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Testimony Affordable Health Care Coverage

S1557

To:  Chairman Joseph F. Vitale, Chairman Senate Health, Human Services and Senior Services Committee

HDANJ fully supports the expansion of FamilyCare as a critical step toward providing health care coverage to all children immediately and eventually to all NJ residents.   My comments are directed entirely to this section of the bill which in our opinion should be considered separately from the more contentious and complicated Market Reforms included in the bill.
HDANJ is part of the leadership team of the Consumer Voices for Coverage coalition funded by the Robert Wood Johnson Foundation.  The coalition is still digesting this complex bill, and other members will speak to other aspects of the legislation.

No segment of NJ’s population bears the impact of being uninsured more than Hispanics who, by some measurements, 40% are uninsured.  The 2006 American Community Survey documented that 88% of Hispanics work in the private sector, about 50% in services and clerical office jobs.  Many of these jobs offer no affordable health plans if any at all.  Hispanics run over 50,000 small businesses in NJ and often they cannot afford insurance.  Hispanic (and African American) median household income is $45,000 about 55% of the median for the rest of the population.  At the same time 29% or 395,000 are under 18.   We are confident that a large number of the 240,000 uninsured children are Hispanic and many are children of immigrants.  If there is any doubt about why every New Jerseyan should be concerned about the health of this population, our NJ Department of Labor and Workforce Development projects that these Hispanics will comprise 66% of the growth of New Jersey’s workforce from 2004-2014.  

Thirty–one percent of Hispanics are not citizens, and their immigration status also complicates health coverage.  Even immigrants who are in status are apprehensive about signing themselves and their child into state plans and those out of status are not eligible. An important piece of data in ACNJ’s 2007 Immigrant Kid Count is that 87% of children living in immigrant families in NJ are US citizens.  This confirms our belief that the biggest challenge to covering all eligible children are to reach those in the many mixed status families.

HDANJ agency staff have extensive experience trying to help families sign up for FamilyCare.  In the past complicated enrollment processes and frequent rejections of applications for technical reasons discouraged our efforts.  In the past several years DHS was not responsive to our ideas to improve outreach and even last year the Commissioner said she had no resources to encourage outreach even though we wanted to add-on signing children up for Familycare to our existing DHS funded outreach campaign focusing on Special Needs parents.  Therefore, it is important you add community based agencies to those the DHS must involve.  If we educate effectively our low income population including those who speak other languages, this will do more to bring children into the program than even sanctions.  

In summary, the two biggest obstacles to signing up more children into FamilyCare are affordability and effective communication.  The soft mandate included in the bill makes sense if we spend the first year pulling out all stops to communicate with our uninsured parents and make them an offer they will not refuse.  Start by eliminating all co-pays and premiums for families under 200% federal poverty level.  Make all premiums consistent with a living wage.  Ideally, there should be a cap on the percent of income a family would have to pay under FamilyCare.

Secondly, include in the bill a specific allocation for outreach the requires DHS to devise a plan together with organizations who represent the populations that most need to be targetted.  The Outreach should emphasize counseling to families that mobilizes all the human resources in the community particularly outreach workers in community based organizations that already have the infrastructure and trust to bring hard to reach families into the program.

(Note Section 27/ 28 added to the bill at the last minute addresses the issue of a Working Group to plan with DHS an Outreach plan and includes an appropriation for Outreach, which satisfies one of HDANJ’s concerns.  It would strengthen the amendment if it included specifically a representative from the Hispanic community for the reasons cited in this testimony.  We will work with the bill sponsors to improve this point.)
The results of this aggressive outreach should determine the next steps in implementing an individual mandate.  If we are successful, then the sanction mechanisms will have limited scope and New Jersey will have taught a lesson to the entire nation.







Submitted by Daniel Santo Pietro
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