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The news is out: The number of Maine people without health insurance went up dramatically during 2005. More than 11,000 Maine citizens lost health insurance coverage last year.

That's not all. Anthem, the state's largest private health insurance provider, has just filed for another rate increase - a big one. Clearly, something is wrong.

Maine is now tied with New Jersey for having the highest health insurance rates in the country, more than double what our neighbors in New Hampshire are paying.

Their uninsured rate went down last year. Other states have even lower health insurance premiums. What is going on?

There are many reasons for Maine's high rates. It is not because Maine people are older or unhealthier; it is because of our state government and its policies, programs and regulations. Consider the following:

  In Maine. because of coverage mandates, you can purchase a "Cadillac" insurance policy, and that's it. Even if you don't want it, you are covered for psychological counseling, alcoholism rehabilitation, drug rehabilitation, and much more.

These benefits are great, if you want them and can afford them. Many young Maine families would rather have a "Chevy" policy that would cover them in the event of a catastrophe and that they could afford, rather than a Cadillac policy that they can't.

  Maine's "community rating" law requires all premiums to vary only a small amount, regardless of the policy holder's age, health or habits. It sounds great - on paper.

In reality, you have a system that subsidizes the older, less-healthy yet often-wealthier people with artificially high premiums paid by younger and healthier people. Healthy young people and families drop out of the market because they can't afford the high premiums.

The result is called adverse selection - more unhealthy people concentrated in Maine's insurance pool, resulting in higher rates on those who remain. The cycle continues until we find Maine in what is known as a health insurance death spiral.

  Dirigo Health Care survives by taxing health insurers (the so-called savings offset payment), who then pass the tax on to you and me. This is not making health insurance cheaper, except for those few lucky enough to get the Dirigo subsidy, paid for by the rest of us. The worst part about Dirigo is that it has prohibited any health insurance market reforms whatsoever.

  Maine's Medicaid enrollment is now about 20 percent of our population. That is one in five Mainers, and we're moving toward one in four. This huge percentage - the highest in the country - combined with the low level of reimbursement by the state to health care providers at all, is taking its toll. 

The total now owed to Maine's hospitals because of Maine's irresponsible Medicaid expansions is around $350 million, predicted to reach almost half a billion dollars in a few years. This shortfall has to be covered by the rest of us through higher health care costs and higher taxes.

  Anthem has a virtual monopoly on Maine's individual health insurance market. Our state government restricts and mandates our insurance industry with such a heavy hand that only the very strongest can survive. 

We used to have more than a dozen large players in our health insurance market. Now we have essentially one, with a few others offering uncompetitive products. Several national companies have expressed an interest in coming back to the Maine market, but only after Maine changes its restrictive policies.

Bringing competition to our state would stabilize our individual market and help reduce premiums.

Legislation to address all of these government-created problems has been offered time and again in Maine. Unfortunately for all of us, it is always squelched by the majority party.

Similar reforms in the rest of the country have been bipartisan and successful. Here, they are attacked as partisan and voted down by Gov. Baldacci's party.

With another 20.5 percent rate increase just filed this week by Anthem, many more working Maine families will be dropping coverage. That's a genuine shame, made worse because it is completely unnecessary. 

- Special to the Press Herald


