PORTLAND

USINESS
JOURNAL

PORTLAND, OREGON

BUSINESS NEWS FROM THE FOUR-COUNTY REGION

APRIL 6, 2012

FOCUS

Legislature makes bold move toward free-market health care

In the closing hours of the 2012 Oregon leg-
islative session, the Oregon Legislature paved
the way for the Oregon Health Insurance
Exchange.

The exchange will create a marketplace
for health insurance policies for individuals,
families and small employers.

It will also allow employers to allocate
defined contributions to employee coverage
and let employees shop for coverage that best
meets their needs.

Oregonians will be able to compare plans,
find out if they are eligible for tax credits and
other financial assistance, and enroll for cov-
erage through the exchange website. They
will also be able to shop and enroll by work-
ing directly with insurance agents.

What is the genesis of the exchange? The
Patient Protection and Affordable Care Act,
signed into law by President Obama in March
2010, requires that all states operate a health
insurance exchange by Jan. 1, 2014. If states
do not operate their own exchanges, the fed-
eral government will implement an exchange
for them.

Oregon has been on a path toward a health
exchange for many years. By implementing
our own exchange, the Legislature ensured
our solution would meet the unique needs of
Oregon’s individuals, employers and health
insurance market.

How will the exchange differ from other
online marketplaces, such as eHealthIn-
surance? The Legislature established the
exchange as a public corporation that will
operate in the public interest for the benefit of
the people and businesses that use it to obtain
health insurance.

The exchange corporation is governed by
a nine-member board of directors who are
appointed by the governor and confirmed by
the Senate. The board appoints the corpora-
tion’s executive director.

The corporation currently has some 24
employees working in areas such as plan
management, risk adjustment, billing
and enrollment, information technology,
administration, and outreach and communica-
tions. Also, the Oregon Health Authority has

approximately 33 employees
working on the information
technology project supporting
the exchange.

Besides providing health
coverage options, the
exchange can be a trusted
source of information and
assistance. The exchange
administrators seek to foster
quality and value in the health
care system through the health
plans the exchange offers.

For small employers in Oregon, the
exchange will offer a new model of insurance
that is not available in the small group market
today. Known as a defined contribution mod-
el, employers will be able to contribute a set
dollar amount to their employees’ premiums
and let their employees choose from all plans
and carriers in the exchange.

The exchange then will collect one check
from the employer and remit the premiums to
the carriers. This will help employers achieve
significant administrative efficiencies and
provide employees with an unprecedented
amount of choice.

The exchange will also help small
employers find out if they qualify for tax
credits that will help pay for covering their
employees.

For individuals, the exchange will be the
single source for federal tax credits to help
pay for premiums and the source for cost-
sharing subsidies that will help pay for
co-pays and deductibles. They will be able to
shop for plans that have been independently
and objectively judged by the exchange based
on quality and value.

How is the exchange funded? Through
the end of 2014, the exchange is funded by
federal grant dollars. Beginning Jan. 1, 2015,
the exchange must be self-sustaining.

To cover its costs, the exchange will collect
an administrative fee from insurance carriers
that sell health plans in the exchange. As the
exchange is a public corporation independent
of state government and has not received any
state funding, the state of Oregon will bear no
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financial risk if the exchange loses its federal
funding.

If the Affordable Care Act is overturned by
the U.S. Supreme Court and the federal start-
up funding is reduced or eliminated, the state
is under no obligation to move forward with
the exchange. If this occurs, the exchange
corporation will consult with legislators and
the governor on the next steps.

Ultimately this exchange will offer valu-
able services to Oregonians and small
employers, such as:

* Serving as a central place to shop for
insurance plans and compare quality and
price.

¢ Providing information and assistance on
how to use benefits to improve health.

e Setting plan standards that support
Oregon’s efforts to improve health and reduce
costs.

* Creating a seamless eligibility and enroll-
ment process for Oregon families enrolling in
commercial or public health plans.

* Presenting innovative plan options and
offering simplified plan administration for
small employers, including a defined contri-
bution model that is not available anywhere
else.

* Providing community-based assistance,
with a network of specially trained custom-
er service staff, navigators and insurance
agents.

* Making health coverage more accessible
through an easy-to-use website and commu-
nity outreach.

If the exchange is not beneficial to busi-
nesses and individuals, they can continue
doing what they do now. In the end, as the
government will not be allowed to pick win-
ners and losers within the exchange, the
Oregon Legislature hopes this free-market
system will ultimately benefit the consumer.
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at law firm Lane Powell. He also represents
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Washington County in the Oregon House
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