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	Annual Meeting Highlights Alliance’s Successful Year
Members of the Texas Alliance of Nonsubscribers gathered in Dallas on September 5th to review the organization’s inaugural year and reflect upon its successful efforts during the state legislative session that ended in May.  Margaret Greenshield of James Avery Craftsman, Inc., and Co-chair of the Alliance welcomed members by thanking them for their efforts to ensure that nonsubscribers were prepared for the attacks that came. She also  reminded them that more challenges were almost a certainty.

Beth Huntington of Baylor Health Care and Co-chair of the organization said, “Many of us were concerned that activities from previous sessions had painted nonsubscribers in a negative light.  We knew we had to step up or else face the possibility that nonsubscription opponents could lead legislators to make unwanted changes to the process.”

Responding to the need for increased presence at the state Capitol, a group of Texas businesses formed the organization in early 2006 and spent the months leading up to the 2007 legislative session educating key legislators on the nonsubscription process.

As expected, attacks on nonsubscription came during the 2007 session in the form of a series of bills designed to make nonsubscription more cumbersome and less attractive.  To counter the attacks, the Alliance executed a well-coordinated communications and legislative outreach campaign to educate lawmakers on the nonsubscription process.  The Alliance’s efforts paid off.

Huntington joined Greenshield in characterizing the organization’s efforts as instrumental in thwarting efforts to alter nonsubscription.  Both indicated they expect opponents of nonsubscription to return when the Legislature convenes in 2009,  reinforcing the need for the organization to ramp up its legislative outreach efforts.

“Unfortunately, the actions of nonsubscription opponents during the session made clear their intent to make this a long battle, attempting to win small victories along the way as they seek to make nonsubscription less effective,” said Huntington.

In addition to a review of legislation introduced during the session, meeting attendees were provided an update on the organization’s financial status, membership efforts, and future priorities. 
Richard Evans of Texas Lobby Solutions reviewed legislation from the session that would have affected nonsubscribers.  He credited the organization’s success in helping defeat the proposals to its educational outreach efforts leading up to the session and to the involvement of its members in meeting with key legislators.

Alliance treasurer Doug Wohletz, of Sonic Corp., reported that the organization had a strong first year and was poised to grow by building upon the strong financial foundation it had established.  Wohletz said the organization was able to cut membership dues in half and that it had recently launched its final membership push for 2007. 

Jai Sharma, of Christus Health and secretary of the Alliance, provided an update on the organization’s goals for the coming year.  Membership growth, expansion of the organization’s grassroots network, creation of an associate member advisory board, and continued legislative outreach top the list of priorities the Alliance will focus on for the next twelve months.

Ken Davis, who chairs the nonsubscriber committee for the Texas Association of Business and serves on the Alliance Advisory Committee, expressed his appreciation for the Alliance’s leadership in coordinating legislative strategy for other organizations that have an interest in nonsubscription issues.

Comments from those attending the meeting reflected favorably upon the achievements of the organization in its first full year of existence.

Lawrence Rugar, of Sears-Methodist, stated, “As a relatively new member to the Alliance board, the meeting provided a very positive first impression of the organization and its efforts to date.  It has already had a significant impact.”

TDI Presentation Featured at Legislative Update Luncheon
Amy Lee, Director of the Texas Department of Insurance Research and Evaluation Group provided the keynote presentation for the 2007 Annual Meeting’s Legislative Update Luncheon.  Lee provided attendees with an in-depth summary of the agency’s 2006 Nonsubscription Survey and also reviewed Appropriation Rider 19 and its anticipated impact on nonsubscribing employers.

Highlights of Lee’s presentation include:
· The percentage of Texas employers that do not have workers’ compensation (WC) insurance fell one percent since 2004.  It is the second lowest level since the statistic was first measured in 1993.

· The percentage of Texas employees employed by nonsubscribing employers also fell one percent and is at the second highest level seen since these figures have been tracked by the state.  

· Texas employers that subscribe to the Texas WC system do so primarily because they believe it’s required by law, are interested in healthcare networks, are concerned about lawsuits, need insurance for government contracts, and have confidence in the administration of the WC system. 

· However, the primary reasons why nonsubscribing employers decided not to purchase WC insurance included high WC premiums, the perception that employers’ have too few employees or too few on-the-job injuries to warrant WC insurance, the understanding that WC insurance is not required by law, and the concern over high medical costs in the Texas WC system.  

· Large nonsubscribing employers felt they could do a better job than the WC system in providing injured employees with appropriate medical and wage benefits.

· Compared to 2004, a significantly higher percentage of subscribing employers experienced WC premium decreases and significantly lower percentage of subscribing employers experienced premium increases since their last policy renewal.  

· For those employers that experienced an increase in their premium, 80 percent said the increase was less than 15 percent, while 21 percent of employers who experienced a decrease in premium said the decrease was more than 15 percent.

· Approximately 31 percent of current subscribers indicated that they would consider dropping WC coverage if premiums increased by up to 20 percent, while 16 percent of nonsubscribers indicated that they would consider purchasing WC insurance if premiums decreased by up to 20 percent. 
· Approximately 65 percent of Texas employers said that they have no knowledge at all about the 2005 HB 7 reforms.

· However, employers who are extremely knowledgeable about the HB 7 reforms are about three times as likely to say that the reforms had positive effects on their business decisions than are employers with no knowledge about the reforms.

· Approximately 39 percent of nonsubscribers said that they would not consider purchasing WC insurance regardless of WC premium reductions.

