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WASHINGTON — Congress took the first step Thursday to double the budget for a program running out of
money that provides health insurance for 6 million low-income children.

The Senate Budget Committee voted 12-11 to approve $50 billion over five years for the State Children's Health
Insurance Program, up from $25 billion. That would allow the program to cover an additional 6 million children.

The full Senate and House still must approve the budget plan.

On Wednesday, presidential hopeful Hillary Rodham Clinton, D-N.Y., and Rep. John Dingell, D-Mich.,
introduced legislation to extend the program to 9 million more children.

House Speaker Nancy Pelosi, D-Calif., said March 9 that eliminating shortfalls in the program is the top health
priority for House Democrats.

The Senate vote caps weeks of rallies on Capitol Hill by child advocates and others who want Congress to
renew and expand a program popular among Republican and Democratic governors. The program is set to
expire Oct. 1, but as many as 14 states — including New Jersey — could run out of money before that — some
as early as May.

"It's not fair that the United States, the richest country in the world, can't provide insurance for its children," said
Karen Borja, 17, of Coachella, Calif., who is uninsured.

Borja said she lacks insurance because her mother, a widow, earns too much to qualify for the program but too
little to afford health insurance. She said her family must travel six hours to Mexico to purchase affordable health
care.

Borja was among hundreds of clergy and parents organized by the PICO National Network who called on
Congress last week to increase money for SCHIP to $60 billion.

President Bush is proposing to increase the program by $4.8 billion. The Congressional Budget Office says $13
billion is needed to keep current youngsters covered.

Fourteen states are expected to run out of money this year unless Congress acts, according to a report from the
Center on Budget and Policy Priorities that conducts research on issues that affect low-and middle-income
families.

Some Republican lawmakers and Bush, concerned about spending and the deficit, want to restrict eligibility to
those earning up to 200 percent of the federal poverty level — $41,000 for a family of four — and limit the
program to children. But more than 16 states cover children whose parents earn more.

The Rev. Heyward Higgins, pastor of Camden, N.J. Bible Tabernacle and a member of Camden Churches
Organized for People, said he doesn't understand why Congress can't find the federal dollars to pay for
children's health insurance.

"We find money for a war, but for some reason we can't find money for our children," said Higgins, who was
lobbying Congress for $60 million last week. "I'm hard-pressed to understand that process and reasoning."

New Jersey covers children whose parents earn up to 350 percent of the federal poverty level, or $72,000 for a
family of four.
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