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Court favors school boards in rulings on MEABT insurance suit

School districts in Maine, at least for now, will be able to get the claims data they need to go out and get competitive bids for their school health insurance after the U.S. District Court on Friday denied a request from the MEA Benefits Trust to block that information until a suit filed by the MEABT is resolved.

Federal District Court Judge George Singal denied the MEABT’s request for an injunction against release of the data saying the Trust had not proven it would suffer irreparable harm if the information was released.
On the same day, Judge Singal also dismissed three of the major arguments the Trust  is using in its suit to try and prove that legislation passed last year to facilitate the competitive bidding process  is illegal.  The case is expected to be heard on the remaining arguments in October.
Numerous districts across Maine already have requested the claims or loss information data since the Legislature last June passed L.D. 1326, An Act to Allow School Administrative Units to Seek Less Expensive Health Insurance Alternatives. 
"This ruling clears the way for school districts in Maine to start the process of getting competitive bids, which is the whole point of the legislation,” said Melissa Hewey of Drummond Woodsum, who is representing the Maine School Boards Association in the suit. “We are pleased with the court’s finding and optimistic about the ultimate resolution.”

The bill, in essence, requires Anthem, which is the insurance provider for the MEA Trust, to release claims data on a district-by-district basis, when it is requested by the local School Board. The MEA Trust has a lock on the school health insurance business in Maine, insuring 99 percent of eligible school employees.
The Maine School Boards Association and four of its member districts are interveners in the suit, which was filed against the state’s Superintendent of Insurance, who is being represented by Assistant Attorney General Jonathan Bolton.
MSBA backed L.D. 1326 to give school districts options to lower their health insurance costs, which currently cost close to $400 million annually in premiums and consume up to 14 percent of school budgets or more. Districts pay anywhere from 75 to 100 percent of those premium costs for their eligible employees.
In his ruling to deny a preliminary injunction on the release of the claims data, Justice Singal said:

“L.D. 1326 reflects the Legislature’s judgment that allowing school districts to access loss information will promote common good by promoting competition in the insurance market and allowing school districts to explore lower cost options for health insurance.”

The court also noted that simply allowing the claims data to be released would not immediately result in the MEA Trust losing members in its plan.
“Depending on the quotes and the terms of each district’s collective bargaining agreement, this process may or may not result in some districts having their employees withdraw from the MEABT plan. In most if not all cases, negotiating changes to the respective collective bargaining agreements is a lengthy process that takes ‘months if not years.’”
The court also agreed with the Attorney General and the lawyer for MSBA that three of the MEA Trust’s claims in the suit should be dismissed. They include:
· The MEABT’s assertion that L.D. 1326 is preempted by the federal Employee Retirement Income Security Act (ERISA), which governs employee benefit plans. The court noted there is a “saving clause” in the federal law that allows states to regulate insurance. 
· The Trust’s assertion that L.D. 1326 is “arbitrary and irrational” and therefore constitutes a deprivation of property i.e. claims data, without due process. The court  stated in its ruling that “rational people could believe (as MEABT apparently does) that LD 1326 will lead to some school districts exploring and ultimately choosing health insurance plans that are cheaper than the MEABT plan” and that “passes the necessary threshold for minimal rationality.”
· MEABT’s claim that L.D. 1326 creates an impairment of the contract it has with Anthem. The court noted the current contract with Anthem, which says it cannot release claims data without the MEABT’s permission, was signed after L.D. 1326 was passed. The ruling went on to say that MEABT should have had an expectation that it could not absolutely control the release of claims data because insurance is a heavily regulated industry.  Finally the court wrote that “LD 1326 serves a legitimate public purpose” by allowing school districts to offer optional health insurance plans.
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