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	Assembly Republicans Announce
"Patients First" Healthcare Reform Agenda 

Wisconsin (and America) are at a health care crossroads. We have a choice: move toward more government control (or, as some people want, complete government control) over health care, or encourage free market reforms and consumer-driven solutions that drive costs down and quality up. 

Last week, Assembly Republicans introduced our "Patients First" Healthcare Reform Agenda, which will help control skyrocketing health care costs while maintaining high quality care and patient choice. Health care for Wisconsin citizens is just too important to trust to a massive and oftentimes very inefficient government bureaucracy. Patients can't afford health care rationing by government bureaucrats and taxpayers would not be able to afford the price tag that would come from more socialized health care. 

"Patients First" includes: 

Health Insurance Premium Deductibility. Making health insurance premiums tax deductible will provide over 637,000 Wisconsinites with cost relief and ultimatly save Wisconsinites tens of millions of dollars. 

Health Savings Accounts. As a very rough summary, a Health Savings Account (HSA) is an account that is used along with a high deductible health care plan to pay for medical expenses. In an HSA, employers fund individual health care accounts for their employees, and an employee then spends the money in that account as needed for health care expenses. The money in the account is money the employee can use as a true health care consumer and shop around among different providers of certain health care services, comparing quality, cost, etc. If that account is used up, the insurance company begins picking up further health care expenses under the high deductible portion of the plan. If the employee does not use the annual amount provided in the account over the course of the year, it remains in an investment account that the employee will be able to tap in the future for health care (and possibly other) expenses in retirement. 

Some newer versions of the HSA, like the one recently instituted in Manitowoc County, fully cover all preventative care – the cost of such care does not come out of the employee’s account. In Manitowoc County, out of pocket costs for employees have fallen by $4,100 per year (with a family plan), and county taxpayers are saving over $2,600 a year per family plan. Proportionate savings have been found on individual plans. Private businesses are beginning to institute similar plans as well. 

Additional information on Manitowoc County's HSA plan can be found at http://www.legis.state.wi.us/assembly/asm25/news/LocalNews.htm. 

"Patients First" would institute a similar HSA plan for state employees as well as Medicaid recipients. Such a reform would save state taxpayers tens of millions of dollars, but it would also begin to increase transparency in health care costs and create more competition in real health care markets. Imagine the ripple effect that could result when patients have control of their health care dollars and health care choices. Imagine the potential for costs to drop when patients actually know the costs of various procedures, the quality that can be expected, and how much a blood test costs at one facility versus another facility two miles away. 

To encourage employers to begin instituting Health Savings Accounts, "Patients First" would also eliminate the state taxes on an employer's contributions to HSAs. 

Encouraging Workplace Wellness Programs. "Patients First" would provide tax incentives to Wisconsin businesses to provide employees with workplace wellness programs. 

Health Premium Accounts. "Patients First" would establish in law tax-free "Health Premium Accounts" which could be utilized by employees who work more than one part-time job. These accounts would allow the employee to pool dollars from various employers to purchase health insurance. 

Improving Information and Technology. "Patients First" also includes investment incentives for health care providers to upgrade to electronic medical records. 

Technology is a vital component to giving people control of their health care dollars and health care decisions. Through the Internet, patients are beginning to have access to quality and cost information never before available. For example, Checkpoint, at www.wicheckpoint.org, provides cost and quality information about various hospitals across the state. In addition, The Wisconsin Collaborative for Healthcare Quality at www.wiqualitycollaborative.org provides families with information about the cost and quality of health care providers across the state. 

Health Courts. "Patients First" also would create a pilot program for Health Courts which would streamline the medical malpractice system by giving injured patients quicker access to justice while at the same time building a strong body of precedent that will help medical providers focus on delivering high quality medical care instead of practicing costly "defensive medicine" due to constant fears of lawsuits. 

Additional information on Health Courts can be found online at http://cgood.org/healthcare.html. 

Free market-based health care reforms are long overdue. If fully implemented, Assembly Republicans' "Patients First" Health Care Agenda will go a long way towards controlling skyrocketing health care costs without sacrificing (and perhaps enhancing) quality and patient choice. 
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