Testimony to PA State and National Legislators Regarding Health Care Reform
May 21, 2006
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I am a concerned mother, first, and a social worker.  I have dedicated my life to serving the disenfranchised in our country, mostly through home-based, family services in county, Departments of Social Services in Ohio, Maryland, and for the past seven years in Pennsylvania – my newly adopted, home state.  I am currently a professor in a recently accredited, Master of Social Work Program at West Chester University.  I love what I do.  I have been touched, deeply, by the strengths of the families I have worked with and the students I have taught.  I am fortunate in my career path.  I am also fortunate in my family life.  I have three, intelligent, compassionate, and beautiful daughters and a loving husband.  We are a close family.  We have, through weathering some perilous times over the last five years, become closer; but our hearts and souls have ached concerning the lack of security, economic security, for one of our family members.  This lack of economic security may become just a memory if the Pennsylvania State Legislature (SB 300, The Family and Business Health Care Security Act) and the U.S. Congress (HB 676) acts to pass universal, single payer health care reform bills.  I’d like to share my story with you.


As you all know, the United Nations, with the guidance of some incredible leaders around the world, including Eleanor Roosevelt in the United States, passed the Universal Declaration of Human Rights shortly after the end of World War II.  That Declaration recognizes a number of central, social and economic human rights including the right to education, food, work under just, favorable conditions, health, housing, and security.  The term security, in the U.N. Declaration of Human Rights refers, in part, to economic security in the event of “unemployment, sickness, disability, widowhood, old age or other lack of livelihood in circumstances beyond a person’s control” (UDHR Articles 22 & 25).  One of my daughters, Cara Bianchini, now 24 years old, has been denied economic human rights in the form of denial of complete and medically necessary health care services for recovery (physically and emotionally) from a very, serious auto accident in May 2001.


Cara suffered almost unimaginable injuries in a single car accident, in which, she lost control of her car on a curve on a country highway, late one Saturday night, when a car suddenly pulled out in front of her and she swerved to avoid hitting that car.  Cara’s car went flying down a steep, wooded ravine, and landed against a huge, old forest tree, about sixty feet below the road’s surface or so I was told by the state troopers that investigated the accident scene.  Cara was alone.  In the violence of the car’s rolling down the ravine and before the car became folded against its final, resting place, Cara was thrown from the car and suffered six, broken vertebra – C5 and C6, and T7, 8, 9, & 10.  (To give you an idea of the seriousness of these injuries, the late actor, Christopher Reed broke one vertebra – C5).  Two of Cara’s broken vertebra were just crushed and thus, were compressing her spinal cord.  She was paralyzed from the chest down.  She also broke all of the ribs on her left side, some of which punctured her left lung.  With a collapsed, left lung and internal bleeding, and not being found for two days – yes, two days – Cara went deep into shock.  She was not getting enough oxygen to her brain and thus, she suffered five strokes on the right side of her brain.  These strokes caused her to be completely paralyzed on her left side.  With complete paralysis on her left side and paralysis on her right side from the chest down, Cara could do nothing but wait, float in and out of consciousness and sometimes, call for help.  Neither she nor her car was visible from the road.  A hiker discovered Cara on Monday morning.  He happened to be cutting through the woods on his way to work, as a volunteer, rescuer and fire fighter!  This was one of many miracles over the next few months.  The first miracle was that Cara survived.  The other miracles include Cara’s walking about two months after her initial hospitalization, the recovery of sight in her left eye, the nearly complete cognitive recovery of Cara’s brain, and the fact, that Cara is now a part-time college student.  However, Cara’s recovery from severe, chronic pain in her spine and emotional pain has not been as miraculous and, in fact, is marred by repeated denials of health care claims by my health insurance companies and auto insurance company.  I have had to engage the services of several lawyers to try to help Cara and me in dealing with denials of claims.  I am exhausted from these battles.


I’d like to share just a couple of instances of denial of claims.  When Cara was discovered, she was life-flighted to the nearest trauma center in Philadelphia – Thomas Jefferson University Hospital – where she received life-saving care with skill that allowed her to recover to the point of being able to walk again.  I did not know at the time that she was loaded into the Life Flight chopper that I should have stopped the pilots and asked if they were taking Cara to an “in-network” facility.  For over a year after Cara’s surgery (it took ten hours to piece together her spine) and treatment at Thomas Jefferson Hospital, my insurance company rejected claims totaling nearly $500,000 because the claims were from an “out of network” facility!  Those bills have been at least partially paid because of the legal actions I took, but the cost – emotionally and financially has been devastating to me and to my daughter and husband.  Nearly every day for over a year, I received bills, threatening letters, and phone calls from collection agencies about the hospital, physician, and adjunct therapy bills.  More recently, Cara came to me, in the fall of 2002, begging for help because she had become dependent on Oxycontin and was abusing alcohol in trying to cope with her pain.  She was denied in-patient treatment by my behavioral health management company even though she was dealing with five, very serious emotional and behavioral problems, concurrently – deep depression, Post Traumatic Stress Disorder, chronic severe pain, alcohol abuse and prescription drug dependence!  I borrowed every cent I could out of my state retirement fund to pay for in-patient care – nearly $20,000.  Now, I have another monthly bill, of a sizeable amount to pay back into my retirement fund.  To add insult to injury, five times in the last four years, Cara has been dropped from my health care plan, because various administrators at the health insurance companies were not satisfied with the documentation provided by her physicians that Cara was a disabled, dependent.  Every year, I work hours upon hours to get the medical documentation necessary to retain Cara as a disabled, dependent on my health insurance policy and on my prescription plan (I have to do separate documentation for each), but the emotional cost is so high for me and I am so weary.


