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MANCHESTER, N.H. (AP) - A proposed budget cut woul d make New Hanpshire
the only state in the nation to charge its poorest parents for health
i nsurance for children under the state-federal Medicaid program

The state also is proposing to exclude working poor famlies who have
too many assets froma separate Healthy Kids insurance program for
wor ki ng parents, sonething critics consider just as worrisone.

Advocates say the moves would drive famlies that need it the nost from
the programs. Participation rates plumeted after sinmilar neasures were
taken by other states to control the costs of Medicaid, whose spiraling
costs are causi ng budget crises in states around the country.

Supporters of the New Hanpshire proposals say tough fiscal tinmes denmand
tough sol utions, though these specific steps may not be the solution

“I'n order to bal ance the budget, you do all sorts of things to try to
bring issues to the fore," said state Rep. Neal Kurk, who believes the
poor should be nore responsible for their care. "The problemis real
The solution we've come up with is probably not as good as it needs to
be. "

In fact, the House Finance Conmittee | ast week withdrew its support for
both proposals, but both are far from dead. Wether the cuts becone | aw
won't be known until June. Federal approval also would be needed.

The proposed nonthly Medicaid prem um would be $10 to $20 per child
depending on famly incone. Families with no incone would still be
asked

to pay, but no famly would have to pay for nore than three children

The noves woul d save the state roughly $12 million over the next two
years in a nearly $9 billion budget, about one-tenth of 1 percent.

Ot her states are struggling to cut Medicaid, which is on track to
ecli pse education as the biggest single expense for states.

Last year, Washington state got federal perm ssion to charge sone

Medi caid fam|lies prem uns, but has not done so. New Hanpshire's
proposal would go nuch farther, however, in proposing that all Medicaid
famlies - even those with no income - pay.

"There is no state that goes down to zero for kids," said Cindy Mann, a
Georgetown University research professor who has done a nunber of
nati onal studies on health care and Medi cai d.

She said |owincone famlies are extrenely sensitive to even small



changes in prem uns, co-paynments and other charges, and charging a
prem um woul d cut enroll nment.

Mann said when Oregon began charging $6 to $20 a nonth for | owincone
adults on Medicaid two years ago, enrollment dropped in half in less
than a year - from 100, 000 to 51, 000.

New Hanpshire predicts a drop of 5 percent, about 3,000 kids out of the
63, 000 now covered.

Healthy Kids is a conpanion programthat lets working famlies buy

i nexpensive health insurance for their children only. New Hanpshire

al so

is considering joining a handful of states that limt the assets a
famly can have and still qualify for Healthy Kids, which covers visits
to doctors and dentists and nedi cati ons.

The state is contenplating an $8,000 limt. One vehicle per adult, the
fam ly's home, househol d furnishings, personal possessions and sone
retirement accounts would not be counted. Savings and cash woul d be
counted, as would | and or hones in which the famly was not |iving.
Bot h

of the latter would have to be sold within a year

Manchester residents Lisa and Eric Hanel consider thenselves a typica
working famly struggling to stay off welfare. They would | ose Heal t hy
Ki ds coverage for their two children if the asset test becones |aw
because they sold their hone this year

If they still lived in the house, their stake in it would be exenpt.
But
they put the sale proceeds - $37,000 - into savings in hopes of buying

anot her home in five or six years.
"We sold it because we couldn't afford it anynore," Lisa Hanel said.

They said their conbined i ncome of $42,000 isn't enough to cover food,
rent, utilities, tel ephone service, clothing and househol d expenses,
transportation, personal expenses, school expenses and a snall
contribution to save for another house AND private health insurance.

Li sa Hanel's enployer, a child care center, does not offer health

i nsurance. Eric Hanel's enployer, Villa Crest Retirenment Comrunity,

does, but the famly policy for thenselves and their children would
cost

about $520 per nonth for benefits conparable to those they for their
children only through Healthy Kids. That coverage costs $50 a nonth.



