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IMPLEMENATION BEGINS. July 1, 2010 marks the launch date of one of the first tangible pieces of the health care overhaul to come to fruition: the consumer web portal. This website will provide the basic structure for what will ultimately become the state-based exchanges in 2014. The goal of the website is also to help consumers with questions and concerns about the new law and to provide much needed guidance.

The website will be administered by the federal Department of Health and Human Services (HHS), and will include information on private plans in each state, as well as Medicare, Medicaid, SCHIP and the new high risk pools. HHS is in the process of compiling information from the states which will include every state authorized health plan, a list of the plans' network of providers, the services they offer, eligible requirements and how to sign up.

The Big ‘I’ has been active in shaping the creation of the portal by joining with industry partners in communicating our positions. On May 10, 2010, the IIABA, along with NAHU, CIAB and NAIFA sent a letter to HHS Secretary Kathleen Sebelius providing several recommendations on how best to protect consumers by providing information on the website on how to avoid scams and receive professional assistance from licensed agents and brokers. The letter, attached to this update, emphasizes that consumers need our guidance now more than ever in this dramatically changing health care landscape.

Medical Loss Ratios. Another key piece of the health care overhaul law now moving through the regulatory process is the implementation of the medical loss ratio (MLR) provisions. The new law stipulates that health insurance issuers must spend at least (1) 85% of premiums collected for large group coverage or (2) 80% for small group or individual coverage on medical care. Starting January 1, 2011, insurers are to publicly report their medical loss ratio data each year, reimbursing policy holders if these limits are breached. 

The NAIC and HHS are currently working together to define what constitutes “medical costs” and “administrative costs” when determining MLRs. How these expenses are defined is critically important to both insurance companies and agents and brokers that sell health insurance. The Big ‘I’ responded to a call for comments by Secretary Sebelius by again teaming up with NAHU, CIAB and NAIFA to pen the attached letter to HHS on May 14, 2010. 

During Congressional consideration of health care reform, the Big ‘I’ opposed the adoption of these MLRs as we believed they could unfairly impact agents and brokers.  We successfully worked with the health insurance industry to lower the MLR percentages in the original House and Senate legislation from 90%-85% (large group-small group/individual) to the 85%-80% levels in the final legislation. Nonetheless, as we have communicated previously, we remain concerned that even these reduced levels could have a serious impact on agents and brokers.  In this regard, please be sure to review today’s Wall Street Journal article titled “Health Care Overhaul Hits Sales Commissions” by Mark Schoofs and Avery Johnson, which details the potential negative effect on agent and broker commissions. 
Be sure to read Insurance News & Views every Thursday for additional information.

