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Some issues in eligibility for care with the Indian Health System

Quick answers:

Frequently asked questions

http://www.ihs.gov/GeneralWeb/HelpCenter/CustomerServices/FAQ/index.asp
Background

The Indian Health Service is the Operating Division within the Department of Health and Human Services that carries out the federal government's trust responsibility to provide health care services to eligible American Indian and Alaska Native people. IHS provides these health services through a network of 594 healthcare facilities, including 49 hospitals, 219 ambulatory clinics, 309 health stations, 15 school-based clinics and numerous Alaskan village clinics. It is largely a rural primary care system and many of the facilities are now run directly by Tribes. Tribal facilities may offer different eligibility requirements for care than those provided at the federally run IHS facilities. Some Tribal facilities restrict services to members of their own Tribes. As there are more than 500 Federally recognized Tribes, I do not have a single resource to reference. Your clients may be best served with regard to individual tribal eligibility requirements by consulting with that Tribe directly or directing questions to the Office of the IHS Area Director for Tribes within their IHS administrative Areas. (A listing of Area Offices, Service Units and contact information is available on the IHS website.) Our goal is to assure that comprehensive, culturally acceptable personal and public health services are available and accessible to American Indian and Alaska Native people. So please let me know if you or your clients continue to have questions about access to care. 
Here is information from the IHS Internet website customer pages that should address your first three questions. Here is the URL for that website: 
http://www.ihs.gov/GeneralWeb/HelpCenter/CustomerServices/FAQ/index.asp
Eligibility Requirements for Health Services From the Indian Health Service

The most common standard applied for eligibility for health services from the Indian Health Service is that the individual is an enrolled member of a Federally recognized Tribe.
The following is part of the Indian Health Service Manual text that sets forth the policies, standards, and procedures for determining those persons who come within the scope of the Indian Health program:

Indian Health Service Manual

Part 2—Services to Indians and Others

Chapter 1—Indians

2–1.2 PERSONS TO WHOM SERVICES MAY BE PROVIDED

A person may be regarded as within the scope of the Indian Health program if he is not otherwise excluded therefrom by provision of law, and:

A. Is of Indian and/or Alaska Native descent as evidenced by one or more of the following factors:

(1) Is regarded by the community in which he lives as an Indian or Alaska Native;

(2) Is a member, enrolled or otherwise, or an Indian or Alaska Native Tribe or Group under Federal supervision;

(3) Resides on tax-exempt land or owns restricted property;

(4) Actively participates in tribal affairs;

(5) Any other reasonable factor indicative of Indian descent, or

B. Is an Indian of Canadian or Mexican origin recognized by any Indian tribe or group as a member of an Indian community served by the Indian Health program; or

C. Is a non-Indian woman pregnant with an eligible Indian's child for the duration of her pregnancy through post partum (usually 6 weeks); or

D. Is a non-Indian member of an eligible Indian's household and the medical officer in charge determines that services are necessary to control a public health hazard or an acute infectious disease which constitutes a public health hazard.

Applying for health care benefits

To receive IHS health care benefits, you should go to the patient registration office of the local IHS facility in person and present proof of your enrollment as a member of a federally recognized tribe.

See the Indian Health Manual, Part 2—Services to Indians and Others, Chapter 6—Patient Registration System for specific information:

2-6.1B Policy. New patients must be registered in the IHS facility database prior to being provided health care services; however, emergency services should not be delayed. Information on patients that present a critical emergency that requires immediate medical attention must be obtained from the patient’s relative or other accompanying individual. Each patient’s IHS registration information must be updated on each subsequent trip to the facility by personal interview by a designated IHS staff member.

and 

2-6.4 Eligibility. The patient registration staff must be conscientious in obtaining and recording comprehensive and accurate data during patient interviews. The information collected and recorded in the PRS [Patient Registration System] is used to determine an individual’s eligibility for IHS direct care services and Contract Health Services from the IHS. This must include documentation from the BIA [Bureau of Indian Affairs] concerning each individual’s tribal affiliation and membership status.

Health Care Away From Home Reservation

Two types of services are provided by the Indian Health Service: (1) Direct health care services, which are provided by an IHS facility, or (2) contract health services (CHS), which are provided by a non-IHS facility or provider through contracts with the IHS. CHS are provided principally for members of federally recognized tribes who reside on or near the reservation established for the local tribe(s) in geographic areas called contract health service delivery areas (CHSDAs). The eligibility requirements are stricter for CHS than they are for direct care.

A member of a Federally recognized tribe may obtain care at any IHS hospital or clinic if the facility has the staff and capability to provide the medical care. One of the additional requirements for CHS is that the patient must reside in certain areas. One way to meet the residency requirement is to live on the reservation of any Federally recognized tribe. Another way to meet the residency requirement is to reside within the contract health service delivery area (CHSDA) for the patient's tribe.

Many, or even most, people who move away from their home reservations are not eligible for CHS since they would be moving away from the CHSDA in which they have eligibility. Check with your home or local Service Unit about eligibility, since they will be the ones making all determinations and paying bills for approved care. Most CHS provided is for urgent or emergency needs, as defined by the local service unit, and requires prior approval for non-emergency care and notification within 72 hours for emergency care.

Some programs or portions of programs are tribally operated instead of being operated by the Federal Government through the IHS. Some tribally operated hospitals or clinics restrict services to members of their own tribe. Consequently, just because a patient is a member of a Federally recognized tribe does not mean that they will be provided medical care at a tribally operated hospital or clinic.
There are a few urban Indian health care facilities located in cities throughout the United States. Check the Urban Indian Health Program listing to see if there is an urban clinic located near you.

With regard to your third and fourth questions:
Not all IHS, tribally run, or urban Indian health facilities provide prenatal care. Most of the IHS and tribally run facilities at least refer clients for prenatal care, but since this will likely be care provided outside of their local health care facility, then the client would have to be eligible for Contract Health Services.  Those criteria are included in the above information. Most urban Indian programs do not have the resources to pay for prenatal care.
On the standard IHS prenatal health care form, utilized by most IHS facilities, but not necessarily the tribal or urban Indian health facilities, information is requested from the mother seeking prenatal care regarding the name of the father.  This information is collected on a voluntary basis. This information would likewise be collected for a birth certificate for births occurring at a tribal or IHS facility.   
Thank you again for your questions regarding eligibility for health care services provided by IHS and Tribes.
