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The 2007 session has adjourned.  There are a number of legislative proposals affecting the Connecticut Academy of Physician Assistants that were acted on and this report is designed to give members a brief update of what happened as well as an “early read” of what work remains to be done by the General Assembly next year.  If you have any questions or comments about these issues, please contact Linda Kowalski, ConnAPA lobbyist, or Tricia Marriott, ConnAPA president.  

Legislation directly affecting the Physician Assistant profession
Two pieces of legislation were passed this session that relate directly to Physician Assistants.  

In her budget proposal, Governor Rell proposed to eliminate the requirement that supervising physicians register with the Department of Public Health.  The administration’s belief was that the requirement constituted an undue paperwork burden and that the filings were not needed.  After a hearing on the legislation in the Public Health Committee (HB 5089), the bill advanced and was enacted into law.   It also eliminates the registration requirement for alternate supervising physicians.  Governor Rell has signed the bill into law as Public Act 07-119.

House Bill 7163, an omnibus bill that includes numerous changes to the programs and statutes of the Department of Public Health, was also enacted into law.  It includes a specific provision that creates penalties for individuals who hold themselves out to be a physician assistant if they are not, in fact, licensed as such.  This legislation is Public Act 07-252.    

Finally, ConnAPA had proposed legislation that would permit Physician Assistants to enroll as providers in the Medicaid program.  After discussions with the Department of Social Services, it was decided we would “pull” the bill since the department was agreeable to this concept and preferred to implement it on an administrative basis.  The department believes this can happen once its MMIS system is reprogrammed, which is expected to happn in January 2008.  We will keep ConnAPA members apprised of developments as this new initiative moves forward.  

Budget and Tax Package

After several months of intense negotiations between the Democratic legislature and the Rell Administration, an agreement was reached on a budget for the next two fiscal years. 

The agreement will spend $17.6 billion the first year and $18.4 billion in the second year.  

It provides for large increases in education funding ($441 million) and health care ($470 million).  The only new tax increase is on cigarettes, which will go up 49 cents a pack starting July 1, 2007.  

Although spending goes up 8.6 percent in the first year, the second year increase is lower—4 percent.  This is partially due to a deliberate under-funding of many programs, and this issue will need to be addressed in budget revisions next session.   

Much of the 2007 session saw bickering between the Rell Administration and Democratic majorities in the House and Senate over issues as diverse as education, health care, spending and taxes.  The two sides were hundreds of millions of dollars apart in the area of budget and tax policy.  Negotiations appeared to be an on-again, off-again affair with leaks occurring to the media.  By late afternoon Tuesday, June 5, it was clear that the issues could not be resolved in time of the General Assembly’s adjournment the following midnight.  A Special Session was convened and, after several more weeks of negotiations, a deal was struck.  

Major Initiatives: Education, Health Care and Energy

The session opened with Governor Rell proposing a massive new investment in public education, as well as a 10 percent increase in the personal income tax to fund it.  Many Democrats liked the approach while few members of the Governor’s own party would publicly support it.  Within weeks, the Democratic majority outlined their own priorities with the key element being health care reform.  They also outlined a revenue package of higher income tax rates to make it more progressive.  

In the closing days of the session, the Democratic majority passed a wide-ranging package of tax increases to fund their initiatives. The legislation was quickly vetoed by Governor Rell.  They also passed a significant bill to reduce the number of uninsured by one-half, or approximately 160,000 people.   The Governor has signed this bill but did state it was inappropriate for the General Assembly to make this kind of commitment to future spending without first having a budget in place.  

In one example of bipartisanship, both the House and Senate passed comprehensive energy legislation that the Governor has signed into law.  The bill focuses on energy conservation and attempts to give consumers incentives to reduce consumption during peak periods.  The Governor line-item vetoed several appropriations in the bill contending that these items (primarily energy conservation funding) should be enacted instead within the budget for fiscal 08.  Ultimately, these items were included in the spending and tax package that was passed.    

Legislature’s Health Care Reform Plan

Substantial health care reform legislation was passed in the closing days of the session.  SB 1484, the HealthFirst Connecticut and Healthy Kids Initiative, contained many of the elements that had been proposed throughout the session in multiple pieces of legislation.  Under the bill the HUSKY program is expanded, insurance policies will need to cover children up to the age of 26, if needed, and physician and provider rates are increased in Medicaid. A structure is established to develop and implement statewide uniform standards over e-health records.  Physicians will be able to renew their license on-line with the Department of Public Health starting July 1, 2008.  Finally, two different entities are created to plan for the implementation of a universal coverage structure that will involve primary care services initially.  The cost of the entire program is $460 million during the next two years.  

Medical Necessity 

After several years of hard work, legislation was passed that protects patients from arbitrary decisions by insurance companies to deny payment for treatments that are ordered by a physician.  This long overdue bill will level the playing field.  Insurance companies will now be required to adhere to physician decisions that are considered clinically appropriate and which fall within generally accepted standards of practice.   HB 7055 passed both the House and Senate and has been signed into law by the Governor.  

Medical Professionals Impairment

HB 7155 was enacted and establishes a new system for impaired physicians and other medical professionals to address their addiction problems through a confidential process that does not involve the loss of license.  ConnAPA was part of the coalition that sought passage of this bill and was an active participant in the development of strategy and tactics as the legislation moved forward throughout the 2007 session.  Governor Rell has signed the bill into law.  

Post Claims Underwriting

In another positive move, the General Assembly has stepped in to put a stop to the nefarious practice of “post claims underwriting”.  SB 1214 was passed and restricts the circumstances under which insurers can deny claims for medical treatments by looking back at the original underwriting of a patient’s policy in order to find a preexisting condition.  There were several glaring examples of this practice that came to light recently.  As a result, the bill passed overwhelmingly and has been signed into law by Governor Rell.

Provider Tax and Flexible Benefits

As the health care reform debate proceeded, a proposal was floated to impose a 3 percent tax on the net income of medical providers.  Fortunately, this tax increase—which would raise approximately $650 million a year, was not passed. For a time, the same bill also contained a provision to require all health care providers to accept Medicaid and HUSKY patients. The Connecticut State Medical Society took the lead in opposing both the “Provider Tax” and mandatory enrollment provisions, and neither became part of the final health care reform legislation.  Meanwhile, SB 70, An Act Concerning the Nutmeg Health Plan, would permit insurance companies to sell a new health care policy that specifically evades certain state-mandated coverage.  Although the bill died in the Senate, look for the issue of “Flexible Benefit” plans to reappear in the 2008 session.

Other bills of interest
· SB 249 adds 12 more professions to the current law that requires insurance carriers to report malpractice claims data to the state.  The intent is to get the fullest possible picture of which medical professions are driving the cost of health care higher through malpractice claims.  SB 249 has been signed into law by Governor Rell.  Physician Assistants, physicians and hospitals have been included in the reporting requirements under existing law.  

· HB 5496 was enacted and establishes new regulations over “limited medical benefit” policies. 

· SB 229 was passed and mandates new requirements for MCO provider lists to be accurate and up-to-date.  

We hope ConnAPA members will find this report to be of interest.  We do want to thank all of you who took the time to contact your state legislators on bills of importance to ConnAPA.  These personal contacts do make a big difference!   As always, please feel free to contact us if you have any questions or comments about this report.  
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