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Johnson visits dialysis center; congreeswoman hears 
about need for better medical coverage

Margaret O'Connell of Wallingford talks with U.
S. Rep. Nancy L. Johnson, R-New Britain, at the 
Connecticut Dialysis Center on Research 
Parkway in Meriden Wednesday. (Chris 
French / Record-Journal)

By Jeffery Kurz, Record-Journal 
staff 

MERIDEN — The Rev. Leo J. 
Daily has been on dialysis for a 
little more than two years. Daily, of 
Our Lady of Fatima Church in 
Yalesville, goes to the Central 
Connecticut Dialysis Center on 
Research Parkway three times a 
week. Each dialysis session runs 
about 3 ½ hours.

On Wednesday afternoon, U.S. 
Rep. Nancy Johnson, R-New Britain, asked Daily if the sessions left him 
feeling "pretty good."

"Oh, yeah," replied Daily. "I'm 91 years old."

Johnson was visiting the center at the invitation of medical staff and 
representatives of organizations throughout the state who wanted to call 
attention to problems associated with kidney disease and legislation that 
would update Medicare coverage.

Medicare does not cover the full cost of dialysis. Daily told Johnson it 
accounted for 80 percent of his care, with 16 percent covered by 
insurance he receives through the archdiocese.

The legislation also aims to modernize Medicare payments to dialysis 
providers, which are not automatically updated each year. Providers say 
that has left them underfunded.

"Part of the problem is that all Medicare programs have an annual update, 
except for our program," said Chris Ceccarelli, northeast region legislative 
advisor for the American Nephrology Nurses' Association.

"So we're always behind the curve in meeting costs," Ceccarelli said. "The 
biggest thing is trying to influence Representative Johnson."

Kidney failure is on the rise. The number of people with kidney failure is 
expected to quadruple over the next 20 years. The increase is connected 
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to the increase in diabetes, which in turn is connected to the epidemic of 
obesity across the country, said Dr. Dale Rowett, medical director of the 
Central Connecticut Dialysis Center.

About 400,000 Americans have kidney failure and stay alive by dialysis. 
About three-quarters of them rely on Medicare to pay for treatment. In 
Connecticut, about 3,000 residents are on dialysis. Black and Hispanic 
Americans have a higher incidence of kidney disease.

Among patients Johnson visited Wednesday afternoon was Margaret 
O'Connell, a Wallingford resident who has been on dialysis for three 
years. Or, as she put it, "too long."

While O'Connell praised the staff at the Meriden dialysis center, she said 
there were many days in which she would rather not face the treatment. 
"But the doctor said to me one day, it's either the treatment or die," 
O'Connell said. "So you get ready and go out the door."

After meeting with patients, Johnson spent more than an hour talking with 
staff and others associated with providing care about the issues targeted 
by the legislation. Those included annually updating the Medicare 
payment system, educational programs and encouraging home dialysis.

Talk also centered on preparing patients for dialysis. Johnson was told 
there is no coverage for what is called pre-dialysis.

"Most of the calls we receive are patients who say ‘I just found out,'" said 
Kimberly K. Hathaway, chief executive of the National Kidney Foundation 
of Connecticut. "They don't have the information, they don't have the 
education and we don't have the funds to give them the information they 
need. We find we have to spend more money on them later."

"So you think that there's a lot of savings to be had by covering pre-
dialysis?" Johnson asked.

"Most definitely," Rowett said.

Johnson, chairwoman of the House Ways and Means health 
subcommittee, said whole sections of the Medicare system were "terribly 
stressed."

"The problem with Medicare is that if you've got a system that's not 
working it's always expensive to change," she said. "So, the whole system 
is basically broken."

"We have a lot of problems right now," she said. "Luckily, yours is 
relatively small."

Afterward, Hathaway said she appreciated the chance to have her 
concerns heard. "It's a big opportunity, and it's made a difference before," 
she said.

jkurz@record-journal.com
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