Alternatives to Dirigo Choice
By Rep. Jon McKane

The people of Maine have endured a veritable blitzkrieg of Dirigo Health Program propaganda over the past year. Information about alternatives to Dirigo, of which there are many, however, remains hidden. What the public is being led to believe from this bombardment is that there are no alternatives to Dirigo. We can either move ahead with Dirigo or we shall remain tethered to a failing and obsolete system of health insurance in this state.

On March 9th, at the State House in Augusta, a press conference was held by six Republican legislators from the Insurance and Financial Services Committee. We unveiled a different health insurance plan for the state. A few members of the press actually did show up, but their presence seemed little more than a formality. Nothing was on the TV or radio news that night and only a paragraph or two was reported in various newspapers.

Lobbyists for socialized health care attended that day and were quick to corner the few members of the media as the press conference ended. These well paid professionals, who masquerade as “consumer” advocates, are skilled at pushing their agenda forward through the media, while trashing opposing views.

The announcement of the health insurance press conference was made two days beforehand, so everyone knew it was coming. Unfortunately for those interested in learning a little more about Maine’s health insurance alternatives, Governor Baldacci just happened to call an emergency press conference – for the same day at the same time – on a borrowing plan for highways – a plan which he soon abandoned. The Governor’s press conference effectively threw a news blackout on the Republican plan to make health insurance affordable.

The plan we delivered that day was not as “bold,” not as sexy and definitely not experimental as the now infamous Dirigo Health Program. Nevertheless, it did show that Dirigo is not the only game in town. The alternative plan is one that took a long time to put together, with hours of research, thought, debate and discussion.  

Each of the six legislators took a piece of the plan. Rep. Wes Richardson, from Warren, set out our goal of achieving affordable health insurance for Maine’s working people through free-market reform.

Sen. Peter Mills laid out our ideas to redirect the Dirigo Health program and explained a series of steps to reform the program and focus on Dirigo’s original goals of insuring the uninsured.

Rep. Jon McKane, of Newcastle, spoke about LD 1945, which would change Maine’s guaranteed issue and community rating laws and establish a high-risk pool for Maine’s least healthy individuals. This would bring more competition and choice to our health insurance marketplace and help break up the current Anthem’s near-monopoly.  Federal funds, through bipartisan legislation are available for states to form high-risk pools.  
Rep. Ken Lindell, of Frankfort, explained the advantages of Health Savings Accounts – basically an IRA for your health care dollars – and detailed how they would allow more consumer choice while serving as a vehicle for Mainers to save for long term care.

Rep. Mike Vaughan, of Durham, described the problems inherent in Maine’s gigantic Medicaid program – covering 20 percent of the population – and our ideas of letting private insurers contract for MaineCare coverage.

Finally, Rep. Kevin Glynn, of South Portland spoke on many ways to bring down the cost of health care in Maine, including paying our hospitals the $364 million that Maine owes them, ending the transfer of funds from Dirigo to MaineCare, and allowing younger, healthier people to get insurance discounts.  
Also discussed at the press conference were individual responsibility, promoting healthier lifestyles, and medical malpractice liability reform. 

Dirigo has tried to address these and other problems with Maine’s health care system, and it has failed. Maine continues to have the second highest health insurance premiums in the country. Maine’s health insurance deductible amounts continue to average five times higher than the rest of the country – some of us carry $15,000 deductibles to keep premiums affordable. Dirigo obviously is not “leading” anything, as the “Dirigo” name would suggest. It is experimenting at the expense of Maine’s health care consumers.  

The ideas in our alternative plan are not “first in the nation” by any means. But these ideas have worked in all of the other states that have instituted them and have made health insurance and health care more affordable and more accessible for all.  The public deserves to hear the alternatives being offered instead of just the latest “bold” plan.
Jonathan McKane is a first term Legislator from Newcastle and member of the Insurance and Financial Services Committee.
As always, feel free to contact me on this or any other State issue at repjon.mckane@legislature.gov or cal me at home 563-5427.
