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HEALTH CARE

Health
website
upsets
Ohioans

Counselors say public
is keeping them busy.

In Ohio, a total of
24,000 applications
have been completed.

By Randy Tucker
Staff writer

Critics have seized on pal-
try enroliment figures for the
first month's roll-out of new
state and federal health care
marketplaces as evidence that
president Barack Obama’s sig-
nature health care law isadi-
saster and doomed to fail.

But local outreach counsel-
ors and others actively involved
in enrolling people in private
health care plans sold by in-
surance companies through
the marketplaces say the low

enrollment numbers are main-
ly a reflection of continued
technical problems with the
HealthCare.gov website and
mask the true demand.

«p'm so busy, 1 don’t know
what to do,” said Stacia Daw-
son, outreach and enrollment
coordinator for Communi-
ty Health Centers of Great-

er Dayton, which received a
$99,238 federal grant to as-
sist people with enrollment in
Ohio’s marketplace.
= wye're busy every day; the
demand is there. It’s just slow
because of the website,” ac-
cording to Dawson, who said

more than 800 people have vis-

ited local community centers
and asked for help signing up
for health insurance since the
marketplaces launched Oct. 1.
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Traffic at the commu-
nity centers alone was
nearly as high as the total
number of Ohioans who
were actually able to en-
rollment in marketplace
plans last month, accord-
ing to figures released
Wednesday by the U.S.
Department of Health and
Human Services.

Just 1,150 Ohioans suc-
cessfully signed up in Oc-
tober for health coverage
through the marketplace,
according to government
figures, which showed to-
tal enrollment of about
106,000 Americans.

That was well below
white House forecasts
that as many as 500,000
people would sign up for
health insurance on the
marketplaces in the first
month.

But Health and Human
Services Secretary Kath-
leen Sebelius was quick
to point out that nation-
wide, nearly 1.1 million
people have been deemed
eligible to get insurance
through new market plac-
es after completing appli-
cations.

Dec. 15 is important
In Ohio, a total of
24,000 applications for
45,100 Ohioans have been
completed, resulting in
34,374 residents being de-
clared eligible for market-
place coverage.
Government officials
touted such figures as
an indication of the ro-
bust demand, but the fig-
ures also underscore the
problems with the gov-
ernment website — the
main portal for enroll-
ment in 36 states, includ-
ing Ohio. Just 26,794 peo-
ple enrolled through
HealthCare.gov. The re-
mainder signed up
through 15 marketplaces
run by states and the Dis-
trict of Columbia, which
have not been crippled by
technical glitches.
Even if the government
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OHIOANS ENROLL IN HEALTH PLAN
There have been 1,150 Ohioans who have beet
able to select a new health coverage plan as part of

Affordable Care Act.
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website was functioning
smoothly, it’s too early to
draw any concrete con-
clusions based on early

enrollment numbers, said

John Bowblis, a health
care expert and econom-
ics professor at Miami
University.

“The numbers aren’t

good, but what really mat-

ters is what happens from
now until Dec. 15,” Bow-
blis said, referring to the
deadline to make a deci-
sion and purchase a plan
that would become ac-
tive Jan. 1. “Those are the
enrollment numbers that

. are going to tell us wheth-
er Obamacare is really a
success or not.”

Bowblis said he’s not
surprised by the early en-
rollment figures, noting
that when Medicare’s Part
D prescription drug plan
rolled out, more than
two-thirds of those who
enrolled did so after cov-
erage actually began on
Jan. 1, 2006.

Determined to enroll
Bowblis expects enroll-

ment to pick up after the
government makes fixes
to the website, which
have been promised by
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the end of the month.
But the government’s
promises have done little
to assuage Julie Spinner’s
fears that she’ll run out of
time to sign up for insur-
ance before her current
health coverage expires
in December. The 41-year-
old Clayton resident said
she is resigning her posi-
tion as a health inspector
for a Florida-based cruise
line to go back to school
to study nursing at Sin-
clair Community College,
and she has been trying to
sign up for health insur-
ance through the market-
place since the first day.
1 tried the website
numerous times and
couldn’t get through,”
Spinner said. “One time, I
partially made it through
but it said they couldn’t
verify my identify and
gave me a number t0 call.
«I called that number,
and the girl that answered
knew about as much as
me about how to fill out
the application,” she said.
“She actually tried to
steer me back to the web-
site, saying it would be
quicker. I told her I tried
the website, had a ton of
problems. It’s 2 mess. I'm
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UPCOMING ACA DEADLINES

