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High cost for health insurance Massachusetts plan would run billions more in California 

- Victoria Colliver, Chronicle Staff Writer
Thursday, April 27, 2006 
Providing health insurance for all Californians under a plan similar to what Massachusetts recently adopted would cost about $9.4 billion more in this state, according to a study to be released today. 

Massachusetts, earlier this month, became the first state to require individuals to carry health insurance or face financial penalties. The state doesn't expect much new public funding will be needed because it plans to redirect money spent on uncompensated care toward helping low-income people buy insurance. 

An analysis by the Institute for Health Policy Solutions found a similar program would cost $9.4 billion more in California, or $1,450 per uninsured resident. 

Socioeconomic and demographic differences between the states account for the disparity, the study found. "Our baseline of uninsurance is very different and our labor market is very different," said Dr. Mark Smith, president and chief executive officer of the California HealthCare Foundation, an Oakland health care philanthropy that commissioned the study. 

For one, the percentage of people without health coverage is considerably higher in California than in Massachusetts. Nearly 20 percent of Californians lack coverage compared with about 13 percent in Massachusetts. 

Employer-paid coverage is also offered more widely in Massachusetts than in this state, partly because California has more low-wage earners. Companies that hire workers at low wage levels are less likely to offer health insurance than other employers. 

Meanwhile, Massachusetts spends far more public funds on uncompensated or "charity" care -- between four and six times more per uninsured person, the study found. Massachusetts' spending amounts to between $1,300 and $1,800 per uninsured person, compared with about $300 in California. 

Smith said the Massachusetts law has brought the controversial debate over mandated insurance to the national level, but he questioned Massachusetts' cost estimates and noted the program has not gone into effect. 

"All of the numbers are quite imprecise and speculative," Smith said. Massachusetts officials "can tell you exactly what the penalties are, but they can't tell you how much the insurance will cost and what it will cover." 

Under the law, individuals who can afford to but fail to carry health insurance by July 2007 will face tax penalties. A provision that assessed employers who did not provide health insurance $295 per worker was vetoed by the governor, but Democratic Massachusetts lawmakers have vowed to override the veto. 

Supporters of the Massachusetts law acknowledged it's not a one-size-fits-all-states program. 

"People should look at what we did in Massachusetts more as a political blueprint and less as a policy blueprint," said John McDonough, executive director of Heath Care for All, a Boston advocacy organization that played a key role in shaping the legislation. McDonough, who had not seen the study, said the cost estimates for California sounded right. 

In California, several efforts to expand coverage by promoting universal or mandated insurance are under way. 

San Francisco Mayor Gavin Newsom has proposed a plan to expand health care to the city's uninsured by using government funds, employer contributions and other funds. Sen. Sheila Kuehl, D-Santa Monica, has proposed a bill supporting a state-run, single-payer system. 

Considered the closest in spirit to the Massachusetts law is a bill authored by Assemblyman Joe Nation, D-San Rafael, which would enact both an employer and individual mandate for coverage. The bill, which differs in its funding mechanisms, passed through an Assembly committee earlier this week. 

Nation said he believes Massachusetts has underestimated, the cost of providing coverage but he said the law has helped his efforts. 

Regardless of the fate of the Massachusetts system, he said, "It's useful we are having discussion. ...There are too many people who think that health care should be free. Somebody's got to pay for it." 

E-mail Victoria Colliver at vcolliver@sfchronicle.com. 
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