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Health Law & Business News

Idaho Running Out of Time as Feds Weigh Health
Coverage Shift

By Shira Stein
Aug. 27, 2019, 5:29 AM

Idaho officials worry that health agency will delay deciding on waiver

Open enrollment starts Nov. 1; expanded Medicaid takes effect Jan. 1

Idaho officials are on edge as they await the federal government’s response to their request to implement

a first-of-its-kind proposal to let some low-income people choose between remaining on Obamacare or

enroll in Medicaid.

The state is running out of time with two crucial dates on the horizon: Enrollment for the state’s insurance

marketplace begins Nov. 1, and its expansion of Medicaid to those earning up to 138% of the federal

poverty line takes effect Jan. 1, 2020.

The decision from the federal government will determine the coverage available to more than 18,000

Idaho residents currently enrolled in Obamacare.

The state asked the Centers for Medicare & Medicaid Services for a waiver from certain Obamacare

requirements to allow residents with incomes between 100% to 138% of the federal poverty level to

choose between enrolling in Medicaid and remaining in the individual market. State lawmakers directed

Gov. Brad Little (R) to apply for this waiver after voters approved an expansion of the state’s Medicaid

program.

The state’s program currently covers people on a sliding scale depending on the number of dependents in

their household and takes into account any disabilities. The lowest coverage limit is about 21% of the

federal poverty level for a family of two.

The state estimates 18,600 people earning between 100% and 138% of federal poverty level are insured

by Obamacare, and 6,000 people would leave Obamacare for Medicaid in the next decade if the waiver is

approved. Individuals cannot be eligible for both Medicaid and the individual marketplace exchanges

under the Affordable Care Act.

About 272,000 Idaho residents were enrolled in Medicaid as of May, according to the CMS. 

Concerns From Regulators
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Federal regulators have expressed concern the Idaho proposal would add to the federal deficit, Dean

Cameron, director of the Idaho Department of Insurance, said in an interview.

They also told Cameron that the agency hasn’t approved a waiver like this before. CMS Administrator

Seema Verma has been encouraging states to apply for Obamacare waivers.

State officials have asked for a prompt response from the CMS because they would need to make

adjustments to their individual marketplace prior to the start of open enrollment November 1. If the

waiver isn’t going to be granted, then the state needs to make sure people in that population are told

they’re being moved to Medicaid.

“CMS is committed to working with states to give them as much flexibility as permissible under the law to

improve their health insurance markets and provide their citizens the best possible access to healthcare,”

CMS spokesman Johnathan Monroe said in a statement to Bloomberg Law. “CMS will continue to work

with Idaho.”

The CMS has until Aug. 29 to determine if the waiver application is complete. This is not a final decision.

There are several steps, including a public comment period, before that determination is made. The

federal government could also ask the state to take on more time-consuming analyses.

Conversations With CMS

There have been a handful of calls between Little and Verma, Cameron said.

In addition, there have been a lot of staff-level conversations where the agency has asked the state to

prove that the plan is deficit-neutral, Cameron said.

Idaho officials are concerned that if they are asked for more information or reworked data, that would

delay the overall process, Cameron said.

The governor’s office declined to discuss next steps.

Deficit Requirement

One obstacle to the approval is meeting the requirement that the waiver not add to the federal deficit,

Cameron said, and the CMS is trying to work through that dilemma.

Idaho’s analysis says this waiver would be deficit-neutral and could even save the government some

money.

But over a dozen public comments argued that the state analysis incorrectly assumes individuals earning

between 100 and 138% of the federal poverty level would be uninsured if they’re not enrolled in

Obamacare.

Those comments said the people in that population would in fact be enrolled in Medicaid.

https://doi.idaho.gov/DisplayPDF?ID=Idaho%20Coverage%20Choice%201332%20Application&cat=PublicInformation
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“It’s difficult to predict the reasons why Idahoans would choose to stay on expensive and unreliable

exchange-based coverage as opposed to Medicaid,” Sam Sandmire of the nonprofit Reclaim Idaho said in

a public comment.

If all 18,000 people who are now on Obamacare choose to keep it that way, Idaho’s plan would cost the

government. But if only a small portion does, the plan could be cost-neutral or even save money, Cameron

said.

The state’s analysis says the plan could save money by reducing individual market premiums because

fewer people would be on Obamacare and receive tax credits to pay for it. If Obamacare plans are able to

reduce their premiums after losing enrollees, as Idaho predicts, it’s likely the state is assuming that the

people who opt for Medicaid are sicker than average. That would mean the Obamacare exchanges would

be insuring healthier people, which costs less money. But the waiver request doesn’t include predictions

about how healthy or sick the people in the new Obamacare and Medicaid populations would be.

A 2018 analysis for a different waiver application the state considered filing but never did found that

covering people in that population through Obamacare would cost $7,700 per person per year, as

opposed to $3,878 in Medicaid.

—With assistance from Paul Shukovsky
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