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MILWAUKEE — Two years into being a freak among governments, how's Manitowoc County doing at making its staff shop for health care? 

Ask the union. The idea of using health savings accounts is usually loathed by public employee unions and shunned by their employers. So the reaction of the county's biggest union is telling. 

The president of Manitowoc County's AFSCME local, Dave Nickels, admits to fretting but has a hard time finding fault. "I'd agree, from a financial standpoint, it's worked out well for the employees and the county," he said. 

What if some other county's union asked whether it should take such a deal? "If they were offered the same incentives that were offered to us, I'd say yes." 

And, yes, it has worked out well for both sides, which is worth keeping in mind as other governments struggle to cut costs and Washington mutters about reforming health insurance. Manitowoc, on the east-central edge of the state, is more evidence that giving power to patients actually works. 

It certainly does for the patients. The deal, unveiled in 2007, absolves county employees of any premiums. They used to be on the hook for about 8 percent. Instead, they all have a high deductible — $3,000 per family — so they're insured against killer costs but have some incentive to shop on routine care. 

The twist is they pay the deductible out of an HSA filled entirely by the county, reversing some previous cost-shifting. If employees economize, 





the leftover money builds up, and they can keep it when they leave. So it makes sense for employees to notice if one place charges twice as much for poorer results. 

The county hired Patient Care of Milwaukee to go fetch that price and quality info for workers and to smooth out problems — so much for the notion that HSAs mean you're on your own. That costs the county all of $3.25 a month per employee. 

So, no, nobody's comparing prices during a heart attack. And the county's costs no longer trigger them. 

The costs, says County Executive Bob Ziegelbauer, are "much, much less than where we would have been if we hadn't done this." The plan's premiums did jump 18 percent last year, he says, though the county figures that's because the insurer initially guessed low. The county's now self-funded, and, says Ziegelbauer, it is paying in 2009, per employee, just what it was paying in 2006. Before going to HSAs, costs were doubling every five years or so. 

He's hoping that a consumer-driven plan will keep the county's costs from rising so fast. He's got reason. A study just out from the free-market Manhattan Institute looks at four years of national data and finds that using an HSA cuts the cost of insurance by 10 percent to 40 percent and that the cost of such coverage is growing far more slowly than traditional plans. 

Private businesses seem to get this. A survey last year found that 45 percent of companies in the Milwaukee area offer such plans, a high number. 

Yet governments don't get it. Why should this be, when benefits costs threaten to bankrupt governments? 

Because, I'd suppose, governments lack businesses' incentives. Counties do not go into Chapter 11; companies do. While employees don't elect their private sector bosses, they do vote for public officials. 

People should be copying his county, says Ziegelbauer, though few are — one other Wisconsin county, Calumet, as near as he can tell. Ziegelbauer feels much of it is opposition from public sector unions, many of which favor some nationalized plan, instead. "This is 100 percent in conflict with the single-payer ideology," he said. "They want to kill it in the crib." 

So even when governments use HSA-style plans to give away money, as Indiana now does in funding Medicaid, they run into ideological opposition. The question isn't whether HSAs and markets work but whether they can be permitted to work. 

That's unfortunate, since we're about to see all the rules for health coverage rewritten by the Obama administration. It's about time: Our jerry-rigged third-party system, already half socialized, manages to vex everyone — especially patients. 

It would be good, though, if the starting point for what comes next were not some centrally planned scheme but rather a system that gives more control to patients by giving them money, information and incentives. Manitowoc County seems to be learning how that's done. 

Patrick McIlheran is an editorial columnist for the Milwaukee Journal Sentinel. His e-mail address is pmcilheran@journalsentinel.com.



	

	


