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	Session Nears, Pre-filing of Bills Underway, Mandatory Compensation Proposals Possible

Preparations are already underway for the 80th session of the Texas Legislature which will convene on January 9th, 2007.  The elections have been decided, Capitol office moves are taking place, and the biennial process of pre-filing of legislation is underway.  Several thousand bills could ultimately be filed before the 140 day session ends.  The range of topics covered by the proposals could include measures that impact nonsubscriber interests in Texas.  State Representative Burt Solomons, a key architect of the 2005 workers’ comp reforms, indicated several workers’ comp related measures are expected to be raised including mandatory workers’ compensation.  While addressing an educational meeting of the Division of Workers’ Compensation, Rep. Solomons indicated he expected a renewed push from organized labor for mandatory workers’ comp.  The representative’s comments reflected statements made by Rick Levy, a leader of the Texas AFL-CIO, who has indicated the organization will be working for mandatory compensation laws as a sequel to the reforms approved last session.  Levy’s remarks were reinforced by observations shared by a longtime insurance industry lobbyist who is quoted in the December newsletter of the Insurance Counsel of Texas advocating for the adoption of mandatory workers’ compensation in the state.

Beth Huntington, Co-Chair of the Texas Alliance of Nonsubscribers noted, “We have expected all along that the 2007 might include a push for mandatory workers’ comp.  The Alliance was organized for the exclusive purpose of responding to that possibility and ensuring nonsubscriber interests are organized and well-represented.”

She continued, “We believe the mandatory comp threat can best be addressed by educating legislators on how businesses are making responsible nonsubscription work for employees as well as employers.  We invite other businesses who value their nonsubscription choice to join our efforts.”

TDI Releases Workers’ Compensation Study:  Nonsubscription Satisfaction Rates Remain Higher Than Counterparts in Workers’ Comp System

As a part of the 2005 workers’ compensation reforms, the Texas Department of Insurance has completed a survey of 2800 employer’s to evaluate the effectiveness of the revisions and to gauge employer satisfaction with their workers’ comp coverage and premiums.  The agency has done similar reviews dating back to 1993 but the most recent survey was linked to the legislation adopted in 2005.

The report indicates an estimated 37 percent of Texas employers are nonsubscribers to the state workers’ compensation system, a reduction of one percent from the 2004 survey.  These businesses employ approximately 23 percent of Texas employees.  While the number of nonsubscribers is the second lowest since the rate was first measured in 1993, the number of employees working for nonsubscribing businesses is the second highest ever recorded.  According to the report, 14 percent of large employers (500 or more employees) opted out of the system in 1996 compared to 21 percent in 2006.  The report states the number of small employers (1-4 employees) who nonsubscribe is declining with 57 percent of these employers subscribing in 2006 compared to 45 percent in 1995.

While reasons for opting out of the workers’ comp system varied based on employer size, most agreed that high premiums, company size, and the lack of a requirement to subscribe contributed to their decision to nonsubscribe.  41 percent of large employers indicated they opted out of the system because they could do a better job of providing medical and wage benefits to injured workers while also reducing costs.

The report once again indicates that nonsubscribing businesses continue to have a higher satisfaction level with their occupational injury benefit plans than their counterparts with workers’ compensation coverage.  Overall, 73 percent of nonsubscribing employers indicated they were extremely or somewhat satisfied with their occupational injury plan compared to only 54 percent of subscribers. Of large employers, some 88 percent indicated they were extremely or somewhat satisfied with their nonsubscription program compared to 44 percent of large subscribers.

Given the relatively recent adoption of the reforms, it will likely be several years before the full impact on the workers’ comp system will be felt.  The 2006 report is being viewed as a baseline for information on the health of the system and of the initial views of the reforms.  Future reports will continue to measure the effectiveness of the system with nonsubscription rates used as an important factor in determining the state of the system.

