December 13, 2006

TO:  THE PEOPLE OF LEGISLATIVE DISTRICT 8

HEALTH COVERAGE FOR UNINSURED -  A DOMINANT IN THE 2007 SESSION
In Maryland, there are 800,000 working men and women who do not have health care insurance.   Nationally, that number is 46.6 million.  Each year we ignore this problem it grows in numbers of uninsured individuals and in businesses who cannot afford to offer the benefit.   
The uninsured do not get preventive medical care.   Without such care, illnesses and medical conditions become serious, chronic and life threatening.   At that point, the uninsured seek medical in hospital emergency rooms.   This is the most expensive medical care that can be rendered.   Nationally, 300,000 people seek care in hospital emergency rooms every day.   Maryland hospitals saw 2.2 million emergency room visits in 2004.   The total annual health care bill for the state’s uninsured is between $2.4 billion and $3.7 billion.
For years, Congress hasn’t appeared willing or able to do anything to fix what has become a national crisis in health care.   Tired of waiting for Congress to act, states are beginning to take the bull by the horns and enact legislation to insure the uninsured.   Massachusetts approved the first law in the nation to require all of its citizens to obtain health insurance.   The law requires that businesses not offering health insurance pay penalties to help cover the uninsured.   The measure uses a combination of added state spending, tax incentives, insurance subsidies and expanded government insurance programs to reach the 550,000 uninsured state residents.
Several proposals will be before the 2007 seeking to expand health coverage to the uninsured.   As a member of the House Health and Government Operations Committee, I will be dealing with these legislative proposals.   Hopefully, Maryland will take definitive steps to reduce the number of its citizens without health care insurance.    Legislators, nonprofit groups and government agencies have announced various plans.
The Maryland Citizens Health Initiative, the group that supported the Wal-Mart bill, wants to raise the per pack cigarette tax by $1 to enable the state to expand health coverage to 62,000 of the uninsured.
The Maryland Hospital Association  plan would expand Medicaid to each parent earning less than $14,500 whose children already receive free health care.  It is estimated that approximately 120,000 people would be eligible.   Under this plan, the state would pay 90% of the costs to make policies affordable to small business, thus reaching another 100,000 people.   In addition, young moderate to middle-income people who earn more than $43,000 (about 320,000 individuals) would lose their personal income tax exemption if they do not purchase insurance.
The Maryland Health Care Commission plan would set up an insurance exchange where individuals could choose from any plans offered by insurers and keep the same coverage when moving from job to job.   Employers would pay much of the cost, with each employer setting a dollar figure it would contribute toward the purchase.   The state would provide a subsidy for lower-income workers.
Governor-elect Martin O’Malley’s  plan would lower the cost of insurance to help the state’s small businesses to buy coverage for employees.   This would be accomplished by providing tax incentives to companies that offer health care plans and by creating a statewide purchasing pool of businesses to reduce premiums.
All of these proposals and others not yet submitted with be studied and debated by the 2007 session.  Frankly, I believe that health care is a right.  Every industrialized nation provides health care for its citizens.   The United States, the wealthiest nation in the world, does not.   The failure to guarantee working men and women health care is at the root of the current health care crisis.   Indeed, the United States has the best health care in the world, but the worst system of delivering it.   I hope that Maryland will be one of the states to lay the groundwork necessary to address this problem.  Hopefully, significant strides to reduce the number of Maryland uninsured will be taken by the 2007 Maryland General Assembly.
Please do not hesitate to contact me on this or any other issue of concern to you.   As always, I encourage and welcome your input.

I want to wish you and yours a happy and healthy holiday season!
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