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Testimony of the Affordable Care Today Coalition

Before Secretary JudyAnn Bigby, M.D.

Executive Office of Health and Human Services

Wednesday, August 27, 2008, Boston

RE: FY 2010 Budget

The Affordable Care Today (ACT!!) Coalition is a group of 75 organizations including community and religious organizations, labor unions, doctors, hospitals, community health centers, public health advocates and consumers.  The ACT!! Coalition is committed to implementing comprehensive health reform that honors the following five principles: 

1. MassHealth restoration and expansion

2. Cost relief to moderate-income, working families, including sliding-scale subsidies for private insurance

3. Fair payment rates for doctors, hospitals, and other providers of MassHealth services

4. Meaningful employer responsibility 

5. Fair and sustainable funding

The ACT!! Coalition thanks you and your office for your leadership in health reform implementation.  We are pleased to have the opportunity to provide you with our comments regarding the FY 2010 budget.  Your willingness to host two hearings in different areas of the state, engaging the public in your decision-making process, reflects your commitment to protecting all Massachusetts residents.

ACT!! is thrilled with the progress of health reform implementation.  We are proud of many elements of health reform and know that thousands of Massachusetts residents are benefiting from Chapter 58 and its implementation.  In the first full year of implementation, the rate of uninsurance among Massachusetts adults fell by half, from 13% in 2006 to 7% in 2007.  The Division of Health Care Finance and Policy’s (DHCFP) August Quarterly Indicators report shows that more than 439,000 people have enrolled in private or subsidized health insurance programs between the beginning of health reform in June 2006, and March 31, 2008.  This remarkable increase in health coverage for Massachusetts residents—and the accompanying decrease in utilization of the Health Safety net—confirm the continued success of health reform.

The foundation for maintaining improved access to health care and funding health reform is based on an agreement of shared responsibility.  Most stakeholders in Massachusetts health reform have done their part to ensure the continued success of health reform.  We commend you for ensuring and maintaining a shared commitment to funding health reform by revising the Fair Share regulations.  These revised regulations, which require employers to cover 25% of one’s employees and contribute 33% of the cost of each employee’s health insurance premium, take a critical step forward in funding health reform, and we applaud your leadership on this issue.  

We want to ensure that each of these unique and progressive gains achieved will be maintained in the coming year, and we are committed to full, adequate, and necessary funding for health reform.  We ask you to prioritize health reform funding in your budget and ensure that Chapter 58 implementation is fully funded in FY 2010.  
The Coalition’s top budget priorities are as follows:

Fully fund health reform implementation.
The ACT!! Coalition supports the administration in its efforts to keep health reform strong, and we thank you for implementing the varied complex and critical policy decisions that have led to health reform’s success thus far.  Our top priority is maintaining open enrollment in public programs, such as MassHealth and Commonwealth Care, for all eligible residents.  In the face of increasing costs we applaud your continued commitment to preserving Commonwealth Care program, for both its benefits and its eligibility criteria.  
Shared responsibility is the cornerstone of Massachusetts health reform.  The revised fair and reasonable regulations, the FY08 supplemental budget, and the increase in the cigarette tax are great steps toward ensuring the continued success of health reform implementation.  We urge sustained commitment to health reform, so that the Commonwealth does not reverse any of the progress it has made in the past two years.  

Fully re-fund MassHealth Outreach Grants at $3.5 million.

ACT!! thanks you, the Governor, and the legislature for fully refunding the MassHealth Outreach grants in the FY 2009 budget.  The grants are crucial for ensuring the unique and exceptional outreach and re-enrollment work currently taking place statewide.  Health reform has been successful in covering over 439,000 Massachusetts residents.  With the ongoing complex redetermination process and the requirements for minimum creditable coverage phasing in this coming January 2009, the need for coordinated and skilled outreach work continues.  We encourage you to maintain this funding and further your support of the outreach grants. 

The Commonwealth has an interest to ensure that residents have health care coverage whenever eligible and that this coverage be the most appropriate to maximize the individual’s health benefits and the state’s financial reimbursement.  Outreach workers across the state keep people covered by the most appropriate program over time as annual redeterminations and life circumstances (eligibility) change.  There is a dynamic continuum of activities that is necessary to achieve maximum appropriate health coverage consisting of outreach, enrollment, education (how to appropriately use the system to improve quality and reduce costs) and coverage maintenance (including annual redeterminations and eligibility changes).  As we move forward in health reform implementation, our goal is shifting toward maintaining coverage from enrollment, and these outreach funds continue to be essential for this process.  

Restore 60 day re-determination period (instead of current 45 day policy) for MassHealth.

The restoration of the 60-day redetermination period is necessary for individuals who need additional time to complete their annual review forms.  Forty-five days is often not sufficient time for a MassHealth member to gather all of the information needed to prove eligibility; as a result, many members lose coverage due to this shorter redetermination period.  Terminated members, now uninsured, still require care and be re-enrolled upon utilization of health care services.  The “churn” of these members results in a sizable and avoidable administrative and financial burden associated with the re-enrollment of eligible members.

Change Commonwealth Care eligibility to begin on the date of application.

This current structure of Commonwealth Care eligibility leaves huge gaps in coverage for enrollees.  Eligibility currently begins on the first of the month after a member either pays their premium by the twentieth of the month before (for premium paying members) or the first of the month after a member enrolls into a plan two business days before the last day of the month (for members that do not pay a premium).  The normal application procedure takes 3-4 weeks just to be determined eligible for the program.  During that time, the applicant is without any health insurance coverage and therefore at risk for incurring medical debt or going without needed care.  

Include dental coverage in the benefit package for all Commonwealth Care enrollees.
The ACT!! Coalition supports the inclusion of comprehensive dental services in all Commonwealth Care plans. While we recognize the short-term cost of including dental coverage within all plans, a longer-term health and economic perspective supports extending dental coverage.  Oral health is a critical component of overall health, and we urge EOHHS to prioritize the inclusion of dental coverage in all Commonwealth Care plans.
Expand subsidized health insurance for individuals 300%-400% FPL.  

Access to subsidized care through the Commonwealth Care program provides health insurance to tens of thousands of Massachusetts residents.  Individuals who are just above the 300% FPL line are forced into the private market, with substantially higher premiums and more cost sharing.  This demographic is currently left out of the promise and success of health reform; caught between income level and the Commonwealth Care regulations, they are unable to enroll in a health insurance plan.  

The ACT!! Coalition appreciates the ongoing open and public process as you continue to implement health reform.  We appreciate the Office’s willingness to engage us and other members of the public in your decision-making process.  We commend you and your staff for being so forthcoming with information to the ACT!! Coalition, and we encourage continuing cooperation and transparency.

We know there continue to be challenges ahead in the funding of health reform implementation, and we hope to be a support you in thinking creatively about funding mechanisms.  Please let us know if we can be a resource to you and your staff in any way.  Should you have any questions, please address them to Suzanne Curry, ACT!! Coalition Coordinator at (617) 275-2977 or scurry@hcfama.org. 

Sincerely,

Suzanne Curry

ACT!! Coalition Coordinator
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