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Michael Moyer sits with his family at their Stevensville house. Moyer said the Affordable Care Act proved critical when his wife, Erica, was pregnant 
with their fourth child, Josephine. The family, from left: Aidan, 11; Michael; Chloe, 6; Blaise, 9; Josephine, 2; and Erica.

Dreading repeal
These are nervous days for 

some 30,000 people enjoying 
the Affordable Care Act in 
Southwest Michigan.

“I’m terrified of the changes,” 
said Kari Molter, a Bainbridge 
Township farmer dreading the 
repeal promised by President-
elect Donald Trump and Re-
publicans in Congress.

She said the health insurance 
policy she bought through the 
federal exchange allowed her to 
quit a Federal Aviation Admin-
istration job and work full time 
with her husband, Aaron, on 
the family farm.

“I was really excited. This 
was the chance I was look-
ing for. ... It gave me peace of 
mind. It made me feel comfort-
able about making the leap” 
into full-time farming, she said 

in a phone interview.
Molter  said the couple pays 

$776 per month for a policy 
with a $3,000 deductible.  The 
family income is too high to 
qualify for a federal subsidy, 
but she said coverage for the 
family of four was beyond 
reach without the exchange.

Greg Rizzo, who moved from 
St. Joseph to New York City 
in August, said he paid a $26 
per month premium after sub-

sidies in the ACA’s first year. 
It jumped to $122 the second 
year, but was still a bargain.

“I wouldn’t have had insur-
ance without that,” said Rizzo, 
a freelance voice-over artist. “I 
was very grateful.”

Michael Moyer, Lake Michi-
gan College’s director of enol-
ogy and viticulture, said ACA 
proved critical when he had 

By JIM DALGLEISH
Assistant Local News Editor

Affordable Care Act beneficiaries in Southwest Michigan ponder their fates 

Andrew Harnik / AP file photo

The HealthCare.gov website, where people can buy health insurance, is 
displayed on a laptop screen in Washington in 2015.

Jobs and premiums

Critics of the Affordable 
Care Act have slammed it as 
a job killer  and say premiums 
have skyrocketed for exchange-
purchased policies.

Republicans have spoken of 
“job-killing Obamacare” al-
most as if  it’s one word. U.S. 
Rep. Fred Upton, R-St. Jo-
seph, has been among those 
arguing the 2010 law  has cost 
America jobs.

But Charles Gaba, who runs 
a clearinghouse for ACA statis-

tics, finds the claim pretty easy 
to dismiss.

“It’s nonsense,” he said in 
a phone interview from his 
Bloomfield Township office.

The evidence: U.S. unem-
ployment has fallen from 
9  percent to 4.5 percent  since 
the ACA became law, accord-
ing to the U.S. Department of 
Labor Statistics. The nation 
has posted private sector job 
growth in every month since 
ACA became law.

Gaba said a fair share of that 

By JIM DALGLEISH
Assistant Local News Editor

Is the Affordable Care Act getting out of hand?

‘Not a slam dunk’

For all the bold talk, repeal-
ing and replacing the Afford-
able Care Act is no simple 
task.

For starters, its very com-
plexity could be its salvation.

“Everything in it is in-
tertwined,” said Mari-
anne  Udow-
Phillips, director 
of the  Center 
for Healthcare 
Research & 
Transformation 
at the Universi-
ty of Michigan.

Most notably, 
the much-de-
spised health in-
surance mandate cannot be 
removed without dropping the 
popular requirement  that in-
surance companies cover peo-
ple with existing conditions. 
The mandate protects insurers 
from people who seek policies 
only after they get sick.

Repealing the ACA, also 
known as Obamacare, has 
been the wish of Republicans 
in Congress from the day Pres-
ident Barack Obama signed it 
into law in 2010. The GOP-

dominated House has passed 
more than 60 bills calling for 
its repeal or partial repeal.

With Republican Donald 
Trump winning the presiden-
tial election, the GOP appears 
to be in position to get its 
wish. But, as many learn too 
late, you must be careful about 
what you wish for.

“The question is not wheth-
er there will be a backlash. 
There will be” if  Republicans 
repeal the ACA. “The ques-
tion is who is going to get 
blamed,” said Charles Gaba, a 
Bloomfield Township website 
developer who has become 
a leading national keeper of 
ACA statistics.

He said the GOP will try 
to place the blame on Demo-
crats and the program.

News reports from Wash-
ington indicate congressional 
Republicans want a quick 
vote but a delayed repeal, per-
haps over three years, while it 
crafts a replacement. The risk 
is there will be a repeal, but 
members won’t be able to craft 
a replacement in time.

