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Governor’s Medicaid reform plan needs work

The first thing I don’t like about the
changes in the state’s Medicaid pro-
gram proposed by Gov. Mark
Sanford is the way I found out about it—

reading a slanted article on the opinion page
of The Wall Street Journal.
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An op/ed article by two advocates of
“consumer driven” health care asserted that
a central element of the plan being floated
by “visionary governors” like Sanford is
that the plans would “liberate” Medicaid
enrollees to manage their own health care
instead of “bureaucrats” doing so on their
behalf.

Liberate? Bureaucrats? Visionary gover-
nors?

Right away, you smell the pungent scent
of political spin. Doesn’t it seem odd to use
a totally inappropriate word like “liberate”
to describe changes in a health care pro-
gram?

This appears to be the latest “issue fram-
ing” word dreamed up by conservative
spinners to put a happy face on a bitter pill.
But this time, I’d say they made a poor
choice of words. Two years ago the nation
bought into a plan to “liberate” Iraq and that
venture has proved far more costly and dif-
ficult than originally predicted.

Another liberation effort on the domestic
policy side has also floundered—the drive
to “liberate” Americans from their Social
Security retirement benefits and throw them
into the stormier seas of the stock market.
This time around, people woke up and
smelled the coffee, and the invasion of the
benefit-snatchers was stopped on the steps
of the Capitol.

A whisper, then a roar

My second source for information on the
governor’s plan was an article in
BusinessWeek magazine. The governor, said
BusinessWeek, “has quietly asked the feder-
al government for permission to redesign
Medicaid for the 800,000 low-income resi-
dents of his poor, largely rural state.”

Perhaps a bit too quietly, as it turns out,
since a recent article in 7he State newspaper
depicts a number of Democratic state legis-
lators as crying foul and saying the gover-
nor should have consulted with the
Legislature before submitting such a sweep-
ing proposal for approval by the federal
government.

Robby Kerr, director of the S.C.
Department of Health and Human Services,
maintains that input from the public and the
General Assembly is expected and wel-
comed as a part of the evaluation process
and that the General Assembly’s budget
powers give them substantial control over
implementation of the plan.

In any event, the governor’s proposal is a
serious and sweeping initiative. It is imper-
ative for the public, the media and policy-
makers to invest the time and attention
needed to assess the impact of the
“Medicaid waiver” application submitted
by the state to the federal government in
June.

Two Washington, D.C., think tanks
recently published analysis of the proposal.
Their general conclusion was that the plan
would inevitably reduce benefits for
Medicaid recipients. That is particularly
troubling because 55% of all enrollees are
low-income children.

Since 1997, the percentage of uninsured
children in the state dropped from 26% to
11%, largely due to expansion of the
Medicaid program.

This is, in fact, a great success story for
South Carolina, since focusing on the health
and education of poor children is probably
the best way to lift people out of poverty
and improve the general economic standing
of our state. But on its face, the governor’s
Medicaid waiver program might signifi-
cantly reduce or reverse the successes
achieved on the health care front. Kerr
insists, however, that the intention is not to
change or limit the coverage provided to
low-income children.

The free market isn’t free

The governor’s basic political philoso-
phy is well known: If you just cut taxes to
the bone and leave as much as possible to
the free market, everything will work out
better. That’s why one cornerstone of his
proposal is “Personal Health Accounts.”

BusinessWeek says the plan echoes

President Bush’s “ownership society.” The
article describes the choices offered to
Medicaid enrollees as follows:

Medical network. The poor would use
their entire accounts to join a network.
Patients would still have modest deductibles
and co-payments. A primary-care gatekeep-
er would coordinate treatment.

Private insurance. Beneficiaries would
purchase a managed-care plan with conven-
tional premiums, co-pays and deductibles.
Insurance companies or HMO'’s could offer
extras such as dental or vision coverage.

Self-directed care. Patients would use
their accounts to buy limited insurance for
hospital care and pay out-of-pocket costs
for all other services. The state might still
negotiate discount rates with Medicaid doc-
tors.

The two aforementioned Washington
think tanks have raised several questions
about the plan. They assert that virtually all
recipients would receive less coverage than
they have now and that requiring recipients
to cover co-pays or deductibles would lead
them to avoid necessary care, making them
sicker and increasing the risk of death or
expensive hospitalizations stemming from a
lack of preventive care.

They also say that the requirement of
“budget neutrality” in the federal waiver
program could put a cap on funding from
the federal government that would further
strap the South Carolina program over time.

Let the debate begin

One can’t help but sympathize with the
challenge faced by Kerr in riding herd over
the state’s Medicaid program. Under his
tenure, the program has achieved some sig-
nificant milestones in terms of staying sol-
vent and holding down costs while extend-
ing coverage to more needy South
Carolinians.