I have never experienced such bone weary feelings.  Between the shame and the frustration, I am often, at best, emotionally depleted, and at worst, extremely depressed.  My credit has been ruined.  I am not the only one whose credit has been ruined.  Though Cara has just turned 24, is a disabled dependent, and has no major credit card, she too, has received threatening letters stating that any attempt for her to apply for credit in the future is in serious jeopardy


Cara had another major spine surgery on March 3, 2004 to remove the fourteen screws and two rods from her spine to try to relieve some of the chronic pain and pressure that she has endured for over two and a half years.  Before the orthopedic surgeon at Thomas Jefferson Hospital would agree to perform the surgery, we were required to pay, up front, nearly $1500, because our Blue Shield plan had decided that this surgeon was only entitled to $500 for this very complex, potentially dangerous surgery.  Cara unexpectedly developed very, serious leg tremors after this surgery.  She needed a complete, neurological workup to try to pinpoint the reasons for these tremors, physical therapy, and pain management, including a pain psychologist for emotional support.  We struggled mightily to find a neurologist and pain specialists that will take our insurance, due to the history our insurance company, Highmark Blue Shield, has in paying ridiculously low “usual, customary, and reasonable” payments to medical professionals.


Now, Cara’s spine is collapsing after the removal of the hardware in March 04 and Cara needs another, major spine surgery to stabilize her vertebra – i.e. to put back steel rods back in; but she is loath to go through the work, not only because the outcomes are not guaranteed and permanent paralysis is a very real possibility, but because of the emotional drain.  She continues to struggle with post-traumatic stress and depression from chronic pain.

I share Cara’s and my story with you today to try to impress upon you the hidden, enormous costs of denial of economic security, specifically health care to the individual and family.  We are all exhausted in my family.  Any family would be exhausted to go through this recovery process, but the exhaustion is exacerbated by denial of various forms of health care.  The Family and Business Health Care Security Act (SB 300) in Pennsylvania is not just about guarantees for impoverished residents of the Commonwealth and the nation, but about guarantees for access to healthcare for all residents.  I implore you to lead the nation in guaranteeing health care for all of its citizens.  I thank you for your time.

Cara’s Testimony:


My name is Cara Bianchini and I thank the Pennsylvania state and national legislators who are here today for agreeing to hear my testimony.  My mom has told you my story from her perspective; I’d like to tell you a little about what I have gone through, personally, since my accident in May 2001.

(I will be reading parts of an essay I wrote as an assignment for a college English course and for part of my application to a university in New York City.  This will give you an intimate glimpse into what I have been coping with since my accident.)

How I Found Myself

Cara Bianchini

October 2003

Once upon a time there was a defiant girl named Cara.  Cara had a lot of pain in her life, but from whom or what she did not know.  It did not matter to her for she lived each day partying like it was her last.  She did not care what she did, who she hurt, or if it really was her last day.  She always assumed she would die young, probably in a car accident like her beloved uncle.  He was the only person she ever identified with.  This was her only sense of something beyond her; she believed it was her fate.  So she went through life assuming she would never live to see the consequences of her actions.  Then, one night, on a dark, country, highway, her speeding car plunged down a steep, wooded ravine.  The journey out of that ravine would change her forever.

Cara summoned all the energy in her body and opened her sticky, heavy eyes.  She was shocked to discover nothing but darkness.  She continued to painfully open and close her eyes, hoping it would clarify where she was or what had happened.  Eyes open or closed, all she saw was darkness and the faint outline of a tall tree.

The darkness had a life and power that began to creep up on her.  It strangled her body, making her feel small and alone.  It whispered wicked thoughts in her ear with its icy breath, making her feel cold and fearful.

Cara tried to run from the darkness, but her body was too heavy to move.  She tried to remember what had happened, but all that would come was taillights, then trees, and then confusion.  She remembered she was going to her friend’s house; he must be close by.  Cara tried not to concentrate on the pain of her body and the state of panic in her mind, but rather on her knowledge and sensible strategies she could use to save herself.  She knew she had to get through the night, she would surely find help in the day.  Cara knew that after darkness comes light and chose to fight the demons of the night knowing that they too, would pass.  She yelled for her friend, for anyone to help.  She focused on breathing, and the one thing she could make out; a thin tree that stood above all the others.

