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The Alliance for Health Reform, with support from The Commonwealth Fund, held a briefing at the Hart Senate Office Building on the recently passed Patient Protection and Affordable Care Act (PPACA). The briefing attempted to explain the major provisions of the bill along with the timeline for implementation, while providing an opportunity for attendees to have their questions answered regarding the new law by a panel of experts.

Ed Howard, executive vice president at the Alliance for Health Reform, welcomed attendees on behalf of Senators Rockefeller and Collins, and thanked the speakers for their participation. Mr. Howard also thanked The Commonwealth Fund for their sponsorship of the briefing. He went on to describe the purpose of the briefing and, noting the complexity of the bill, he suggested that, “…we need to better understand what the law is intended to do and how it will achieve its goals.”  Ed then introduced the briefing’s co-moderator, Karen Davis of The Commonwealth Fund.

Karen Davis, president of The Commonwealth Fund, provided a foundation for the rest of the discussion by presenting a broad outline of the law’s structure, projected impacts, and potential implementation issues. She also noted that the briefing should aim not only to help attendees understand what health reform is and isn’t but also to identify and build on areas of consensus regarding the law’s provisions. 

Sara Collins, vice president for Affordable Health Insurance at The Commonwealth Fund, spoke about PPACA’s major provisions and detailed the law’s implementation timeline. She began by detailing the bill’s insurance reforms, beginning with the state option for Medicaid expansion which will be implemented immediately. She then chronologically explained the major insurance market reforms including, among others, creating state health insurance exchanges, defining essential benefits packages and individuals to have insurance coverage, which are slated to be implemented in 2014. Sara then gave a similar description and implementation timeline for the law’s payment and system reforms. Coverage provisions such as Medicare and Medicaid payment reforms are being implemented between 2010 and 2016. The new Independent Payment Advisory Board will be created in 2013. This board will present Medicare-related recommendations to Congress, aiming to constrain cost growth and improve quality of care.

Next, Dean Rosen, partner at Mehlman Vogel Castagnetti, Inc., gave a presentation that focused on issues regarding PPACA’s oversight and implementation, aiming to ‘provide a context’ to help attendees think about the law. He began by describing some of the major provisions and their proposed dates of implementation. He noted the existence of several ‘known unknowns’ within the law and how these issues will present numerous issues to regulators to address during the implementation process. Specifically, Dean brought up implementation processes regarding the potential for applying insurance reforms to ERISA plans, jurisdictions for oversight of the law among congressional committees and federal agencies, and the implementation process for state high risk pools. In closing, Dean conveyed an expectation that regulators will have large amounts of discretion in interpreting numerous sections of the law and that close federal and state cooperation will be integral to the success of the implementation process.

The final speaker, Neera Tanden, Chief Operating Officer at the Center for American Progress and a former official at the DHHS, spoke about the new law from the unique perspective of a former Obama administration official. Neera began by providing some insights into the president’s and his health reform team’s ideas throughout the health reform process. She explained that the administration possessed a deep appreciation for the depth and breadth of health reform and that the law was intended to refrain from setting every possible detail so that states and regulators would be capable of addressing unforeseen issues without congressional action. Finally, Neera suggested that passage was not the test of the legislation’s success, highlighting the importance of the implementation process.
An informative question and answer session followed.
