Doctors give the jobless a dose of help
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Torrance doctors Aqdas Kuraishi, right, and Paul Brown have decided to continue treating their current patients who have lost their 
health insurance
 because of the loss of a job. (Steve McCrank/Staff Photographer)

Around eight years ago while working at a Rolling Hills Estates medical office, Dr. Aqdas Kuraishi asked one of his patients with a thyroid condition why he had taken so long to come in for a checkup. 

"He said, `I lost my job,"' Kuraishi recalled. 

As a result, the patient had no medical insurance and was reluctant to pay for a visit out of his own pocket. 

So Kuraishi decided to stop charging him until he found another job six months later. 

Kuraishi did the same for several of his other patients who were temporarily unemployed. 

Now, with the economy tanking, Kuraishi and a fellow doctor are making the same gesture to their current patients. 

"All established patients of our practice who have lost their jobs shall receive their medical care that the doctors do in their office free," Kuraishi wrote as an informal policy. "Your (job) termination slip is your insurance for our services till you find your new position." 

The last time Kuraishi did this, it helped about 10 to 15 of his patients. He expects about the same number to need the assistance now. 

He noted that California's 
unemployment rate
 is more than 7 percent, and described the economy in a "meltdown." 

"If my income goes down 10 percent or 7 percent, that's fine. It's not going to kill me," said Kuraishi, a family practice physician who now works at a clinic in Torrance. "We just have to look out for each other. Part of it is philosophical because you're saying you're responsible. We can't fix the whole world, but we can fix our part." 

Last week, Kuraishi suggested the idea to physician Paul Brown, who shares his clinic. Brown accepted. 

"If some of our patients are going to end up suffering or face a huge bill, they won't pay," said Brown, an internist. "I'd hate to see that. So I went along with the plan." 

Howard Krauss, president of the Los Angeles County Medical Association, applauded their effort. 

"It's nice to hear there are two noble doctors who have made this commitment to their patients," Krauss said. 

Krauss, an ophthalmologist, noted that many physicians try to help their patients with financial matters. 

"Most of us don't abandon our patients," Krauss said. "If a patient loses health insurance or coverage, most of us will adjust fees, reduce fees, sometimes put patients on payment plans or waive fees." 

In addition to the economic downturn, patients must also contend with the growing difficulty in securing individual health insurance when they do not have access to a group plan. 

Insurance companies have become much more picky with whom they provide coverage, Krauss said. He added that the companies also are more likely to use technicalities to eliminate coverage once a serious illness arises. 

Kuraishi and Brown did not give a specific time frame for their offer. 

"As long as we have patients who need it," said Kuraishi, 55, who has worked in the South Bay since about 1988. "Who knows when the economy will turn around?" 

Brown, 48, who has spent the past 15 years working in the South Bay, added that he will continue to offer free service to his unemployed patients as long as "it works well with us and we don't have a reason to stop it." 

Talking publicly about the effort may inspire other physicians to do something similar, Kuraishi said. 

"I would be overjoyed if all the doctors in the South Bay say, `We want to do this, too,"' Kuraishi said. "Some people get the impression that doctors are aloof and don't care. This will show that we do care." 

