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Snake oil or common sense? 

By Rep Jonathan McKane

I don’t blame Rep. Andrew O’Brien for responding to the recent mailer sent to residents of his district. It called him to task for his vote in favor of the new Dirigo tax on health care and his vote against allowing his constituents the option to purchase health insurance out-of-state.

However, I was very disappointed by the tone of his comments in the Village Soup, not to mention the accuracy of those comments. 

Rep. O’Brien likens LD 290, An Act to Allow Maine People to Purchase Health Insurance Out of State, to "selling snake oil." I’m not concerned with the slam at me, the bill’s sponsor, but he is mocking his constituents who are demanding that option. In fact, when polled in various media and legislative surveys, 95 percent of Maine people want that option. 

They recognize that this is a common sense solution to Maine’s health insurance debacle. But Rep. O’Brien voted against the bill anyway. He did, however, vote in favor of a new tax on health care to prop up the expensive and failing Dirigo program – Maine’s version of a "public option." 

His arguments against consumer choice for health insurance are based on his "research," but the letter simply parrots the same Democratic party-line talking points used to kill this bill last spring. All of them are red herrings. Here are a few examples: 

Maine consumers will be unprotected from unscrupulous out-of-state insurers. Wrong. Consumers are protected when other items are bought out of state; why would we not have the same protections for health insurance? If a Maine resident purchases an automobile in New Hampshire, real estate in Vermont or legal services in Massachusetts, they are protected from unscrupulous business practices by existing laws. We would be protected if we were allowed to buy health insurance, too. 

Out-of-state insurers will "cherry pick" only the healthiest individuals. You could be denied for an allergy. No. Unlike in Maine, out-of-state insurers are allowed to charge premiums based on risk. They can earn the same profit on higher-risk individuals as they can on lower-risk individuals. There would simply be no need to pick only the young and healthy. Also, with dozens of insurance companies competing, consumers would be at a great advantage. Further, Maine’s chronically ill could have access to New Hampshire’s successful high-risk pool. 

Our Bureau of Insurance will have no authority over out-of-state insurers. Wrong again. Out-of-state insurers would still have to abide by Maine’s minimum capital and surplus laws, reserve requirements, disclosure and reporting requirements and grievance procedures. Also, the coalition is yet to be formed. We can design it any way we want. 

Giving consumers the choice of where to buy health insurance would cause a health insurance "death spiral." Too late. The death spiral began a long time ago with the implementation of the "consumer protection" mandates of guaranteed issue and community rating. Thousands have dropped out of the individual insurance market since then. We need dramatic action now. 

Maine people far pay too much for health insurance – a higher percentage of our income than residents of any other state. By joining together with the other New England states, we would be part of a huge insurance pool and would have the advantages of much more competition. While Maine has only a couple of insurance companies, Massachusetts has 21, New Hampshire has 11 and Connecticut has nine. 

With an open insurance market, Mainers could shop around for a plan that fits their budget and needs. Maine families could save thousands of dollars per year. Furthermore, we would have all of the consumer protections that these states offer, as well as those we wish to impose. 

O’Brien’s letter illustrates the disconnected mindset of the Democratic Party’s left wing that keeps Maine people shackled to our extremely costly health care system. It is a caveman-like dogma: Free market – bad! Consumer choice – bad! Government programs – good! 

That’s a mentality that won’t allow Maine residents the consumer choices that they want and whose only solutions are more government regulations and programs to solve a problem caused by government regulations and programs. 

No, Rep. O’Brien, your constituents are not trying to buy snake oil. They are simply looking across the invisible fence that separates Maine from the rest of the country and seeing competition, consumer choice and, from our point of view on the wrong side of the fence, bargain prices.

