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SELF-PAYMENT/COBRA RULES

In these most difficult economic times, we all have a lot on our minds.  One thing that is important to all of us is our health care coverage.  Many of you may be interested in knowing what rules the Health and Welfare Fund has for individuals who are no longer covered due to active hours.  Under the Midwest Operating Engineers Health and Welfare plan, you have the option to make a self-payment to continue your coverage for up to four (4) consecutive quarters.  In addition, laws exists which allow you to continue your coverage through the federally mandated COBRA program.  

Let’s start with your right to make a self-payment.  The Midwest Operating Engineers Health and Welfare Plan allows a member, who loses coverage due to insufficient hours, to make a self- payment to continue their coverage.  For example, if you did not work the 300 hours in the contribution quarter covering February, March and April, and you are short of 1,200 hours in the last four contribution quarters combined, you have the ability to make a self-payment to cover the amount of hours you are short so that you can continue your coverage for the July benefit quarter.  In addition to allowing the self-payment (very few health plans contain self-payment provisions), the cost of your coverage is subsidized by the plan.  The current self-payment rate is equal to 63% of the cost of the coverage with the Fund picking up the remaining 37%.  The current self-pay rate for plan A coverage is $6.13/hour.  At this rate, the most it would cost, if you had to pay for the entire 300 hours required to maintain your coverage, is $1,839 for a quarter which equals $613.00 per month.   By comparison, at your employer’s contribution rate of $9.60/hour, coverage for a quarter at 300 hours equals $2,880 or $960 per month.  The rules of the Fund allow you to make a self-payment for up to four consecutive quarters of coverage as long as you are on the Union’s out of work list and are actively seeking work or you are disabled.  If you make a self-payment, you are entitled to all benefits of the plan just as if you were eligible due to actual work hours.        

Now, let’s explore how you can continue your coverage with the Midwest Operating Engineers Health and Welfare Fund through the federally mandated COBRA program.  Under Federal Law (29 U.S.C Sections 1161 through 1168) individuals that lose coverage for a number of reasons, including a reduction in hours worked, are eligible for continued group health and welfare coverage under the COBRA program.  The 2009 COBRA rate for Plan A is $1,186 per month for family coverage and $474 for single coverage.  COBRA coverage does not include disability, dismemberment, or death benefits. Some other things to consider:

· Months spent on COBRA do not count towards the ten years of Health and Welfare eligibility required to qualify for retiree coverage.  
· To re-establish active eligibility you will have to work 300 hours in a contributions quarter.

· You are not eligible to make a self-payment until you have re-established active eligibility.
Now that I have explained the self-payment and COBRA programs there are a few more things to discuss.  When you lose coverage due to a reduction in hours, the Fund Office will generate a self-payment letter that explains your right to make a self-payment along with the amount you owe for a complete quarter of coverage.  Also included with that letter is an explanation of your right to elect COBRA coverage.  At the time you receive the letter you have the choice of making a self-payment or electing COBRA coverage.  When making this decision you need to keep in mind that COBRA coverage offered for a reduction of hours is available for up to eighteen (18) months.  You can extend your ability for coverage with the Midwest Operating Engineers Health and Welfare Fund if you exercise your option to make four (4) quarterly self-payments first.  Once you exhaust your coverage through the self-payment program, you will then be offered the chance to take COBRA coverage at that time for an additional eighteen (18) months of coverage.  So, if you make your four (4) quarterly self payments first and then go on COBRA you can extend your coverage in total for thirty (30) months.
There is another wrinkle you should be aware of when making a decision on how you to continue your health and welfare coverage.  As you are probably aware, on February 17, 2009 the federal government enacted the economic stimulus package entitled the American Recovery and Reinvestment Act (ARRA) of 2009.  The ARRA includes a provision under which the federal government will pay 65% of the COBRA premium, for up to nine (9) months, for “Assistance Eligible Individuals” beginning March 1, 2009.  Qualified individuals are those Local 150 Operating Engineer members whose employment was/is involuntarily terminated between September 1, 2008 and December 31, 2009, are eligible for continued COBRA coverage, and are not eligible for any other group insurance coverage such as Medicare or a spouse’s insurance plan. 

What this means is that in the event you lose your health and welfare coverage between September 1, 2008 and December 31, 2009, are eligible for COBRA, and qualify as an “Assistance Eligible Individual, the federal government will, for nine (9) months, provide you with assistance in paying your COBRA premium.  As stated above, you will be responsible for 35% of the monthly COBRA premium and the government will cover the remaining cost.  The following is the cost of Plan A COBRA coverage in 2009 under the ARRA:
          2009
      

COBRA Cost

Federal Subsidy

  Your Cost

Single - medical & dental:
$474.00/month
           $308.10/month

  $165.90/month
Family - medical & dental:
$1,186.00/month         $770.90/month

  $415.10/month
This lower subsidized rate remains in effect until you are no longer eligible for continued coverage under COBRA or nine (9) months whichever comes first.  At the end of the nine (9) months assistance period provided under the ARRA, the 65% subsidy will end and you will be responsible for the full amount of your COBRA premium should you wish to continue with COBRA coverage.
In Summary, here are the options you will have concerning eligibility for the July Benefit Quarter:

	OPTION
	COST TO MEMBERS
	ELIGILIBILITY

	Make Self-Payment under normal MOE rules
	Regular cost per hour = $9.60

MOE subsidy (37%) = $3.47

Member cost per hour = $6.13

You need 300 hours in the “Contribution quarter” IE.

Feb, March, April, 2009.

You pay the lesser of:

The number of hours you worked less than 300 x $6.13 

OR

The number of hours you worked less than 1200 in the last year x $6.13
	Up to 4 Benefit Quarters

	Make payments under COBRA (If you Elect COBRA coverage effective July 1, 2009, you can take advantage of the ARRA Federal Subsidy).

Note: The Federal Subsidy only covers nine months after which you are responsible for the full cost of COBRA
	For Assistance Eligible Individuals

Family - $415.10/month

Single - $165.90/month

Full Cost

Family - $1,186/month

Single - $474/month

COBRA rates are adjusted yearly on January 1st 


	Up to 18 months

	Combination Self-Payments and COBRA:
Make self payments beginning with the July Benefit Quarter – you can make up to 4 Self-Payments if you meet the requirements discussed earlier in this article.

Switch to COBRA at the end of any Benefit Quarter for which you made a Self-Payment. You will only qualify for the ARRA Federal Subsidy if you begin COBRA coverage in 2009.

By Exercising you right to make 4 quarterly Self-Payment first and then electing COBRA coverage you can continue your eligibility for up to 30 months (12 months of Self-Payments plus 18 months of COBRA).
	Up to 12 months of coverage

Up to 18 months of COBRA coverage

Up to 30 months of coverage


I know I have covered a lot in this article and I hope you have a better understanding of your benefits provided under the Midwest Operating Engineers Health and Welfare Fund.   If you have any questions regarding the self-payment rules, your rights to COBRA, the effects of the ARRA on COBRA, or any other information in this article, please contact the Fund Office at 708-482-7300.
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