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Sen. Tom George says Blue Cross proposals
require further review

by Alex Nixon | Kalamazoo Gazette
Monday December 01, 2008, 4:32 PM

Updated 4:35 p.m.:  Texas Township Republican says he won't support
a fee on for-profit insurers

LANSING, MI -- A move to push through legislative changes to the
state's individual health-insurance market before the end of the year could
cause more problems than they fix, state Sen. Tom George said.

The Texas Township Republican, who chairs the Senate's Health Policy
committee, this afternoon said he won't support a fee on the state's for-
profit health insurers, a measure advocated by Blue Cross Blue Shield of
Michigan.

"The risk here is if we do what Blue Cross
says, are we going to make things worse?
" George said. "They want us to act on
fear and that could make things worse."
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¥ Blue Cross continues push for health-
insurance reform - 3 p.m. today

Blue Cross, the state's largest health
insurer and the nonprofit "insurer of last resort," is arguing that the
regulatory structure under which it operates is financially unsustainable.

It estimates that without changes to state law to increase protection of
individual insurance buyers and to implement a fee on for-profit
insurance companies, its business could be in "jeopardy" by 2011.

The Blues' estimate they will lose $166 million this year on coverage of
individual, or non-group policies. And, they say those losses will grow to
$264 million next year.

"BCBSM's individual losses represent a real and growing problem that
threatens the financial solvency of BCBSM and Michigan's health care
system as a whole," Mark Bartlett, Blue Cross Blue Shield of Michigan's
chief financial officer, said in a written statement today.

Blue Cross officials, who met with Gazette staff last week, say more people
are buying individual health insurance policies because they have lost their
jobs or because their employers have cut or decreased coverage.

The company, which doesn't pay state taxes in exchange for agreeing to
cover anyone who wants health insurance, contends for-profit health
insurers "cherry-pick" young healthy people, leaving it with more
expensive older and sicker people.

But George said simply instituting protections for insurance buyers that
prevent for-profit insurers from pricing sick people out of the market and
into Blue Cross policies would go a long way to bringing stability to the
Blue's financial situation.

"I would support a true compromise that would have consumer protection
mechanisms," George said. "The commercial carriers would have to keep
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you even if you get sick. That addresses the problem that prompted this
discussion in the first place."

Blue Cross officials, meanwhile, are lobbying hard for Lansing lawmakers
to pass a compromise that includes the protections and the creation of
"high-risk pool" funded by for-profit health insurance carriers. The pool
would be used by Blue Cross to cover its losses.

Attorney General Mike Cox, who has been highly critical of the proposals
and the push for action during the "lame-duck" session, last month asked
Blue Cross for detailed financial information. The company earlier today
turned over more than 300 pages of records to Cox's office and shared the
information with reporters around the state.

"You have spared little energy in making known your position that no
change is necessary," Bartlett, the chief financial officer, wrote to Cox. "We
respectfully disagree, and hope the information we present to you today
clarifies our rationale and purpose for seeking reform."

Cox said his office will review the documents, according to the Associated
Press.

Andy Hetzel, a spokesman for the Blues, said the proposals aren't being
rushed -- they've received more than 10 hearings over the last 13 months.

"We just want them to finish what they started 13 months ago," Hetzel
told the Gazette last week.

But George contends not enough is known about what the repercussions
will be on the individual health insurance market if a fee is implemented.

He said he's told Senate Majority Leader Mike Bishop, R-Rochester, that
the Senate should not back a compromise that includes a high-risk pool
until lawmakers have had more time to thoroughly vet the issue.

"We can start over next year," he said. "We can have hearings on these
new issues next year."

Contact Gazette Business Writer Alex Nixon at (269) 388-2783 or
anixon@kalamazoogazette.com.
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