Thirty New Faces to Join 80th Texas Legislature

Thirty new members will join the Texas Legislature when it convenes for its 80th regular session in less than one month.  Five of the new lawmakers will join the thirty-one member Texas Senate, twenty-four legislators will be assuming their first term in the 150 member House of Representatives with one representative returning after not seeking reelection in 2004.  Republicans will gain an additional seat in the Senate pushing their majority to 20-11.  In the House, Democrats gained a total of six seats in 2006 elections which will leave the Republican majority at 81-69.  Lt. Governor David Dewhurst will preside over the Texas Senate and Speaker Tom Craddick has indicated he has the support to be reelected to a third term as leader of the House of Representatives.
Texas Alliance of Nonsubscribers Announces Revised Dues Structure for 2007

Members of its Board of Directors recently approved a revised dues structure for the Texas Alliance of Nonsubscribers as it enters its second year.  The dues were reduced from the 2006 assessments used to cover costs associated with the creation and operation of the organization during its inaugural year.  Membership to the organization is open to nonsubscribing businesses in Texas who maintain an occupational injury benefits plan.  Regular member dues for 2007 will be $1.00 per Texas employee based on the company’s average headcount using January 30th and August 30th of the previous year to determine the average.  Minimum dues for employers with greater than 250 Texas employees are $1500.  Small employers with fewer than 250 employees shall pay a minimum of $500.  Dues are capped at $15,000 regardless of the number of employees.  The term of membership is 12 months.

Associate membership is open to individuals, corporations, and firms providing products or services to nonsubscribers or those who have an interest in retaining the current voluntary workers’ compensation system in Texas and are not eligible to be regular members.  Associate membership is nonvoting but entitles the member to receive mailings and communications about Alliance activities and legislative initiatives.  The 12 month associate membership is $2000.

“Our success and the interest in our mission has allowed us to lower the organization’s dues as we enter our second year,” said Doug Wohletz, Treasurer of the Alliance.

“We are grateful for the company’s that stepped forward to provide funding for our inaugural year,” added Jai Sharma, Alliance Secretary.

Margaret Greenshield, Co-Chair stated, “There is clearly an interest in continuing the organization and its support for nonsubscription beyond the 80th legislative session and we are pleased to make membership available at a level we believe is reasonable given the significant savings this option affords Texas businesses.”

An interview with Alliance Treasurer Doug Wohletz, Risk Manager Sonic Corporation
Q-What made Sonic willing to invest in a new and unproven organization
A-Our nonsubscription plan has been very effective in providing our employees the medical and wage benefits they need while allowing the company to invest savings from the program in our people, our operations, and our communities.  The nonsubscription choice makes Texas an attractive place to do business and we wanted to do our share to help preserve that option.

Q-As 2006 comes to an end, what were the highlights for the Alliance during its inaugural year?

A- The past year has been a whirlwind.  This group of employers has accomplished a great deal since the Alliance was formed in February.  We have an excellent infrastructure in place to communicate with key legislators, governmental agencies, and the stakeholders we represent.  Legislators have toured some of our member’s facilities and had the opportunity to interact with employees at all levels of those companies.  I believe the dialogue we are creating between legislators and responsible nonsubscribers is invaluable as we articulate the benefits of nonsubscription to our companies as well as our employees.
Q-The Alliance Board of Directors just approved a revised dues structure for 2007, as Treasurer of the organization do you have any comments on the new membership fees?

A- Our initial dues structure was established to fund start-up and organizational costs associated with creating the organization.  We have achieved that goal and revising the dues is the next step toward ensuring the organization’s mission continues.  Given the value that nonsubscription brings to our companies, we believe the 2007 dues are not only reasonable but a good investment to make if a business is interested in preserving its choice to nonsubscribe.
Q-The Legislature will convene in less than a month, what do you expect from the session?

You never know what to expect but we are committed and prepared to work as hard as is necessary to preserve nonsubscription.  We believe legislators are interested in learning more about how responsible nonsubscription works and educating them will be our primary objective.  The organization’s initial year has focused on building relationships with key legislators and positioning Alliance members to be effective in reaching out to their elected officials.  We are ready and look forward to a successful session.  We welcome other employers who are interested in helping amplify the voice of nonsubscribers in the state.
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