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Poor economy puts more New Yorkers on Medicaid

Quarter of state residents on program rolls

Cara Matthews  

October 24, 2011

ALBANY -- Expansion of coverage and two recessions have bumped up the number of Medicaid recipients in New York nearly 82 percent since 2000, to 4.96 million, and the total is expected to eclipse five million by the end of the year.

New York's health-care program for the poor is the most expensive in the country and costs the federal, state and county governments roughly $53 billion a year. State officials began an initiative this year to rein in costs, but the need for services has continued to grow.

"If we haven't crossed the five million mark by now, we will by the end of the year," said Michael Birnbaum, vice president of the United Hospital Fund, an independent non-profit organization focused on New York's health care.

Two recessions, a still-struggling economy, the erosion of employer-based health insurance and an expansion of Medicaid for low-income adults are among the factors responsible for Medicaid's explosive growth in recent years, according to experts. The increase in beneficiaries puts added pressure on Gov. Andrew Cuomo's administration as it continues efforts to restructure the expansive system, improve quality and reduce spending.

Cuomo appointed a Medicaid Redesign Team in January, whose recommendations are expected to save $2.2 billion this fiscal year and more next year. The state budget places a $15.3 billion cap on New York's share of Medicaid, and spending was 2.5 percent below the limit for the first five months of the fiscal year, which began April 1.

However, an additional 72,000 people signed up for benefits between April and August, for a total of 4.96 million of the state's 19.3 million population. Dr. Nirav Shah, state health commissioner, cautioned earlier this month that the growth could impact savings.

Between April 2008, when there were 4.1 million beneficiaries, and August of this year, New York's Medicaid rolls grew 21 percent.

The larger numbers are a concern for counties, which pay roughly 15 percent of Medicaid expenses, said Stephen Acquario, executive director of the New York State Association of Counties.

"The trend is upward and has been consistently now over the past 10 years," Acquario said. "It's troubling because it's a signal that the economy of the state is still not rebounding."

The annual increases for counties were capped five years ago, but elected officials have been pushing for the state to take over their share of Medicaid. Cuomo said earlier this month that the state can't afford that. 

But Acquario, a member of the Medicaid Redesign Team, said the possibility of a takeover has to be "on the table."

The Medicaid redesign does not impact eligibility for the program, which is one of the most generous in the country. Rather, it has made changes in how medical care is delivered. For example, in three years, recipients who were on traditional fee-for-service plans will be switched to managed-care plans.

About 78 percent of the property taxes Chemung County collects go to the local share of Medicaid, County Executive Tom Santulli said. Before the cap, the percentage was a lot higher. There are roughly 20,000 Medicaid patients in Chemung, which has a population of 88,000 people.

"The number's just continued to grow significantly," he said.

Medicaid is a massive program with a lot of duplication and over-utilization of services, Santulli said. The county's Medicaid recipients have an average of 43 contacts with a medical provider in a year, compared to several for the average person in a commercial plan, he said.

"It's become a huge industry. This isn't about health care. It's about a huge industry that's making a ton of money" off taxpayer dollars, he said.

Between September 2000 and September 2010, the majority of the roughly two million new beneficiaries statewide - 61 percent - were adults, according to a December 2010 United Hospital Fund report. Twelve percent were elderly and disabled New Yorkers, and 27 percent were children.

There are a number of reasons for the enrollment increase during that time, Birnbaum said. There were policy changes that made more low-income New Yorkers eligible and made it easier for people sign up and stay enrolled. There were two recessions - one that began in 2001 and another that started in 2007 - and the economy still hasn't recovered.

"Even beyond the economic cycles, there were some structural challenges, such as the ongoing erosion of employer-based coverage, a model that's under stress nationally," he said, adding that New York is a high-cost state with a lot of low-income families.

The only time enrollment dropped was during 2006 and 2007, when there was a temporary upswing in the economy, the United Hospital Fund found.

New York has about 800,000 people who are eligible for Medicaid but aren't signed up, Birnbaum said.

The biggest driver of Medicaid enrollment by far is the economy, said Elisabeth Benjamin, vice president of health initiatives for the Community Service Society of New York. Annual premium hikes continue to spiral upward, she said.

"More and more jobs are dropping employer-sponsored coverage and more and more employers are shifting the cost of health insurance onto employees and employees can't afford it," she said.

U.S. Census Bureau estimates show that 69.1 percent of New Yorkers had private insurance in 2000 compared to 62.7 percent 10 years later. The ranks of people with no insurance coverage increased from 14.5 percent to 15 percent during that time.

The figures changed more dramatically on the national level. Nearly 74 percent of Americans had private insurance in 2000, and that dropped to 64 percent in 2010. More than 16 percent of Americans were uninsured in 2010.

A smaller New York Medicaid enrollment bump resulted from a 2001 state Court of Appeals decision over eligibility for nearly 150,000 legal immigrants, said Benjamin, who was a Legal Aid lawyer at the time and brought the case.

Also in 2001, the state expanded Medicaid coverage for adults by implementing the Family Health Plus program. It raised income limits to qualify for assistance and made hundreds of thousands more low-income New Yorkers eligible as a result, Birnbaum said.

The number of people in Family Health Plus peaked in the 2006 calendar year at 550,476, according to state statistics. It dropped to 408,588 in 2010. The lower numbers are primarily due to a shift in coverage from Family Health Plus to regular Medicaid due to the economy, said Peter Constantakes, an agency spokesman.

States generally are not far apart in Medicaid coverage of children, but there is a disparity when it comes to childless adults, Birnbaum said. New York is one of five states that cover childless adults. California, Florida and Texas don't have statewide coverage for this population, whereas New York does up to 100 percent of poverty level - an annual income of $10,890.

Under the federal Affordable Care Act, all states will have to provide coverage for parents and childless adults up to 133 percent of poverty. Parents in New York currently are eligible for up to 150 percent of poverty.

As a result, the health-care law won't have as big of an impact on New York as other states, he said.

"The Affordable Care Act makes relatively few New Yorkers newly eligible for Medicaid because we already did that."
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