“When you set up a cliff, 
you can go over it,” U.S. Rep. 

By JIM DALGLEISH
Assistant Local News Editor

ACA repeal no simple matter for Trump, Congress
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Higher fuel 
and vehicle 
taxes start 
in Michigan

LANSING — Michigan driv-
ers will pay higher taxes at the 
pump and shell out more to re-
new their license plate.

The increased taxes, which 
Gov. Rick Snyder and lawmak-
ers approved nearly 14 months 
ago to improve aging roads and 
bridges, take effect beginning 
Sunday. It is the state’s first fuel 
tax hike in 20 years and the first 
major vehicle fee increase since 
1983.

Here’s a look at where Michi-
gan’s new gas tax ranks national-
ly and at other facets of the $1.2 
billion transportation spending 
plan:

The basics
The gasoline tax of 19 cents a 

gallon will increase by 7.3 cents 
and the diesel tax of 15 cents a 
gallon will go up 11.3 cents, with 
automatic annual inflationary 
adjustments in 2022 and after. 
Vehicle registration fees will rise 
20 percent. The measure also 
permanently shifts existing state 
funds toward road work starting 
in two years.

What it costs
How much you drive and your 

car’s fuel efficiency will deter-
mine how much more you pay in 
gas taxes. If  you use 50 gallons 
of regular gas per month, that’s 
about $3.65 more in taxes, or 
$44 a year. Drivers currently pay 
$100 a year on average for license 
plate registrations. You will owe 
on average an extra $20 before 
your birthday, when tabs are re-
newed. Owners of hybrid or fully 
electric cars will be assessed ad-
ditional fees.

National ranking
Michigan will have the sixth-

highest gas taxes in the coun-
try, up from 18th, according to 
an American Petroleum Insti-
tute analysis of rates in effect as 
of Nov. 1. Only Pennsylvania, 
Washington, Hawaii, New York 
and New Jersey will rank higher. 
You will pay about 57.3 cents a 
gallon, including the 18.4-cent 
federal gas tax. 

Michigan’s rank can fluctuate 
with prices because it is among 
a small number of states to 
also apply the sales tax to gas.  
Diesel taxes will be seventh-high-
est.

Better roads?
The transportation budget 

will wait four years until the full 
phase-in of  $1.2 billion more in 
annual funding, the bare mini-
mum Snyder has said is needed 
to keep roads up to par and  
from falling further into disre-
pair. 

In other words, motorists 
should not expect significantly 
better roads, partly because leg-
islators already had shifted a re-
cord-high $400 million in general 
funds to transportation in the last 
budget. 

Such diversions are ending for 
a few years with the influx of 
new revenue, which means in the 
current budget, funding of state 
highways and bridges will actu-
ally decrease slightly. Munici-
palities, however, will have about 
$157 million, or 13 percent, more 
to spend initially.

By DAVID EGGERT 
Associated Press

See TAXES, page A8
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a winery job in Washington state 
that offered no health insurance 
for his family. His wife had a pre-
existing condition: pregnancy.

“We got coverage for the entire 
pregnancy and the delivery of our 
baby,” Moyer said. He said the cov-
erage saved him thousands of dol-
lars in out-of-pocket expenses.

Gillian Conrad, communica-
tions and administrative services 
manager for the Berrien County 
Health Department, said her agen-
cy is taking many calls from people 
worried about losing or not being 
able to secure  coverage. The de-
partment helps people get access 
to the private insurance exchanges 
or the ACA’s Medicaid expansion, 
dubbed Healthy Michigan.

“It’s not perfect. There are many 
holes and flaws in the ACA,” she 
said. “But it would be a real det-
riment to see this tumble to the 
ground.” 

She said the department has se-
cured coverage for those who lost 
it through job loss and divorce. The 
ACA extends insurance coverage 
to adult children to age 26. She said 
people needing drug and alcohol 
treatment have been able to secure 
ACA coverage.

“We see these stories come 
through our doors every single 
day,” she said. 

Repeal would mean more than 
hardship for ACA beneficiaries, 
she said.  It would undermine the 
department’s public health mis-
sion. People with access to care are 
less likely to spread disease.

“As public health profession-
als, it is troubling to hear some of 
Trump’s plans to completely repeal 
these programs,” she said.

The big picture
The ACA, also known as Obam-

acare, has reduced America’s un-
insured rate from 16.6 percent 
to 8.6  percent, the lowest mark 
in U.S. history, according to the 
federal Centers for Disease Con-
trol’s National Center for Health 
Statistics.  Similar numbers have 

been reported for Southwest 
Michigan.

