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Even before Medicaid begins to enroll large numbers of baby boomers, it is threatening to grow into a monster big enough to devour the whole state budget. So we're delighted to endorse Senate Bill 173, which sets out a timetable for a committee to evaluate Colorado's Medicaid policies and recommend how to redesign the program so it works as seamlessly and efficiently as possible. 

Not that SB 173 really needs our support. It has behind it a broad coalition of groups and agencies that provide services for the aging, and it passed the Senate Wednesday 33-0. But it's still worth emphasizing the importance of starting to plan ahead for a predictable long- term problem before it becomes an imminent crisis. 

Though Medicaid was conceived primarily as a program for low-income women and their children, it now spends nearly 70 percent of its funds on care for the elderly and disabled, and it is too inflexible to work well. For instance, an elderly person who could continue to live at home with the right kind of assistance may have to move into a nursing home because Medicaid will pay for the nursing-home but not for the home-based care. 

Supporters of the bill point to a national study showing that as many as 10 percent of the people in nursing homes - the most expensive way to deliver care - could manage in a less restrictive setting. 

The goal is to establish a single system of community long-term health care offering a continuum of services that can flexibly match each client's needs as they change over time. That would make Medicaid more like some successful private facilities that offer a full range of support. 

The bill establishes a 20-member advisory committee that will submit its recommendations by July 1, 2006; the legislature would act the following spring. 

It's none too early to start on this somewhat lengthy process. The eldest of the baby boomers start to turn 65 in 2011.

