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Thank you. I am honored to be here with Kentucky Voices for Health today. 

On a sunny May morning nearly 11 years ago, my doctor delivered the news 

we all dread – that I had colon cancer. 

And suddenly my interest in health policy and my own experience with a 

life-threatening illness collided in the most personal of ways.  

I had good health insurance so I did not face the uncertainty felt by many of 

my fellow patients at the Markey Cancer Center. 

But when I was diagnosed, cancer had already claimed my Mother, a 

brother, two aunts, an uncle – and since then another brother.  

So my passion on health policy issues is deeply felt.  

When Governor Beshear asked me to join his administration last fall, it only 

took a few seconds to say yes.  This has been an unexpected, but wonderful 

opportunity to return to public service and to help the Governor end his 

administration on as strong a note as possible.    

One of the reasons I was eager to take on the job of Lt. Governor is the 

chance to work alongside the Governor in his work to improve the health of all 

Kentuckians. I am convinced his greatest legacy will be a healthier Kentucky! 

Like you, I celebrated when the Supreme Court upheld the Affordable Care 

Act … and I cheered when the Governor expanded Medicaid.  I was proud of the 

national accolades showered upon kynect, the state’s health benefit exchange, as 

hundreds of thousands of Kentuckians enrolled in health insurance during that first 

enrollment period.  
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You were there at the very beginning – advocating for the state to embrace 

the Affordable Care Act.  

As you well know, more than half a million Kentuckians signed up for 

health coverage through kynect in last year’s enrollment period … and 75 % of 

them reported they had no insurance at the time.   

This summer, a Gallup poll reported that the drop in the number of 

uninsured Kentuckians was second-highest in the country, going from 20 % in 

2013 to just under 12 % midway through this past year.  And that number is 

dropping. 

Just over a month remains in the current enrollment period, and already, 

more than 114,000 people have either re-enrolled in private health plans or met 

eligibility requirements for Medicaid.  

After this enrollment period, the Cabinet will have more detailed data to 

update the information that was presented in July on enrollees.  

Thanks to that health coverage, Kentuckians tell us every day they have 

finally gotten treatment and medications for chronic health issues.  They’ve been 

screened for cancers and high blood pressure. In a number of cases, they’ve had 

life-saving diagnoses or surgeries.  

It has been a remarkable success story… and Gov. Beshear and I will be 

doing everything in our power to ensure that Kentucky’s collective health 

continues to improve. 

But improving our state’s health is not a task that can be accomplished in 

months.  Lasting health improvements will take years.  And that means 

organizations like Kentucky Voices for Health have a critically important role – to 

carry forward this administration’s vision to develop a healthier Kentucky. 



3 

 

I’ve worked for six Governors in jobs from the bottom to top – and I’ve seen 

time and again Kentucky fail to remain on course with a sustained commitment to 

successfully tackle our toughest challenges.  

Too often we let political posturing derail our efforts. Too often we take the 

easy course when faced with difficult decisions. 

But right now, this year, we have the opportunity to truly change the future 

of Kentucky if we can cement these reforms in a way that has lasting and stable 

impact! 

But the key to sustained commitment is your voices being strong when the 

political winds make staying the course difficult.  

This group here is well aware of Kentucky’s dismal health rankings:  

 We are among the worst states in the nation for  

o Smoking 

o Lung cancer  

o Heart disease 

o Diabetes 

o Obesity  

o And Cancer deaths 

How can any public leader sleep at night if they are not committed to reforms, 

knowing we have the highest mortality rate for cancer in America!  
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Despite enormous strides in the past year, Kentucky still dropped two places in 

the latest health rankings, in part because other states are doing even more, even 

faster. 

Our poor collective health has devastating consequences for families and the 

state: 

Decreased worker productivity. Depressed school attendance. A poor public 

image. Difficulty in recruiting businesses. Huge health-care costs. And most 

important, lower quality of life for our people. 

