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Colorado lawmakers are considering the creation of a 2021 ACA Marketplace Average Benchmark
state-controlled health care plan, commonly called Premiums

“the public option.” The only state to attempt such a
policy is Washington State, which passed public
option legislation in 2019. The public option was
subsequently introduced during the 2021 open e
enrollment period late last year. $350
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To help inform health care policy discussions at the
legislature, the Common Sense Institute reviewed
recent trends in Affordable Care Act (ACA) insurance
premiums across Washington State and Colorado.!
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While Washington State moved ahead with a public $100

option in an attempt to reduce premiums in the ACA $50

marketplace, Colorado prioritized the creation of a i

reinsurance program. Under reinsurance, the state 2021

partially covers the highest cost medical claims in the
ACA marketplace in order to put downward pressure
on premiums. The reinsurance program iS ﬁnanced Source: Kaiser Family Foundation, State Health Facts

by fees on health insurance carriers and hospitals.'

For the 2021 plan year, while both Colorado and Washington State have more affordable premiums
than the country as a whole, average benchmark premiums in the ACA marketplace are 9.5%
lower in Colorado than Washington State.

@ United States @ Colorado Washington

Over a longer time-period, Colorado has also seen larger reductions on a percentage basis in ACA
average benchmark premiums. Since 2018, Colorado benchmark premiums have fallen by

25.3%, compared to 15.5% increase in Washington State. Across the nation, ACA average
benchmark premiums have fallen by 6.0%.

Supporters of the Washington State public option claimed the state-controlled healthcare plan would
also be cheaper than other plans in the Affordable Care Act marketplace.

However, an analysis of Washington Health Benefit Exchange data found public option
plans cost up to 29% more than traditional private plans in some parts of Washington
State.' In most of the counties where a public option was offered in Washington State, public option
premiums were more costly than other plans.
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The public option has also been proposed as a means ACA Marketplace Average Benchmark Premiums:
of reducing Colorado’s uninsured rate. On this point, Percent Change Since 2018
Washington state health officials recently released data
that may inform the policy debate in Colorado."
Specifically:

e Total enrollment in the Washington State Public
Option was 1,872 as of January 2021.

e The number of “new” members who signed up for
the public option - i.e. those who did not previously

have coverage through the Washington Health %%
Benefit Exchange - was 1,114. -20%
-25%
) Before the pandemic, WaShington State had o 2018 2019 2020 2021
481,700 uninsured residents. This means, at best,
the public option reduced the number of uninsured @ United States @ Colorado () Washington
Washington residents by 0.23%. Source: Kaiser Family Foundation, State Health Facts

The different outcomes experienced in Washington State and Colorado should help inform the debate
over healthcare policy in Colorado. While the public option is often put forward as a strategy for
lowering the cost of healthcare premiums and reducing the ranks of the uninsured, the contrast
between these two states — one which has a public option and one which does not - suggest that
other policy initiatives should be considered in service of those goals.

End Notes

i Data aggregated from state and federal healthcare agencies by the Kaiser Family Foundation:
https://www.kff.org/health-reform/state-indicator/marketplace-average-benchmark-
premiums/?currentTimeframe=08&selectedDistributions=2018--2019--2020--
20218&selectedRows=%7B%22wrapups%?22:%7B%?22united-
states%22:%7B%7D%7D,%?22states%22:%7B%22colorado%?22:%7B%7D,%?22washington%?22:%7
B%7D%7D%7D&sortModel=%7B%22colld%22:%22Location%?22,%22s0rt%?22:%22asc%22%7D

il | egislative Council Staff: SB 20-215 Final Fiscal Note, October 20, 2020
https://leg.colorado.gov/sites/default/files/documents/2020A/bills/fn/2020a_sb215_f1.pdf

il Bloomberg Law: First Government-Run Health Plan Portends Rocky Start for Biden, Nov. 18, 2020:
https://news.bloomberglaw.com/health-law-and-business/public-option-health-plan-in-washington-
state-a-caution-to-biden

v Washington State Benefit Exchange: Cascade Care Preview, Jan. 29, 2021
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