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For deputies, being in charge works 
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Patrick McIlheran
	 


The biggest public employees union in Manitowoc County agreed last week, reluctantly, to let the county give each of its members thousands of bucks. Health care economics is messed up. This reluctance illustrates it.

Formally, employees represented by the American Federation of State, County and Municipal Employees agreed to health savings accounts, or HSAs.

The plan glitters: Employees pay none of the insurance premium. The county puts $3,000 a year into the employee's HSA, which fully covers the deductible. After the high deductible's paid - entirely with the county's money - insurance covers all expenses. What employees don't spend, they keep. 

This is anathema to most unions, since it centers on the idea that people should see an upside to spending less and a cost to spending a lot. You know, like it is for food or houses or car maintenance or the rest of life. 

Most unions, especially those in the public sector, think it would be better to do the opposite: Nationalize health care, and make everyone pay for everyone else's health care. A Manitowoc AFSCME spokesman said the union was agreeing to HSAs only "as a Band-Aid to stop the bleeding caused by a national crisis." Their preference, presumably, would be the sort of amputations involved in getting us a Canadian-style system. 

Meanwhile, thanks to the HSA plan, Manitowoc County will save $1.1 million in 2008. Its employees will save $685,000.

"Every time we get a check, we notice there are no premiums coming off," says Dave Remiker.

He's the head of the sheriff's deputy union. It was one of several that early on approved the HSA option. He says deputies did a lot of research. What became clear was that, even for government employees with strong unions, the county couldn't keep offering the same old deal. "We all knew what the numbers were," he says.

More to the point, deputies were on both sides of the bargain - both employees and employers. As he says, "We are all taxpayers, too."

Most of us are on both sides. Not only are we patients, we are taxpayers, funding the more than 40% of American health care that's paid by governments, including our troubled, costly versions of single-payer care, Medicare and Medicaid. We're also customers who fund the care employers buy workers. 

This has to be about getting everyone to spend more carefully, rather than finding someone else to stick with the bill.

Whatever gives patients a stake in the spending may do that. Not overnight, but the change in thinking can come quickly, says Steve White. He's one of the three commissioners who head the government of Utah County, Utah, one of the most populous in a state that, unlike Wisconsin, requires public employees be offered an HSA plan. White is enrolled in one.

"We're paying less than we did before," he says of his own family. Critics say HSAs mainly appeal to the young and the well; White is neither. He's a baby boomer with adult-onset diabetes, while his wife takes three prescriptions. Their plan isn't nearly as generous as Manitowoc's, but employees pay no premiums, some preventive care is free and their out-of-pocket costs aren't higher than before. They're lower if they shop around. Or lose weight: White can shift to a cheaper drug if he loses another 30 pounds, he says. He's down 25 since December.

In Manitowoc, Remiker says he's now using a health coach, which the county's plan pays for. He says he's gotten about $400 in gift certificates for doing healthy things. Nationally, 82% of employees in HSAs don't have to cover preventive care out of the accounts, so they're not discouraged from getting it. What they are on the hook for is the middle: care that's neither preventive nor catastrophically expensive. 

White and Remiker say that HSAs aren't perfect, but they aren't bad. Remiker says AFSCME members called him before their vote, often saying the deal seemed too good to be true. It's for real, he says, and it beats what some neighboring counties offer. It beats where the county had was heading: "A change needed to happen," he says.

It happened. So far, it's working out.

Patrick McIlheran is a Journal Sentinel editorial columnist. His e-mail address is pmcilheran@journalsentinel.com
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