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John S. Wilson

The following is a guest post by
John S. Wilson, a freelance
journalist who writes regularly on
health policy. You can follow him
on Twitter at @johnwilson.

Florida Governor Rick Scott joined
an esteemed group yesterday—he
became the seventh GOP governor
to flip-flop and announce his
support for the expansion of
Medicaid in his state. Chances are
more Republican governors will follow suit.  Scott’s capitulation is particularly
notable when one considers the fact that he has fought the expansion from the
very beginning.

When the Obama administration first sold Medicaid expansion as a way to
reduce costs while extending insurance coverage to nearly 28 million people,
the GOP scoffed.  But Scott, who once ran the giant for-profit hospital chain
known as Columbia/HCA  (now HCA Holdings) did far more than scoff.
Florida sued the federal government, asserting that Democrats’ Affordable
Care Act was unconstitutional and scored what now appears to be a Pyrrhic
victory. Exercising some fancy legal footwork, Chief Justice John Roberts
 concluded a questionable penalty on those who don’t buy insurance was
really a constitutional tax and the overall law was upheld 5 to 4. But in a win
for Florida, the high court said the states could opt out of the Medicaid
expansion–without being punished by the loss of their existing Medicaid
money, as the law had originally provided. After that ruling, Scott said his
state wouldn’t be participating in the Medicaid expansion.

So what led to his change? One word: hospitals. Not only have hospitals, on
average, supported expansion of Medicaid from its announcement, but
they’ve also been working overtime recently to convince Republican
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governors and state legislators that it’s the financially smart thing to do. “If
Florida doesn’t expand Medicaid, we’re going to have the money taken out of
one pocket (by the federal government), we just won’t get it put back in the
other,” Tommy Inzina, chief administrative officer at BayCare Health System,
told the Florida House this week. In 2011 Florida hospitals spent $2.8 billion
caring for the uninsured and had to write off the majority of that bill. That’s
up from $2.4 billion in 2006–when 1.7 million uninsured were treated–and
the trend will only get worse unless more state residents are insured. The
expansion could have a monumental impact by insuring one million newly
eligible people in the first year alone.

Similarly, in South Carolina, Republican Gov. Nikki Haley’s opposition to
expansion is softening as hospitals support expansion with their voices and
now their wallets; they say they’ll consider a provider tax to help pay for any
state costs of the expansion.  Bob Coble, a lobbyist for hospitals and
providers, told The State, “It would, essentially, be the health-care industry
taxing itself to pay (it).”

So while the GOP’s statements on the expansion may not add up, the math
does. “Expansion will create more access to primary care providers, reduce
the burden on hospitals and small businesses, and save precious tax dollars,”
said Rick Snyder, Michigan’s Republican governor, when he caved earlier this
month.

The federal government will foot 100% of the bill for Medicaid expansion
until 2017. But even up until 2023, the Congressional Budget Office estimates
states will pay only 10% of the expansion costs, or, $63 billion. As of now, 24
states are participating with another three leaning toward it.  Let’s say the $63
billion were spread among all of these states equally (it wouldn’t be due to
population differences, but work with me here); Florida’s bill for expansion
during those six years would be roughly $2.3 billion, a tenth of its current
annual Medicaid expenditures. For that small price Florida would have
increased its Medicaid-insured population by a whopping 25%.

What happens after 2023? There’s little doubt Florida and other states will
have to chip in more money as their populations continue to rise and more
people are eligible for Medicaid due to the looser eligibility guidelines (up to
133% of federal poverty level and–for the first time in Medicaid’s history–
inclusion of childless, non-elderly, non-disabled adults). But hospitals are
open to future cuts and understand the budget situation is always in flux.
What they’re not open to is having the next nine years look like the previous
nine.

Author’s note: John S. Wilson analyzes health policy for the Medicaid
agency of a Democratic-controlled state. The views expressed here are
personal and are not those of the state.
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