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June 22, 2009

Governor Donald L. Carcieri

Office of the Governor

State House, Room 115

Providence, Rhode Island   02903

Senator M. Teresa Paiva-Weed

Senate President

State House, Room 316

Providence, Rhode Island   02903

Representative William J. Murphy

Speaker of the House

State House, Room 323

Providence, Rhode Island   02903

RE:  Opposition to Sections 13-14 of Budget Article V – 

         Elimination of the Office of the Health Insurance Commissioner

Dear Governor Carcieri, Senate President Paiva-Weed and House Speaker Murphy:

On behalf of the Rhode Island Business Group on Health, a coalition of over 75 small and large employers in Rhode Island we are urging you to oppose Sections 13-14 of Budget Article V and remove all language in this Article that would eliminate the Office of the Health Insurance Commissioner (OHIC).  We have serious concerns that the recent House Finance Committee’s action to include the elimination of the OHIC as a “cost cutting measure” contained in Sections 13 and 14 of Budget Article 5, would virtually eliminate the transparency of health insurer cost information and rate review standards as well as the enhanced consumer and provider protection standards that have been established through the creation of the OHIC.  
The elimination of the OHIC and its responsibilities would undermine health insurance affordability and accessibility during an economic period in RI where health care costs are continuing to rise to a level that is unsustainable for many employers.  Each year, more and more Rhode Islanders are losing their health insurance coverage due to affordability.  

The oversight of the commercial health insurers and the review process of their rate factors by the OHIC has had a direct impact on businesses, families, and health care providers in Rhode Island.  The review of rate factor filings in 2008 and push back from the OHIC resulted in a health care cost savings of approximately $29 million to consumers, and the OHIC’s recent call for retraction of proposed rate increases for 2009 could have an impact of about $150 million in proposed cost increases for 2009.  Explicit elimination of “affordability” as a rate review standard would remove the basis for holding the line on health insurance rate increases, which is of significant concern given the pending rate review and action of the OHIC to urge health insurers to retract their recent rate increase requests.  

The OHIC has also utilized its authority to resolve provider complaints about interactions with health plans and established a provider/ health plan work group to improve the Rhode Island health care system.   Prior to the creation of the OHIC, providers had no place to go with complaints about insurers.  A committee co-chaired by Lt. Governor (then Senator) Elizabeth Roberts and Rep. Steven Costantino realized the need in the state for broader oversight of the state’s health insurance market and insurer rate increase requests.  If the OHIC is eliminated, consumer and provider protections will be abandoned, which is the very reason why this office was created. 
Critical innovative programs to improve the health care delivery system have been developed by the OHIC, including the Affordability Standards and Priorities for Health Plans, which will result in over $180 million being invested in the primary care system over the next five years.  The OHIC has also developed more affordable small business plans and initiated other plans for improving the efficiency and quality of medical care and access to health insurance.  

Under R.I. G.L. 42-14.5-2 (1) – (5) the Health Insurance Commissioner is empowered to protect the public and improve the health care system by 1) guarding the solvency of health insurers, 2) protecting the interests of consumers, 3) encouraging fair treatment of health care providers, 4) encouraging policies and developments that improve quality and efficiency of health care service delivery and outcomes, and 5)  directing insurers towards policies that advance the welfare of the public through overall efficiency, improved health care quality and appropriate access.  With the elimination of the OHIC, consumer and provider protections are abandoned and what would remain in the Department of Business Regulation is the requirement to “guard the solvency of health insurers.”  
The health care system improvements being spearheaded by the OHIC and other health care cost control responsibilities and partnerships between the insurers and the medical community that the Health Insurance Commissioner has had the leadership capability to execute far outweigh the short-term cost savings of $700,000 from elimination of the OHIC.  Moving these responsibilities to another department of government will seriously impact the progress that is being made in reforming the health care system in RI and potentially eliminate the level of oversight that has been established by our current Health Insurance Commissioner.  Health Insurance Commissioner Koller has the experience, leadership, and expertise to ensure accountable health care cost containment and a long-term plan for Rhode Island’s health insurance market is a priority.  The focused accountability of the OHIC must not be dispersed.

Again, we urge you to oppose Sections 13-14 of Budget Article V and appreciate your consideration of our concerns on this important matter.
Sincerely,

Linda S. Lulli
RIBGH Board Director and Chair of the Legislative Affairs and Public Policy Committee
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