What is needed now is a wider debate
about health care in South Carolina, not just
Medicaid or Medicare or care for the unin-
sured, but the entire system, warts and all.

There are some good ideas in the gover-
nor’s plan and some that are of dubious
value. The best outcome of the proposal as
drafted would be a spirited and thoughtful
dialogue across the state about how we can
both improve and fund health care for all
our citizens.

Let the debate begin! &




<<
  /ASCII85EncodePages false
  /AllowTransparency false
  /AutoPositionEPSFiles true
  /AutoRotatePages /All
  /Binding /Left
  /CalGrayProfile (Gray Gamma 1.8)
  /CalRGBProfile (Apple RGB)
  /CalCMYKProfile (U.S. Sheetfed Uncoated v2)
  /sRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CannotEmbedFontPolicy /Error
  /CompatibilityLevel 1.3
  /CompressObjects /Off
  /CompressPages true
  /ConvertImagesToIndexed true
  /PassThroughJPEGImages false
  /CreateJDFFile false
  /CreateJobTicket false
  /DefaultRenderingIntent /Default
  /DetectBlends true
  /ColorConversionStrategy /LeaveColorUnchanged
  /DoThumbnails false
  /EmbedAllFonts true
  /EmbedJobOptions true
  /DSCReportingLevel 0
  /SyntheticBoldness 1.00
  /EmitDSCWarnings false
  /EndPage -1
  /ImageMemory 1048576
  /LockDistillerParams true
  /MaxSubsetPct 100
  /Optimize false
  /OPM 1
  /ParseDSCComments false
  /ParseDSCCommentsForDocInfo true
  /PreserveCopyPage true
  /PreserveEPSInfo true
  /PreserveHalftoneInfo true
  /PreserveOPIComments false
  /PreserveOverprintSettings false
  /StartPage 1
  /SubsetFonts true
  /TransferFunctionInfo /Apply
  /UCRandBGInfo /Preserve
  /UsePrologue false
  /ColorSettingsFile (Color Management Off)
  /AlwaysEmbed [ true
  ]
  /NeverEmbed [ true
  ]
  /AntiAliasColorImages false
  /DownsampleColorImages true
  /ColorImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /ColorImageResolution 150
  /ColorImageDepth -1
  /ColorImageDownsampleThreshold 1.32667
  /EncodeColorImages true
  /ColorImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterColorImages true
  /ColorImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /ColorACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /ColorImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasGrayImages false
  /DownsampleGrayImages true
  /GrayImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /GrayImageResolution 150
  /GrayImageDepth -1
  /GrayImageDownsampleThreshold 1.32667
  /EncodeGrayImages true
  /GrayImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterGrayImages true
  /GrayImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /GrayACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /GrayImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasMonoImages false
  /DownsampleMonoImages true
  /MonoImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /MonoImageResolution 600
  /MonoImageDepth -1
  /MonoImageDownsampleThreshold 1.00000
  /EncodeMonoImages true
  /MonoImageFilter /CCITTFaxEncode
  /MonoImageDict <<
    /K -1
  >>
  /AllowPSXObjects true
  /PDFX1aCheck false
  /PDFX3Check false
  /PDFXCompliantPDFOnly false
  /PDFXNoTrimBoxError true
  /PDFXTrimBoxToMediaBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXSetBleedBoxToMediaBox true
  /PDFXBleedBoxToTrimBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXOutputIntentProfile (None)
  /PDFXOutputCondition ()
  /PDFXRegistryName (http://www.color.org)
  /PDFXTrapped /Unknown

  /Description <<
    /JPN <FEFF3053306e8a2d5b9a306f30019ad889e350cf5ea6753b50cf3092542b308030d730ea30d730ec30b9537052377528306e00200050004400460020658766f830924f5c62103059308b3068304d306b4f7f75283057307e305930023053306e8a2d5b9a30674f5c62103057305f00200050004400460020658766f8306f0020004100630072006f0062006100740020304a30883073002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee5964d30678868793a3067304d307e305930023053306e8a2d5b9a306b306f30d530a930f330c8306e57cb30818fbc307f304c5fc59808306730593002>
    /FRA <>
    /DEU <>
    /PTB <>
    /DAN <>
    /NLD <>
    /ESP <>
    /SUO <>
    /ITA <>
    /NOR <>
    /SVE <>
    /ENU <>
  >>
>> setdistillerparams
<<
  /HWResolution [600 600]
  /PageSize [612.000 792.000]
>> setpagedevice


