medicaid, we can begin to help those most vulnerable to this pandemic.

For years, we’ve weighed the costs and benefits of expanding Medicaid under the Affordable
Care Act. In the face of coronavirus, that debate takes on new urgency and a fresh perspective.
It’s a life and death decision on a monumental scale.

The benefits are substantial. They’re real. This is not only a matter of outlasting the virus; it’s a
matter of conquering it. Consider the advantages more doctors and hospitals coupled with an
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increase in insured residents would bring to our efforts to institute widespread testing and
reliable tracking of coronavirus. Just think of what a better position Alabama would be in to
deploy a potential vaccine when it becomes available down the road. Imagine what nearly 30,000
new jobs and increased investment would mean for our economic recovery — not to mention
more Alabamians being ready to go back to work, back to school, and back to business with
greater confidence and peace of mind when the time comes.

Meanwhile, opponents continue to argue that it’s just too costly. According to recent news
reports, Governor Ivey even said it was “irresponsible to think about expanding Medicaid just for
the sake of expanding Medicaid without having a complete and honest discussion about the
source of stable funding to pay the match.” But my colleagues and | are not advocating Medicaid
expansion for its own sake or as some sort of political victory. We’re doing it to save lives and to
beat back this pandemic. The time for talk is over. The thorough discussions and cost-benefit
analyses have been done. What we can’t afford to do is wait. And with all due respect, if
Alabama can spend nearly a billion dollars on building three new prisons, we surely can invest a
fraction of that in our healthcare system.

Furthermore, significant funds are becoming available through the federal CARES Act that we
can use to offset other budgetary needs. Additionally, U.S. Senator Doug Jones has introduced
legislation, the States Achieve Medicaid Expansion (SAME) Act, to reinstate the 100 percent
federal funding match that was initially offered to states that wisely expanded Medicaid years
ago. If we can get that passed, Alabama would get another bite at the apple.

However, at the end of the day, the financial impact of expanding Medicaid can and will never
compare to the human cost of ongoing inaction. Lives lost cannot be regained. But acting now
can put us on the right footing to slow the spread, treat the sick, prepare to fend off future
outbreaks, and begin a real path to long-term and sustainable recovery.

Lack of insurance, underlying medical conditions, and limited access to care — coronavirus has
not only highlighted major and longstanding challenges to our healthcare system, but it has also
drastically exacerbated them. These challenges can no longer be ignored or swept under the rug.
They’ve gotten worse to the point that now part of the public health crisis that is killing Alabama
communities and Alabamians. And while we may not have a vaccine for the virus itself, there is
a way to substantially improve our reaction to it.

Advertisement. Scroll to continue reading.

Alabama must expand Medicaid now. To do anything else is to continue to try (and fail) to treat
the symptoms while real, actionable solutions are within reach.

A note on opinion pieces

This is an opinion column and does not necessarily represent or reflect the opinions of the
Alabama Political Reporter, its editors or its reporters. The opinions are those of its author. For
information about submitting guest opinions, visit our contact page.
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Have a question or a scoop? Send us a tip. We'll track it down.

Bobby Singleton

Sen. Bobby Singleton is a Democratic member of the Alabama Senate, representing District 24
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