This administration has initiated a series of vital reforms that strike at the core 

of those shortfalls. 

Electronic health records … managed care … increased health coverage for 

children and low-income working families … expanded mental health and 

substance abuse treatment ... and of course, expanding Medicaid eligibility and 

creating kynect.  

This is a fundamental overhaul of core elements like how health care is 

delivered … how people access care … who can access care … and what services 

they receive. 

These reforms are having real effect already. 

A national study has estimated that because of our reforms, about 26,000 more 

Kentuckians will get cholesterol screening each year … almost 7,000 more women 

will get a mammogram … over 10,000 more women will get a pap smear … 

14,000 more people will get treatment for depression … and Kentuckians will visit 

the doctor half a million more times. 

Think of the impact those changes will have for thousands of people. 
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The meaningful reforms we have implemented will lead to a higher quality of 

life, better attendance at school, a stronger work record and less chance of 

bankruptcy due to illness or disease … but only if we stay the course. 

Now, as advocates for the reforms, we must also be sure we are armed with the 

facts to defend the reforms.  Critics will say we cannot afford to fund our share of 

expanded Medicaid.  A share that begins in 2017 at approximately 2 ½% and 

escalates to 10% by 2020.  

Governor Beshear was well aware of that argument and he commissioned an 

independent analysis before ever making the final commitment to embrace the 

Affordable Care Act.  That study was done by Price Waterhouse Coopers, with the 

U of L Urban Studies Institute and their conclusion was we could not afford NOT 

to embrace the reforms. 

The analysis showed that implementing Health Care Reform would mean an 

infusion of $15.6 billion into Kentucky’s economy over 8 years, and the creation of 

almost 17,000 jobs, resulting in an $800 million positive budget impact to the state. 

   Now we can begin to see the actual impacts.  As of November, there were 

already 12,000 new jobs, both direct and indirect, as a result of the reforms. 

The Governor has commissioned a new white paper updating the original 

numbers that will be released soon.  This analysis is being done by Deloite, again 

with the U of L Urban Studies Institute. It will look at the actual economic impacts 

to date, compared to the original projections. 

As advocates, we must also be armed with the facts on the challenges that 

remain with implementation.  We know that there have been valid concerns with 

the transition to managed care in Medicaid and that there was a difficult and 

bumpy start.  Many of those original issues have been resolved but now the 
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Cabinet is working closing with the providers and hospitals and will either rebid or 

renegotiate with the MCO’s to maximize efficiencies going forward.  

There are also challenges with the transition to a new health care delivery 

model, where we are rewarding wellness rather than illness and our hospitals will 

be moving from high intensity inpatient to more outpatient approaches.  The 

Cabinet is working closely with the Kentucky Hospital Association, its members 

and other providers to provide as much support and direction as possible to help 

ease this transition.  

And we know there is a long term challenge to be sure we have adequate 

providers, including enough doctors in every corner of the state. That will require 

thoughtful strategies and coordination.  

The point is, with any initiative of this magnitude, there are challenges to a 

smooth transition.  But we must all be aware of those challenges and what efforts 

are underway to address them going forward. 

 We realize that no one person can shepherd the long processes required to 

rebuild Kentucky’s collective health. 

So last year, Gov. Beshear created kyhealthnow as a mechanism to create 

collaborative networks to meet seven ambitious health goals to achieve over the 

next five years:  

The kyhealthnow goals include: 

 Reduce Kentucky’s rate of uninsured individuals to less than 5%  

 Reduce Kentucky’s smoking rate by 10% 

 Reduce the rate of obesity among Kentuckians by 10% 
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 Reduce Kentucky cancer deaths by 10% 

 Reduce cardiovascular deaths by 10% 

 Reduce the percentage of children with untreated dental decay by 25% and 

increase adult dental visits by 10% 

 Reduce deaths from drug overdose by 25% and reduce by 25% the average 

number of poor mental health days of Kentuckians. 

