Effort targets Latinas' health care; 

Video is latest tool in campaign to address rights, services and cultural issues
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In a scene worthy of a Daytime Emmy, the arrogant Mrs. de la Cruz attempts to storm into the doctor's office, her baby wailing, the background music at a piercing, dramatic pitch. 

It's just what you would expect from a high-drama Spanish soap opera, or telenovela, complete with extraordinarily made-up women in clingy clothes, class struggles and the never-understated, talk-to-thecamera asides. 

But this video has more than guilty-pleasure entertainment value. In Spanish with English subtitles, Senora de la Cruz is the latest educational tool used by Baltimore public health advocates to guide immigrant Latinas through the convoluted U.S. health care system. 

The video and accompanying booklet serve as a know-your-rights manual for immigrant women who are pregnant and explain language and cultural barriers that can keep them from seeking vital prenatal care. 

The educational tools are an effort by Baltimore Health Care Access, which received a $120,000 grant from the Robert Wood Johnson Foundation. 

In addition to helping hospitals improve their services to Latina patients, Baltimore Health Care Access created the video with Megaphone Project, a Baltimore production company that makes documentaries on social justice issues. 

Pamela Bohrer Brown, who coordinated the Hispanic Health Care Project for Baltimore Health Care Access, planned to distribute the pamphlet to churches, groceries and hair salons. The video is available free to agencies or outreach groups, she said. Brown also uses Office of Minority Health funds through Baltimore Medical Systems to help providers care for their Latina patients. 

"A lot of times these new babies can't get their health care benefits right because their parents just don't understand the process," she said. "The way we can help is by getting out simple materials that can help someone with questions. We wanted to teach them using a very creative process." 

The needs couldn't be more acute. Last summer, Gov. Robert L. Ehrlich Jr. alarmed immigrant advocates when he slashed a Medicaid program serving pregnant women and children younger than 5 who are legal permanent residents. Although he later restored some of the cuts for women, attorneys for the Legal Aid Bureau filed a lawsuit in the fall on behalf of eight children, alleging that the state discriminated against them and other non-U.S. citizens by eliminating their coverage. 

The lawsuit remains unresolved, and some lawmakers have vowed to pass legislation to restore the cuts. 

"There has been a great deal of confusion lately," said Brown. "Some women who qualify don't think they do, and they are unlikely to fill out the paperwork or obtain the necessary resources." 

And because babies born in the U.S. are automatically citizens, understanding the rights and benefits of mother and child can be particularly confounding. 

Even so, advocates argue that lack of health insurance is not the only obstacle. Experts say language barriers, cultural confusion and, for undocumented women, a fear of deportation, can prevent them from going to the doctor. 

Studies show that Latinas are less likely than non-Hispanic white women to receive prenatal care, increasing the risk of delivery complications and of giving birth to children with birth defects and low birth weights. Hispanic women are more than twice as likely as non-Hispanic white women to not receive prenatal care in their first trimester or at all, according to the National Center for Health Statistics at the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention. 

Once they receive care, Latinas are prone to particular pitfalls. For example, in many Latino cultures children take both parents' surnames. The trouble occurs when a woman checks into a hospital under one name and the baby is given another name on a birth certificate and yet another on an insurance card. 

Public health advocates say it doesn't matter which name is used, so long as it's consistent. 

On the video, the know-it-all Mrs. de la Cruz finds herself in such a bind. On one set of forms she lists her maiden name, on another she's known by her married name, "de la Cruz," and her some of her baby's forms have each name and others have both. 

At every encounter with health professionals, the too-good-for-the-public-clinic character makes a point to stare into the camera to proclaim she is "Mrs. de la Cruz." 

Insisting from the start that her English is good enough to get by, Mrs. de la Cruz endures a string of fiascoes at the health clinic. The scenes are straightforward, with moments of hilarity. 

In one, Mrs. de la Cruz, dressed in a slinky print dress and eight months' pregnant, goes out of her way to dismiss a humble woman who obtains a translator and has no problems from prenatal care to delivery. Mrs. de la Cruz later suggests to her husband that the timid woman would make the perfect domestic help. 

Brown said the video, with its comic and dramatic moments, offers the right tone to reach women. The most important element is that they understand translators are not only available but are a right and that there is no shame in asking for help, she said. 

"When I showed it to the first test groups, they said it's funny, but it's not that funny," Brown said. "One woman said, `Oh, that arrogant woman is my sister-in-law. She's that one. I've got to take her to see this video.'" 

The video served as reminder to Maria Hunter, originally from the Dominican Republic, who now lives in Reservoir Hill with her husband and three children. Although her English is passable, she had a daunting experience when she gave birth in Baltimore to her youngest son. 

"When I got to the hospital, it was fine, but I would have liked if someone spoke Spanish," she said. "I didn't get an interpreter. And sometimes when they wanted to talk to me, we never understood each other too much." 

Now things are different. "I try to get an interpreter all the time," Hunter said. "I want them to 

understand me and for me to understand them."
