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CAREPARTNERS TACKLES HEALTH INSURANCE CRISIS


MaineHealth and a wide-ranging group of partners is taking an innovative approach to the health insurance crisis.  CarePartners will bring together hospitals, doctors, and home care providers to offer managed healthcare and pharmaceutical coverage to limited income people who cannot obtain insurance through their employers and are not eligible for government programs.  The program begins today in Cumberland, Kennebec, and Lincoln Counties with $1.2 million in grant funds and another $1 million contributed by partnering hospitals.  In addition, the partners have agreed to donate some $10 million in care to CarePartners enrollees.


“Government has not been able to solve the health insurance crisis, and the health insurance industry has not been able to solve it,” says Warren Kessler, Director of CarePartners.  “We have partnered with other healthcare providers, insurers, and the government to find at least a partial solution to the problem.  The hospitals, doctors, and others who have joined CarePartners are making an enormous contribution to a healthier Maine.”
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CarePartners expects to serve 5,000 people over three years, and hopes to expand the program as it demonstrates success and more partners sign on.

The MaineHealth Access Project, which gave rise to the CarePartners coalition, conducted a study last year in the three pilot counties.  It found that the majority of people without health insurance are employed, and that there is a direct correlation between insurance and health status.  The rate of uninsurance is 10% in Cumberland County, 14% in Kennebec County, and 18% in Lincoln County.

“Lack of health insurance has become a middle-class problem,” says Kessler.  “The model of employer-sponsored health insurance is obviously not working, and with CarePartners the people who provide healthcare are stepping in answer the need so clearly demonstrated in our study.”


The most important features of CarePartners are its “care management” and primary care physician components.  Hospitals and physicians already provide a substantial amount of free and low-cost care, and emergency rooms in particular often provide primary care to the uninsured.  Enrollees in CarePartners will have a primary care physician and a care manager, who will ensure that they receive coordinated healthcare services and also assist with referrals to community support services.


“There is a great deal of charity care given today,” Kessler says, “but it is episodic and uncoordinated.  Our aim is to build on existing resources, and get people into the system and care for them when they’re well, not just when they’re sick.  Programs that use this approach in other areas of the country have documented a reduction in emergency room visits, better medication compliance, a reduction in office visits over time, and improved health status as reported by enrollees.  We expect that ultimately this program will save society money while creating healthier citizens.”
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CarePartners is unique in its scope and scale, and also in the depth and breadth of its partnerships.  A key component is the participation of private physicians, and Kessler says the response from the physicians has been overwhelmingly positive.  Hospitals have also been quick to respond, and the coalition includes traditional competitors such as Maine Medical Center and Mercy Hospital and MaineGeneral Medical Center and Inland Hospital.

“Community health status is a non-partisan, non-competitive issue,” Kessler says.  “This program simply couldn’t exist without the voluntary contributions by providers.  We are all interested in being part of the solution to what has proven to be an intractable problem.  We know we can’t be the entire solution, but this will be an important piece.”

Kessler is particularly encouraged by the participation of physicians and the readiness of Anthem Blue Cross and Blue Shield to participate.  He also notes that the Robert Wood Johnson Foundation, which was a major funder of the insurance study, demonstrated its continued confidence in CarePartners by providing major funding for the pilot project.  The Health Resources and Services Administration of the U.S. Department of Health and Human Services also has contributed major first-year funding.
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