What felt like an eternity later, the sun began to rise.  It warmed her body from the frigid night.  Her pain and confusion were intensifying and began taking control of her.  Hope came when she heard a car.  Looking up she realized she could see a car, even though she was about sixty feet below the road’s surface.  She felt the greatest sense of relief she had ever experienced.  She screamed out, “HELP ME PLEASE, CALL 911!”  Shockingly, the car rushed past.  So did the next one, and the one after that.  A formidable thought dawned on her, she could see and hear cars, but the people inside of them could not see or hear her.  Cara panicked and cried.  She tried to roll over and crawl, to sit up, to untangle her feet from thorns.  After every fight, Cara was left lying unseen in the woods.

As the day moved on, Cara became delirious with fright.  She knew that night was coming.  She screamed for her loved ones.  Were they not looking for her?  What if they were in one of the cars above and could not see her?  She fought to exist.  Never had she imagined a human being could feel so much pain.  Never had she imagined a human being could feel so alone.  Never had she imagined a human being could be so powerless.

As darkness crept in again, Cara cried and begged for mercy.  She was not as strong as she was the night before.  This time the demons tricked her.  They played with her sanity; they brought illusions of her loved ones in front of her.  She pleaded for their mercy.  Little did she know she was a pawn of the darkness, and the images of her loved ones were a cruel joke.

When morning came, Cara was swollen and exhausted.  The night had gotten to her; she was not the same person.  The pain and isolation she felt seemed like her last path to travel.  Hypothermia and dehydration had drained her of any energy or voice to fight.  She opened her distended eyes for what felt like the last time and stared at the tall tree.  She focused on the tree, realizing it had become her only sense of where she was.  It was her identity.  She noticed black forms circling it and recognized them as turkey vultures, a sign of death.  She had terrifying visions of them beginning to eat her alive, yet she could not move away.  Pure panic as she never knew a human being could feel took over her body.  She screamed from the bottom of her soul, only this time she did not scream to the cars or her loved ones.  She screamed to God, to the blue sky, the only powers greater than the demons of the dark.  Cara told God that she did not want to die.  She asked for help and with every part of her being, she meant it.  She continued this for hours talking to a hope she never knew existed.

Suddenly, there was a man rustling through the trees.  He was asking if she needed help.  Were these the demons playing with her mind again?  She took a chance and with everything left inside her screamed, “I JUST NEED A HAND UP!”  

Cara survived.  She had broken her neck, her back, all of the ribs on her left side, her left lung had collapsed, and she had five strokes.  Amazingly, she was in and out of the hospital faster than anyone could imagine.  When people look at her today, they would never guess what trauma she experienced just two years ago.  The accident is who she is, but no one can see this.

Cara’s physical limitations keep her from being active.  She is always in pain.  Her fulltime, college matriculation has been put off.  She has been completely dependent on other people.  Even though the hospital experience raped her of any privacy, dependency is hard for her to handle.  Cara does not know what to do with her trauma.  She has felt physical pain, isolation, and powerlessness to a point that it felt like only those emotions existed, not her body or the world.  Her peers are not able to understand this.  Therefore, she lives life with a fraction of these emotions and memories on her “sleeve” and is left to deal with nightmares and flashbacks, privately.

Cara has been given a second chance.  She has been told that she is a miracle and she has found new confidence in herself.  Cara is constantly changing her life, trying to make it better.  She has a deeper love for the people closest to her and is grateful to have them be able to touch her and help her on a daily basis.  She appreciates life.  She longs to make her life a story of achievement, using her experiences to create, love, and live to the fullest.  How to get there, despite the entanglements of pain and isolation, stands in her way.

Cara struggled with all these emotions, but with the help of her newfound higher power, she is getting through the difficulties of school and work.  She got through the ache of nightmares and loneliness.  She got through the ups and downs of life in general.  She learned that it did not matter if other people understood her experiences.  Her loved ones would always comfort her.  The accident is a part of her that reminds her of the pain and suffering and how there is something more powerful than her that can bring hope and help alleviate the pain and suffering.  She knows that she can face and survive anything, simply with the tool of hope.

Cara used this knowledge to bring peace to her life.  She has put to use her experience to bring hope and strength to others in pain.  She knows what death is.  She knows that she does not want to die, and with the knowledge, she plans on living a long and productive life.

This is the story of the most traumatic experience of my life and what I hope to do with it.  My accident happened on May 5, 2001.  I was found on May 7, 2001.  I am at a point where I am both pushed forward and held back by this experience.  A college education is the key to my future, but at the moment, it seems like an almost unattainable goal with the threats to my physical and emotional well-being, including threatening letters and phone calls from medical creditors.  Please, pass health care reforms.
