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Editorial: Put a hold on Blue Cross bill

by The Saginaw News
Tuesday November 25, 2008, 10:33 AM

Sometime next week it's likely the Legislature will get a look at a cut-and-
paste compromise bill package regulating health insurers in Michigan.

It's controversial.

Blue Cross/Blue Shield, a nonprofit insurance carrier, says it is losing
money and that regulatory changes will help improve that picture.

Attorney General Mike Cox, Consumers Union, the UAW and AARP say
the bills would remove many regulations and cause premiums to soar.

If Blue Cross is right, without the changes it can't remain Michigan's
insurer of last resort. "Last resort" means, by law, the company must cover
anyone a for-profit carrier won't. Blue Cross sells nearly %0 percent of the
health insurance policies in the state.

If Cox and the others are right, not only would seniors and the disabled
face enormous premium increases, Blue Cross would edge out competition
from private insurance companies and do so with only limited oversight
from the traditional consumer protection role the attorney general plays.

The ins and outs of these bills are labyrinthine.

For instance, it involves a tax on private insurers who don't accept
applicants for medical reasons -- "cherry-picking." That would force the
private insurers to charge more, and they would lose business.

It includes creation of a three-member actuarial panel to review rate hikes
and allow Blue Cross to name one of the panelists.

It involves medical loss ratios, community-rated financial pools and wait
times for pre-existing conditions. There's much more, but you get the idea.

Muddying the matter even further are million-dollar Blue Cross executive
salaries, campaign contributions to practically every state legislator, a
$2.4 billion surplus and an annual $75 million state tax break.

A couple of questions:

Blue Cross says it wants stronger regulation of for-profit insurance
companies in Michigan. Would that help Blue Cross and the consumer or
hurt the companies? Fair trade-off? Would they deserve a tax break
similar to Blue Cross'?

If Blue Cross needs more money, why not request a rate increase hearing?
That has seemed to work so far. Open the books, prove its case and then
bump up premiums. Why seek legislative relief?

Why is it all that important to enact this legislation now, during a lame-
duck session? Whatever the compromise package is, it's obvious no time
will remain for either the House or the Senate to conduct hearings on it.

Why are Cox and Blue Cross making charges and counter-charges and
counter-counter charges? Is Blue Cross trying to reduce its risk exposure
instead of helping the uninsured? These bills are very complicated and, in
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many parts, not very altruistic.

The best course is to postpone any vote during the lame-duck session and
bring it back next year.

Yes, there's the loss of institutional knowledge about the measure that
term-limited legislators will take with them. But if the bills are as good as
Blue Cross says they are or as bad as Cox says they are, full hearings next
year will bear that out.

And that way the new Legislature can take credit for any new law's success
-- or full blame for its failure. v
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Believe it or not...sadly, it is true.
Questions..... miketomich@yahoo.com
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