@ Nov. 30: HealthCare.gov website that 36 states use for
enroliment supposed to be fixed

® Dec.15: Deadline for signing up for health insurance that

startsJjan.1,2014

®Jan.1,2014: The requirement to have health insurance
begins, new insurance market rules kickin

@ March 31:Open enroliment for health insurance
marketplaces ends, most people musthave insurance or

face penalties

# Oct.15-Dec.7,2014: Open enroliment period for

marketplaces for 2015

no further along now than
[ was October 1st.”

still, despite the prob-
lems she’s encountered,
Spinner said she’s deter-
mined to enroll in a mar-
ketplace plan as soon as
possible.

“1t’s frustrating, but
don’t know what else 1
would do,” she said. “I'm
going to lose my health in-
surance in December, so
need to find some kind of
health insurance. I don’t
want to get into a situa-
tion where I have major
health issues and no in-
surance.”

Wwithout the Patient
Protection and Afford-
able Care Act, other-
wise known as Obam-
acare, that may have
been her only option be-
cause she is currently be-
ing treated for pre-exist-
ing health condition that
she contracted when she
breathed in toxic fumes
during an inspection.

Most insurance compa-
nies can either deny cov-
erage or charge high pre-
miums to people with
pre-existing conditions,
but the health care law
guarantees coverage for
everyone regardless of
their health conditions.

Therein lies the re-
al problem, according to
Greg Lawson, a policy an-
alyst for The Buckeye In-
stitute for Public Policy
Solutions.

Lawson said he sus-

cts most of the ear-
ly marketplace enrollees
were like Spinner, already
dealing with health issues
and in need of insurance

coverage.

But the marketplac-
es will need the partici-
pation of young, healthy
consumers to help share
the risk with older, sick-
er ones and keep costs in
check. And the partici-
pation of those so-called
“young, invincibles” is far
from guaranteed, he said.

“There are some re-
al concerns that the core
people that need to sign
up are not going to doso,”
Lawson said. “The web-
site is more of a superfi-
cial problem. Eventually
they're going to get some
of this fixed...and 1 would
anticipate it (enrollment)
probably will pick up at
some point.

“But if these young
people don’t do it, that
could start the death spi-
ral for the entire thing be-
cause it’s all predicated
on young people signing
up.”

The government enroll-
ment figures did not in-
clude ages or other demo-
graphic indicators.

Enrollment may slow
A new wrinkle in the
new health care system
also has the potential to
stymie enrollment.
President Obama said
Thursday that insurance
companies could con-
tinue to offer health care
policies that don’t meet
new benefit standards
under the law for ayear
to individuals and small

businesses.

But that means insurers
would have to reissueé pol-
icies thev planned to dis-

continue next year, and
it raises quéstions about
whether insurers can ad-
just in time to provide
that coverage beginning
next year.

«“We'd have to file prod-
ucts and pricing with
the Ohio department of
Insurance to get their
approval...and this will
impact customers as ear-
ly asJan.1,” said Heather
Thiltgen, vice president of
individual sales and mar-
keting for Medical Mutual,
one of the largest individ-
ual health insurers in the
state. “We are being asked
to potentially do things
that would normally take
us several months ina
much shorter time frame.
We really have until the
end of this month to get
all of that work done. We
are just trying to under-
stand right now is it even
possible.”

Beyond the operation-
al burden, Medical Mutu-
al needs the cooperation
of the Ohio Department
of Insurance, which still
regulates insurers, even
though the state has de-
ferred to the federal gov-
ernment to run its mar-
ketplace.

“We support allow-
ing Ohioans to keep the
health care plans they
want, as they were prom-
ised when Obamacare
was being explained to
them, and we will work
with companies 10 reis-
sue those plans if they
choose,” Lt. Governor
and Director of Insur-
ance Mary Taylor said in
a statement. “We are con-
cerned, however, that to-
day’s announcement adds
even more uncertainty
and complexity to an in-
surance market already
in chaos and that this will
only accelerate premium
increases for many con-
sumers and small busi-
nesses while further de-
stabilizing Ohio’s insur-
ance market.”




