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	If you are a Maine citizen, you are part of the ongoing experiment in health care “reform” called Dirigo Health. Unlike most other states that allow health insurers in the free market to compete and thus lower premiums, Maine continues to gamble state resources on a program that has consistently failed to deliver on its promises. This experiment has helped lead Maine to the second highest health insurance rates in the country, and considering our low average income levels, this is a truly calamitous outcome.

We have learned from the Dirigo experiment, of course. We have discovered new methods for measuring cost containment and we have formed a template for a tiered subsidy program. But we have failed utterly to even approach the fundamental goal of insuring the uninsured and reducing premiums through competition. Indeed, the number of uninsured has actually grown.

In a recent letter to the Joint Committee on Insurance and Financial Services, Trish Riley, director of the governor’s Office of Health Policy and Finance, revealed the opinion of the Dirigo board of directors, to wit: “States must continue to serve as the laboratories of innovation to cover the uninsured…” We’ve also heard these recent health care proposals described as “noble experiments,” or as “a worthy leap of faith.”

In other words, you are in a health insurance “Petri dish” here in Maine. The powers that be refuse to implement the proven solutions that have worked in the vast majority of states. They prefer a pioneering approach that takes Maine where no state has gone before.

The most recent experiment from the governor’s office is labeled Dirigo 2.0, like an updated computer program. It encompasses a wide range of reforms. Some have been heard and voted on this session, some will be carried over to next session.

One of these reforms is the idea of Dirigo “self insurance.” This particular aspect of the plan was actually unveiled in the 122nd Legislature, where it was thoroughly scrutinized and rejected. Now it’s back, has passed the House and the Senate on party-line votes and was signed by the governor last Wednesday, the 27th. The only thing preventing the plan from being implemented is figuring out which new tax to use to fund it. 

Self insurance for Dirigo quite simply means that the state will fully enter the insurance market, competing against the few existing insurers left, yet following a completely different and less stringent set of rules. And, unlike commercial insurers, it will pay no taxes.

A quick look at our own MaineCare (Medicaid) system should send shivers down the spine of any Mainer at the thought of this state government taking on an even bigger and more complex and experimental health care program. Because of mismanagement of MaineCare, our government owes hundreds of millions of dollars to health care providers, has overpaid other providers by tens of millions, and has squandered over $60 million on a new computer claims system that will never work. Despite this series of fiascos, MaineCare continues to grow and will now cost more than $4 billion in this budget. 

Another experimental aspect of Dirigo 2.0 is the mandatory “pay or play” rules, similar to those being tried in Massachusetts. This means that businesses and individuals would have to buy Maine’s expensive health insurance or be “assessed” by the state. Because the new Dirigo program under the new set of rules would have an unfair competitive advantage, most of these new “pay or players” would be forced to buy this slightly cheaper Dirigo product. In the words of the godfather, it’s an offer we can’t refuse. 

There are even more troubling aspects to this latest Dirigo experiment, including a payroll tax to pay for Dirigo, a tax on hospital services, a variety of other possible taxes, and impossible restrictions on insurers and hospitals. 

These proposals, along with dozens of other experimental health care bills, all fall into the “bold” category, a favorite term of those doing the experimenting but who are not subject to the actual results.

One small, but positive, feature contained within the Dirigo bill is that market reform is finally being recommended by this administration. The governor deserves particular credit for acknowledging the harmful effects of community rating. Unfortunately, this is only a small part of his latest Dirigo package. 

At a recent hearing of the Insurance Committee, a citizen testified about the destructive effect of Maine’s expensive health insurance. “The cost of education and the cost of local, county and state government are all substantially higher than they should be because of the state’s failure to control health insurance costs,” she said. “This means unnecessarily higher taxes and debt to pay for educators’ and government workers’ health insurance, while many Maine taxpayers go without coverage.” How true.

The time for experimenting with health insurance is over. Maine families and businesses are not guinea pigs. There are tried and true methods used all around the country that have successfully reduced health insurance costs. Why should Maine people risk more costly failures?

(State Rep. Jon McKane, R-Newcastle, serves on the Insurance and Financial Services Committee and represents Damariscotta, Newcastle, Edgecomb, Bristol, South Bristol and Monhegan Plantation.)




