crusaders

Target: Medical Bills

K.B. Forbes battles big hospital chains over fees that
are steep enough, he claims, to make you sick

hen the knock came at the

door, Maria Mejia automati-

cally feared it was a bill col-
lector. She’d run up $160,000 in unin-
sured hospital expenses having her
diabetes treated, and Tenet Health-
care Corp. had been demanding that
the Mexican immigrant cough up the
money, which she didn’t have. “She
was sure she was going to prison,” says
her son Victor. But K.B. Forbes, the
man outside her modest home in San-
taAna, Calif,, that day in January 2002,

wasn’t after his pound of flesh. He was
there to help Mejia, now 56, take on
Tenet, the nation’s second largest for-
profit hospital chain. “You have to go
after the big guys,” says Forbes, “if you
want to effect change.”

Lately Forbes has been doing alot of
both. In the past two years he’s made
it his mission to force the medical-
care industry to reform what he
believes is a national scandal: While
hospitals cut deals with insurers that
deeply discount the cost of treatment,
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A 24-day hospital stay for
appendicitis and intestinal surgery
cost Claudia Perez $131,021.

“He was dropped from heaven I thmk » says Mejia (who lost one leg and is wheelchair-bound because of her iliness) of Forbes.
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