Votes on bills dealing with school health insurance are scheduled for April 15. Please email your legislators in support of options for school districts. Email addresses are below.
Time to allow competitive bids for school health insurance
School Board members testified on April 5 in support of a third bill that would give school districts more options when purchasing health care insurance for their employees, saying it was time to end the monopoly the Maine Education Association Benefits Trust has on business, estimated  to be worth nearly $400 million annually in premiums.
The bill, L.D. 844, An Act To Provide Affordable Health Insurance for Municipal and School Employees through Competition, would require the MEA Benefits Trust to release claims or experience data needed so other insurers can bid on school business. It also would make school district employees eligible to join the Maine State Employee Health Plan.

“The MEABT is the owner of experience/claims data for the vast majority of school employees in the state, and without that data, competition in the marketplace cannot exist,” said Beth Franklin, chair of the Falmouth School Board. “Without the ability to look elsewhere in the marketplace for competitively priced health benefits, school districts are completely hamstrung by the monopolistic grip of the current system.”
Susan Campbell, president-elect of the Maine School Boards Association, countered the MEA Benefits Trust argument that releasing claims data on a district-by-district basis would “ruin” their plan.
“We find that argument indefensible. Health insurance for school employees is paid for with public money, and school boards are obligated to make sure they are spending that money wisely. If simply looking at the numbers ruins the plan, then we question if it is the best plan for schools,” Campbell said.

MEA Trust Finances

The MEA Benefits Trust also was questioned by some members of the Insurance and Financial Services Committee about the “transparency” of their finances regarding the trust and the money Anthem pays them for administrative fees.

The MEA Benefits Trust is fully insured by Anthem, according to Trust Director Christine Burke, and is a major client of the insurer.

“We are Anthem’s largest client on the Eastern Seaboard,” Burke said, and therefore can negotiate down administrative fees charged by the insurer.
Rep. Jonathan McKane, R-Newcastle, asked about fees paid by Anthem to the MEA Benefits Trust. He read off a federal report (ERISA 5500) that the trust is required to file, which notes administrative fees paid to MEABT were $2,067,400 in 2007-2008.
The most recent report, filed in November of 2010 for 2008-2009 shows those administrative fees at $2,208,000.

Burke said the trust doesn’t receive commissions but there would be administrative costs.

State Rep. Sharon Treat, D-Hallowell, said because it is public money that goes into the trust “there is interest in greater transparency.”

School districts pay anywhere from 75 to 100 percent of the premium for teachers, their families and other covered staff, and therefore it is taxpayer dollars that largely fund the MEA Benefits Trust and pay for the Anthem policy.
Of interest is a 15 percent reserve fund that Burke said the MEA Benefits Trust uses to buy down rate increases, but not all at once.
“You can’t spend it all each year or you would exhaust the trust,” Burke said. Instead the MEA Trust buys down the rates and has done so in recent years to try and prevent spikes.
Projected Savings

But school board members say that even with the buy-downs their rates are too high, and two studies done by Falmouth and Cape Elizabeth show that for those towns alone, switching plans could save $300,000 to $400,000 on premium costs. 

David Hillman of the Cape Elizabeth School Board said an independent and bipartisan committee was established by the School Board and Town Council, and it determined a projected savings of $359,400 through competitive bidding.
“The committee concluded that substantial savings could be obtained via some form of competitive process, while still maintaining quality and reasonably equal health care benefits,” Hillman said.
Falmouth estimated more than $400,000 in savings for its school district.

Two other bills are also before the Legislature dealing with health insurance options for schools. They reflect a resolution passed by the MSBA delegate assembly last October. L.D.  404, An Act to Assist School Administrative Units in Providing Health Insurance to Their Employees, would require the claims history be released for individual districts. L.D. 619, An Act to Allow School Administrative Units and Educational Advisory Organizations to Participate in the State’s Group Health Plan, would remove the prohibition in law that says MEA members can’t join the state employee health plan. These two bills together essentially do what L.D. 844 does. 
Email Legislators

All three bills are scheduled for work session on April 15 and the committees could vote on them at that time. School board members and superintendents are urged to email committee members to ask them to support these bills. L.D. 844 is in the Insurance Committee and L.D. 404 and L.D. 619 are in the Education Committee. Email addresses are listed below.
Insurance and Financial Services Committee
Sen. Rodney Whittemore (R-Somerset), chair:  rodwhittemore@gmail.com
Sen. Lois Snowe-Mellow (R-Androscoggin):  senlois@roadrunner.com
Sen. Joseph Brannigan (D-Cumberland):  SenJoe.Brannigan@legislature.maine.gov
Rep. Wesley Richardson (R-Warren), chair:  wes893@aol.com
Rep. Jonathan McKane (R-Newcastle):  Jon@JonMcKane.com
Rep. Joyce Fitzpatrick (R-Houlton):  RepJoyce.Fitzpatrick@legislature.maine.gov
Rep. Susan Morissette (R-Winslow):  morissette2010@gmail.com
Rep. John Picchiotti (R-Fairfield):  jjpicc@gmail.com
Rep. Sharon Treat (D-Hallowell):  RepSharon.Treat@legislature.maine.gov
Rep. Adam Goode (D-Bangor):  RepAdam.Goode@legislature.maine.gov
Rep. Henry Beck (D-Waterville):  henry.beck@gmail.com
Rep. Terry Morrison (D-South Portland):  tmorrison16@msn.com
Rep. Paulette Beaudoin (D-Biddeford): RepPaulette.beaudoin@legislature.maine.gov
Education Committee

Sen. Brian Langley, chair: langley4legislature@myfairpoint.net
Sen. Garrett Mason: garrettpaulmason@gmail.com
Sen. Justin Alfond: justin@justinalfond.com
Rep. David Richardson, chair: richardsond@hermon.net
Rep. Peter Edgecomb: pedgecom@maine.rr.com
Rep. Howard McFadden: mcfaddenh@roadrunner.com
Rep. Peter Johnson: rumridge27@gmail.com
Rep. Joyce Maker: gjmaker@gmail.com
Rep. Michael McClellan: mmcclell@maine.rr.com
Rep. Robert Wagner: rwagner@bates.edu
Rep. Mary Nelson: mpn3@maine.rr.com
Rep. Stephen Lovejoy: steve.lovejoy@myfairpoint.net
Rep. Helen Rankin: rankin8076@roadrunner.com
Contact: Dale Douglass, executive director douglass@msmaweb.com
Victoria Wallack, communications director vwallack@msmaweb.com
Telephone: 207-622-3473  or 1-800-660-8484