An estimated 20 million 
Americans  are enjoying cover-
age through ACA. The main 
thrusts are the exchanges and the 
Medicaid expansion. The num-
bers would be even greater if  19 
states  had not rejected Medicaid 
expansion, which is 90 percent 
federally funded.

However, the  increase in cover-
age comes with a price.

ACA critics, left and right, 
agree the program is too expen-
sive and complex  – 906 pages of 
legislation.  U.S. taxpayers will 
spend $43 billion this year to help 
people buy pri-
vate policies on 
ACA exchanges, 
according to the 
C o n g re s s i o n a l 
Budget Office. 
The figure is pro-
jected to double 
by 2022 and 
reach $102 billion 
by 2026.

The Medicaid 
expansion will 
cost U.S. taxpay-
ers $64 billion 
this year, CBO reported. The fig-
ure is projected to double by 2026.

Still, the Medicaid expansion 
and subsidies totaled  represents 
only about 3 percent of  2016 fed-
eral outlays, according to the Of-
fice of  Management and Budget.

Overall health care costs as 
a share of  U.S. gross domes-
tic product still linger at about 
17.5 percent, while the rate is typi-
cally about 10 percent in other in-
dustrialized nations.

Another ACA shortcoming, 
critics note, is policies bought 
through exchanges often have 
high deductibles. 

Critics on the left argue Amer-
ica should adopt the universal 
coverage models  popular else-
where. Conservative critics say the 
nation needs more market-based 
approaches and less government 
involvement – and they will hold 
the upper hand in Washington, 
D.C., after the Jan. 20 presidential 
inauguration.

Mandates and more

The ACA was a response to con-
cerns about the increasing number 
of uninsured Americans and how 
that was driving up costs for every-
one else. Furthermore, there was 
growing public anger with insur-
ance companies dropping clients 
when they got ill, denying payment 
for treatments, or denying coverage 
to those with existing conditions.

There was little will in Congress 
during the ACA’s creation to drive 
insurance companies out of the 
health care market. Instead, Con-
gress found them a role – though 
with limits on dropping clients 

and rejecting peo-
ple  with existing 
conditions.

To protect in-
surers, Congress 
mandated that all 
Americans carry 
health insur-
ance. Otherwise, 
people would buy 
policies only after 
they got ill.

For most work-
ing Americans, 
who have employ-

er-provided insurance, all the ACA 
does is add a box to their W-2s. But 
others must buy policies or face tax 
penalties.

But such policies are prohibi-
tively expensive for middle-class 
Americans. Thus, the ACA pro-
vides subsidies for premiums and 
deductibles.

Some states set up exchanges. 
Michigan residents use the federal 
exchange. 

The Centers for Medicare & 
Medicaid Services reported that 
as of late 2015 sign-ups, there were 
nearly 11,000 people in Berrien, 
Van Buren and Cass counties with 
coverage through the exchanges. 
The breakdown: Berrien, 6,120; 
Van Buren, 2,800; and Cass, 1,905. 

State figures indicate 17,970 
people in the region have Medicaid 
expansion coverage, as of Dec. 27.

Those two ACA programs to-
tal 28,975 in Southwest Michigan, 
and that’s not counting adult chil-
dren added to parents’ policies and 

those covered through employer 
mandates.

Government figures show that 
the uninsured rate has been cut 
nearly in half in Southwest Michi-
gan since 2013: Berrien, 12.1 to 7.9 
percent; Van Buren, 15.6 to 7.5 per-
cent; Cass 11 to 6.1 percent.

Healthy Michigan 
The Michigan Legislature in 

2013 agreed to the Medicaid ex-
pansion  and labeled the state’s 
program “Healthy Michigan.”

State figures show 10,037  Ber-
rien County residents use the pro-
gram. The figure is 5,050  in Van 
Buren County and 2,883 in Cass 
County. Statewide, it’s 642,338.

Congress created Medicaid in 
the 1960s as a  joint federal-state 
health coverage  program for the 
poor. ACA expanded the program 
to cover those with annual incomes 
at 138 percent of  the poverty line, 
or $33,000 for a family of  four.

Recipients are  self-employed or 
in low-wage or part-time jobs with 
employers who don’t offer health 
insurance. The  recipients don’t 
earn enough to buy subsidized in-
surance on the exchanges.

It’s people often called “the 
working poor,” said Conrad of the 
Berrien health department.

The Republican-led state Legis-
lature adopted Healthy Michigan 
despite opposition  from the tea 
party movement. Republican Gov. 
Rick Snyder signed it into law.