· While 37 percent of Texas employers do not have WC insurance, more than half of these nonsubscribing employers (56 percent, employing 84 percent of the nonsubscribing workforce) indicated that they pay medical and/or wage replacement benefits to injured employees.

Lee’s full presentation may be downloaded from the Alliance Web site at www.nonsubscriberalliance.org.

In addition to providing an overview of the survey, Lee also reviewed Appropriations Rider 19 adopted by the Legislature.  The rider directs the Texas Department of Insurance to report the compliance of employers in filing Form DWC-5 (annual report of nonsubscriber status and location list) and Form DWC-7 (reporting information for all lost time, occupational disease, and death claims).  The agency is to report the compliance rate of employers and the administrative penalties in its biennial report to the Legislature.  Lee indicated the first phase of implementing the rider would include increased education for employers on the reporting requirements.  The required forms may be obtained at:

http://www.tdi.state.tx.us/forms/dwc/dwc5.pdf
http://www.tdi.state.tx.us/forms/dwc/dwc7.pdf
Survey Shows Health Insurance Premium Increase is Lowest in Recent Years

A recent survey released by the Kaiser Family Foundation and the Health Research and Educational Trust shows that premiums for employer-based health insurance rose an average of 6.1 percent in 2007, less than the 7.7 percent increase reported for 2006.  While the 2007 growth rate is good news, the survey reports that it still exceeds the increase in workers’ wages (3.7 percent) and the overall inflation rate (2.6 percent) for the year.

The 6.1 percent average increase is the lowest increase since 1999 when premiums rose 5.3 percent.  While the rise in premiums continues to exceed increases in workers’ wages, this year’s gap of 2.4 percent is much smaller than the 10.9 percent recorded four years ago, when premiums rose 13.9 percent and wages grew just 3 percent.

The survey found that the number of employers offering health coverage is statistically unchanged at 60 percent but remains significantly lower than it was in 2000 when 69 percent of firms surveyed indicated they provided benefits.  Based on the findings, nearly all (99 percent) of large businesses with at least 200 workers offer health benefits, but less than half (45 percent) of the smallest firms with three to nine workers do so.

Despite the growing attention paid to consumer-driven health plans, the survey found that such plans cover only 5 percent of all covered workers, which is not statistically different from the 4 percent recorded in 2006.  The number of firms offering a consumer-driven plan to their workers rose from 7 percent in 2006 to 10 percent in 2007.

The survey found that covered workers, on average, pay 16 percent of the overall premiums for single coverage and 28 percent for family coverage—shares that have remained relatively stable in recent years.  Workers in small firms pay significantly more on average toward the cost of family coverage ($4,236 annually) compared to larger firms ($2,831 annually).

Among firms offering benefits, 6 percent report varying premium contributions based on an employees’ participation in wellness programs, up 3 percent since 2005.  Nearly half of all firms that offer health coverage offer domestic partner benefits. 

According to the survey findings, Preferred Provider Organizations continue to dominate the employer market, enrolling 57 percent of covered workers.  Health Maintenance Organizations cover another 21 percent of workers, with 13 percent in Point-of-Service plans, 5 percent in consumer-driven plans, and 3 percent in conventional indemnity plans.

Twenty-one percent of the firms surveyed say they are “very likely” to raise workers premium contributions next year.  Thirteen percent say they are “very likely” to increase office visit cost-sharing and 11 percent say they are “very likely” to increase prescription drug cost-sharing.

The survey findings are based on a telephone survey of 3,078 randomly selected public and private employers.
An interview with Douglas Gafner of Hilton Hotels Corporation
Gafner is an Alliance board member and serves as Chair of the organization’s legislative committee.
Q-The organization seemed to be very effective in its first legislative session.  Can you shed some light on the reasons for success?
A-First, we set an ideological agenda--preserving choice.  This led us to reach out to legislators leading up to and during the legislative session to educate them on nonsubscription. This was critical.  We also had a very coordinated legislative strategy that engaged our members and allied associations on a regular basis with our lobby and communications team and with key legislators.  This allowed us to be proactive and to stay on top of things as they developed.  Using actual employers to put a face on nonsubscription really seemed to make a difference.

Q-How involved were Alliance members with the session?
A-Members of the legislative committee were quite involved.  We held regular meetings by teleconference, which kept us current on developments and allowed us to provide guidance and insight to our lobby team.  Alliance members provided testimony before the House Business and Industry Committee, which went very well.  Also, our lobby day provided Alliance members an opportunity to take our message directly to legislators.  I am not sure there had ever been a proactive effort to tell the nonsubscription story.  By doing so this session, I think we changed the perspective many legislators had about nonsubscription.

Q-What insight can you share about the proposals that were introduced to change nonsubscription?
A-As we expected the attacks did come.  The practical effect of the proposals introduced was to make nonsubscription less attractive through disincentives that make the process less effective and eventually lead an employer to return to the work comp mire.  Limiting the use of arbitration, creating opportunities for frivolous discrimination lawsuits, and requiring that nonsubscribers report proprietary information were the focus the proposals.  We think this approach will continue during the next session.

Q-What are the next steps in the organization’s legislative strategy?
A-We had a great first session and I think it’s important that we keep doing the things that made us effective–legislative outreach, expansion of our grassroots efforts, building upon our work with other associations, and monitoring interim legislative studies that affect nonsubscription.  We are in a good position as an organization but we can be even more effective if we continue to increase the coordination among nonsubscribers in the state.  We also want to change the tide from defending nonsubscription to elevating the debate on why nonsubscription actually represents a competitive advantage for the state of Texas in attracting employers.
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