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Portland Organizing to Win Economic Rights (POWER)

My name is Nikki McLean and I'm from Portland, Maine. I'm a founding member of POWER, which stands for Portland Organizing to Win Economic Rights. POWER is a low-income-led anti-poverty organization dedicated to winning economic human rights and abolishing poverty. 

I'm here today to testify about violations to my human right to healthcare. My healthcare rights have been violated so many times in my life I hardly know where to begin. Not having healthcare has had a major impact on my life. I can't tell you the amount of pain and sorrow it has caused. 

I grew up in a very poor family. My mother worked at the bread factory across town. We were so poor my mother had to board me out because she couldn't afford to raise me on her wages. 

It may sound strange to you, but the fact is, I'm the product of a botched abortion. This caused me to be born with several physical disabilities. My physical problems were made worse due to my lack of healthcare as a child.  

Throughout my life I have worked at countless different jobs, and none of them provided medical coverage. And of course, I could never afford it, so I went without healthcare, including when I was pregnant. During my first pregnancy, it wasn't until about 2 weeks before I gave birth that I was seen by a doctor. 

In fact, when I was in labor with my first child and my mother rushed me to the hospital, the hospital tried to turn me away. Despite the fact that I was in rapid labor. They wouldn't even offer me a chair to sit down. All they wanted to know was 'how would I be paying.' My mother had borrowed $500 and she slapped the money down on the desk and said "Here – I'll pay you the rest later." Then and only then did they finally admit me.  

The following year, I gave birth to Benny Jr, my 2nd child, who was born premature. He weighed only 2 pounds and 2 ounces at birth. Then his weight dropped to only a pound and a half. His lungs, digestive tract, and reproductive organs weren't fully developed. This caused him to suffer serious life-long health problems. And of course, these problems were made worse by the fact that we didn't have regular access to healthcare. 

My mother had problems of her own. She couldn't begin to afford health insurance, and she made too much to qualify for help. She was sick for months. Even though she knew something was terribly wrong, she just couldn't afford to see a doctor. As a result, she delayed seeking potentially life-saving treatment until it was too late. By the time she was diagnosed, the cancer had taken over, and there was nothing the doctors could do to save her. I watched her suffer in horrible agony for the last few months of her life. Not having access to healthcare killed my mother. 

Then my son Benny lost his Medicaid. He was covered by Medicaid for the last several years of his life. Up until his 19th birthday. His physical deformities caused all sorts of problems for him, including serious mental health problems that required regular counseling. Unlike his medical coverage, his problems didn't end when he turned 19. 

I went down to DHS and begged them to restore his Medicaid. I tried to explain to them that without his counseling and other medical treatments, he was really suffering, and that it was really scaring me. But no matter how many times I went down there, no matter how much paper work I filled out, nobody would listen – until it was too late. As a result, my son took his own life. 

DHS did finally agree to reinstate Benny's Medicaid benefits. But that decision came a day too late. Literally one day too late. 

*****

I would also like to tell you about problems getting dental care. When you're poor, the only care you get for your teeth is to have them pulled out. If you're lucky. 

I had to have all of my bottom teeth pulled last October. They were crumbling and infected. Actually, I was relieved to have them taken out. They were so painful and all the infections kept making me sick. But dentures cost hundreds of dollars and I just can't afford them. Apparently the government can't afford them either, because neither Medicaid nor Medicare will cover dentures. So what am I supposed to do? 

I've made hundreds of phone calls and filled out piles of paper work. Medicaid has this form to apply for dentures as a medical necessity. In big huge letters at the top it says "DO NOT WRITE 'I NEED TEETH TO EAT.'" Which I think is just ridiculous. If eating isn't medically necessary, then I don't know what is. 

Without bottom teeth, I'm unable to eat most regular foods. I can't eat raw vegetables or fruit, which are some of my favorite things to eat. This has caused me to develop stomach and digestive problems. Now I'm also starting to develop a problem with my sugar levels, which I've never had problems with before. 

My daughter has also been having bad teeth problems. She's only 25 years old and she just had 7 molars pulled out last month. For years she hasn't been able to get the cleanings and fillings she's needed, and her mouth was almost always infected. By the time she was able to find somebody to pull them out, she considered herself lucky – at least she wouldn't be in so much pain. However, all those infections caused permanent damage to her heart. So now, because she couldn't get the care she needed, my 25 year old daughter has only 3 remaining molars and a heart condition that she'll have to live with for the rest of her life. 

These are just some examples of healthcare rights violations that have affected my life. None of this had to happen. We need universal healthcare in this country, and we need it now. 

Thank you for hearing my testimony. 
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