By setting specific, five-year goals, Kentucky holds state health agencies 

accountable for measurable success.  We also challenge local governments, 

businesses, schools, nonprofits and individuals to take meaningful steps toward 

improving health in their communities. 

Each of these goals incorporates multiple strategies, which will be implemented 

through a combination of executive actions, legislative actions, public-private 

partnerships and enrolling more Kentuckians in health care coverage. 

The first part of the kyhealthnow effort involves state government getting our 

own house in order, leading an effort to improve the health of our workforce and 

that of the people we serve by aligning our programs and policies to promote better 

health outcomes where we can.  

And we will be looking for partners as we work to transition kyhealthnow’s 

mission beyond this administration. 

Focusing first within state government, we took an enormous step just a couple 

of months ago when the Governor banned tobacco use, including e-cigarettes, on 

state property.  That means no smoking outside the buildings, no smoking in the 

parking lots … no tobacco products on the property.  
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As the state’s largest employer, this policy will have far-reaching impact … and 

we hope it will encourage other employers to follow suit. 

Kyhealthnow’s first Annual Report will be presented this spring, reporting our 

progress toward the goals.  

As we chip away at these goals, we’ve expanded access to mental health and 

addiction treatment.  We have increased cancer screenings.  We have introduced 

programs to promote healthy teeth in school districts with high rates of tooth 

decay. And in this legislative session, we are working with leadership of both 

parties toward a comprehensive bill to tackle the heroin scourge that is devastating 

too many Kentucky families. And we will continue to advocate for a statewide 

smoking ban – a critical step if we are to change the health outcomes of smoking 

and exposure to secondhand smoke. Your help here is key.  There is no more 

important single step we can take right now that will change the future health of 

Kentuckians, and there is an increasing interest in the Smoke Free legislation in 

both the House and the Senate. 

Taken individually, each of the accomplishments so far is heartening.  But 

each of those health goals works as part of the larger whole … a comprehensive 

vision for better individual health both physical and mental … and better collective 

health across Kentucky’s communities. 

This is a steep challenge. 

To have a truly healthier Kentucky, we need support from not only the 

state’s health advocates, but also from our schools, our private businesses, our 

neighborhood associations, our faith communities.  In short, we need everyone … 

because health is everyone’s issue. 

And this is why you can play such a key role! 
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Kentucky Voices for Health has a unique perch among the state’s advocacy 

organizations.  You are one of the few state groups which can rally and leverage 

the collective strengths of community organizations, nonprofits, the business 

sector, and issue-specific health organizations.   

Consider your name.  Your broad coalition allows you to have a larger 

vision … to see the big picture.  You are Kentucky Voices for Health … and that 

means every aspect that influences an individual’s physical and mental well-being.  

And Kentucky needs you to be the advocate of the big vision … the vision that the 

Governor and I share of a state that is no longer crippled by poor health outcomes. 

How can you help us reach that summit?  First, I challenge you to be a full-

throated partner in advocating for the reforms to continue! You have the expertise 

and organization to provide real muscle to our efforts.  Both immediately with key 

legislation in the current session, but beyond in pushing for continued momentum 

in the overall health reforms. 

We need your continued support of the effort to get Kentuckians the health 

insurance they deserve … and we need your continued help in making sure 

Kentuckians know how to use it.  We all know an insurance card alone won’t make 

anyone healthier. 

Of all the issues facing Kentucky today, there is none more urgent than our 

health.  As the Governor said in his State of the Commonwealth address last week, 

there is a direct line from poor health to almost every core challenge Kentucky 

faces – whether that’s poverty, unemployment, low education attainment, 

substance abuse or crime.  

The needs are great, and the road ahead is long.  

It will take all of us pulling together to maintain the momentum.  



10 

 

And we are counting on each of you and your continuing commitment to this 

vital cause.  

Thank you.



11 

 

 


