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Public Comment on Health Ohio Proposal

Submitted August 4, 2016                                                                                                                       Priscilla Tyson, President Pro Tem of Columbus City Council                                                   Teresa C. Long, MD, MPH, Health Commissioner, City of Columbus

As the President Pro-Tem of Columbus City Council and the local Health Commissioner, representing Ohio’s largest city and over 850,000 residents, we are writing together in opposition of the proposed Healthy Ohio 1115 Medicaid Waiver. It will disrupt coverage and increase costs for some of the most vulnerable in our community. It will jeopardize public health.  

Nearly one-third of people in Ohio’s Medicaid program are non-elderly adults without disabilities-a group that would be affected by the change requiring a monthly contribution to a “Health Savings Account” to be used toward co-pays and deductibles. Almost half of the 650,000 Ohioans enrolled in expanded Medicaid work, but their wages are so low they still live in poverty. Additionally, nearly 70 percent have chronic physical disorders and 42 percent need behavioral health treatment—both of which must be addressed so they can continue working and living without these conditions becoming worse without health care coverage.

As a result, we oppose the waiver application because public health will suffer. The reasons are clear. Research published by the U.S. Department of Health and Human Services in July 2015 found that among the poorest Medicaid enrollees, boosting costs or charging a premium caused people to drop out. By the State of Ohio’s own estimates, at least 133,000 people will opt out of coverage if this plan is implemented. I believe it is disingenuous to say they would opt out of paying; many simply can’t commit two percent of their annual income and still feed their families, get to work, and pay other critical bills, like rent, which they committed to under the promise of expanded Medicaid. As proposed, this waiver includes penalties and loss of care when a payment is missed or paperwork is incomplete. This is counterproductive in getting people the care they need to live healthier and safer lives. The waiver even proposes annual and lifetime caps which were ended as a result of the Affordable Care Act; Medicaid recipients should not be subject to caps which are now illegal for everyone else.

The City of Columbus has made important efforts in addressing our health disparities, in particular, infant mortality. These efforts have been bolstered by expanded Medicaid. Current coverage is provided for eligible enrollees at the time of application; however, under the proposed plan, people won’t be enrolled until the first premium is paid. Since people often enroll in Medicaid when they have a medical problem or pregnancy, this could delay necessary and critical treatment. There is no doubt that delayed care, particularly delayed prenatal care, can result in much greater personal and financial toll down the road.

The proposed Healthy Ohio Program is short sighted and does not have the best interests of vulnerable residents or the health of our community in mind. Simply put, it can cause more harm than good, and people in our communities will suffer as a result. Please deny the Healthy Ohio 1115 Medicaid Waiver to protect health and improve lives. 

If you have additional questions, please feel free to contact Kelli Arthur Hykes, Director of Public Health Policy at 614-645-2097 or KAHYKES@columbus.gov and she will respond promptly on behalf of Columbus Public Health.
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