LEGILATIVE UPDATE

The National League of Postmastersis The Education Organization.
That education must include Legislative awareness. The purpose of this
weekly column isto bring that awareness to all our members on a diversity of
topics. Asif the economic situation wasn’t scary enough this next open sea-
son will see the highest rate increase since 2005. That meansin 4 years our
premiums averaged an increase of almost 25% while ben€fits have steadily
decreased. While even more magnified in the private sector the future of con-
tinued increases seems a certainty. Federal Times Steven Losey details
FEHBP open season effects for all federal employees.

An informed membership is a more effective member ship.

“Record health benefit premium increase on horizon”

Federal employee health premiums will increase an average 7 percent in 2009, the stegpest
jump in four years, the Office of Personnel Management said last week. The increase will be
more than three times the average 2008 increase of 2.1 percent.

Most employees will see even stegper premium increases. Enrollees in the standard Blue
Cross Blue Shield plan — which covers more than 4 million, or about half the program’s
membership — will pay 12.9 percent more for self-only coverage and 13.4 percent for family
coverage.

Federal Employees Health Benefit Program (FEHBP) enrollees will aso pay higher co-pays
for prescription drugs and doctors’ office visits.

Dental premiums will increase an average 5.7 percent, and vision premiums, an average 1.1
percent. The FEHBP open season, when employees can sign up for, change or add to their
health benefits, starts Nov. 10 and runs through Dec. 8. OPM will update its online Plan Com-
parison Tool with 2009 data on Nov. 3. That will allow enrollees to compare the features of
severa plansto decide which is best.

Nancy Kichak, OPM’s associate director for strategic human resources policy, said most plans

will retain their benefits, but many co-pays will increase.
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For example, office visit co-pays for the Blue Cross Blue Shield standard program will in-
crease from $15 to $20. And co-pays for a 90-day supply of mail-order, brand-name pharma-
ceuticals will increase significantly, from $35 to $65 for the first 30 prescriptions in someone's
lifetime. After that, co-pays will go down to $50 to lessen the burden on federal employees
who have long-term drug needs.

People under the standard Blue Cross Blue Shield program who order generic drugs by mail
will have their first four co-paymentsin ayear waived, Kichak said. After that, they will be
charged $10 per prescription, the same asin 2008. Kichak said the higher premiums reflect ris-
ing health care costs, though she stressed that FEHBP's premium increase is less than that of
most large health care programsin the private sector.

The spike in rates for 2009 also reflects the fact that 2008 premiums were set too low by OPM,
Kichak said. Health care costs appeared to be declining in late 2006 and early 2007, which led
OPM to increase the 2008 premiums by a small amount, she said. But health care costs failed
to drop as expected, and the 2009 increase attempts to make up for that miscal culation.

“We're paying the price in 2009 for having rates in 2008 based on the trend that did not de-
velop,” Kichak said. Also contributing to the higher rates for 2009 is the fact that employees
will pay a higher share of thetotal health care premiumsin 2009, Kichak said. The govern-
ment will pay 69.8 percent of the premium costs in 2009, down from 70.1 percent in 2008.
The government paid 72 percent of employees' health premiumsin 2001.

Employee unions lambasted the rate hikes. “Thisis an enormous increase that erodes federal
employees standard of living,” said the National Treasury Employees Union President Col-
leen Kelley.