State Rep. Al Pscholka, R-Ste-
vensville, said Healthy Michigan 
saved the state $750 million in its 
first three years, with Washington 
covering 100 percent of  the expan-
sion costs. The federal share is 
now 90 percent.

Pscholka told The Herald-Pal-
ladium for a Dec. 28 story that he 
has received calls from “crying 
moms” who received a  manda-
tory physical examination under 
the expansion, found out they had 
breast cancer and received treat-
ment.

“They said, ‘I would have died if  
it hadn’t been for Healthy Michi-
gan.’ Try to put a price tag on that.”

Contact: jdalgleish@TheHP.com, 932-0356 Twit-
ter @HPDalgleish 
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Charlie Dent, R-Pa., told 
reporters last month.

Cornered?
Another challenge in re-

placing the ACA is  its 
roots.

“It’s a very Republican 
idea,” Udow-Phillips said.

The idea to mandate cov-
erage came in the early 1990s 
from the conservative think 
tank The Heritage Founda-
tion, Udow said. Its fellows, 
inspired by  state car insur-
ance mandates, devised the 
health insurance mandate 
as an alternative to plans 
associated with  then-first 
lady Hillary Clinton. Clin-
ton’s vision relied on health 
maintenance organizations 
to fill coverage gaps and re-
duce costs.

The mandate to buy 
private coverage became 
law in 2006 in Massachu-
setts, driven by Republican 
Gov. Mitt Romney. Like 
the ACA, the Massachu-
setts  law offers subsidies 
to help people buy poli-

cies and restricts insurance 
companies from dropping 
or denying coverage. 

The program proved suc-
cessful enough in increasing 
coverage and limiting costs 
that Romney boasted of 
it  during his unsuccessful 
run for the GOP presiden-
tial nomination in 2008.

As president, Barack 
Obama  worked  from the 
Massachusetts  plan and 
added the Medicaid expan-
sion.

Congressional Republi-
cans “are painted a little bit 
in a box” by wanting to re-
peal their own idea, Udow 
said.

U.S. Rep. Fred Upton, 
R-St. Joseph, has repeat-
edly voted to repeal ACA. 
He was not available for an 
interview for this story, but 
he did issue a statement say-
ing repealing law will be “a 
top priority for 2017.”

He said people  have lost 
“trusted doctors and  have 
seen higher bills that under-
mine the very reason this 
program was put in place.”

But Upton  indicated  re-
placement will not be a rush 
job.

“Our ef-
forts must 
take careful 
c o n s i d e r -
ation, plan-
ning, and my 
hope is that 
these needed 
reforms will 
be bipartisan. ... I am also 
committed to ensuring 
health care insurance mar-
kets provide more afford-
able options for families 
and small businesses, while 
protecting Americans with 
pre-existing conditions.”

The Senate
Swift House action to re-

peal ACA is likely, but the 
effort could bog down in 
the Senate, 
said Tiffany 
Bohm, a po-
litical science 
instructor at 
Lake Michi-
gan College.

With 52 
seats, the 
Republicans 
will hold a majority. How-
ever, that’s not enough to 
head off a Democratic fili-
buster. Furthermore, she 

said, there are a handful 
of GOP senators up for re-
election in 2018 in Demo-
cratic states. They may not 
want to get caught up in the 
ACA-repeal vortex.

“It’s not a slam dunk,” 
Bohm said of repeal.

Another avenue is to de-
fund the program, she said, 
and Republicans need only 
51 votes in the Senate to do 
so through budget recon-
ciliation.

Ultimately, she predicted, 
the ACA will in the end 
be modified, with much of 
the responsibility  given to 
states.

“(Enrollees) may not lose 
coverage. But rather than 
dealing with the federal 
government, it will become 
a state issue,” Bohm said.

The provider factor 
Those gaining ACA cov-

erage are not the program’s 
sole constituents. The 
health care industry will be 
a force in the debate, ob-
servers say. ACA has boost-
ed hospital finances, includ-
ing Lakeland Health in 
Berrien County.

“One impact of the Med-

icaid expansion for Lake-
land Health from fiscal year 
2014 to fiscal year 2015 was 
a decrease in financial as-
sistance and subsidized care 
of about $2.4 million,” Dr. 
Loren Hamel, CEO and 
president, said in a state-
ment. “Although there may 
be other ways to help fund 
health insurance for those 
with the lowest incomes, it 
would be a tragedy if they 
no longer had reliable access 
to the services they need.”

Lakeland did not respond 
to a follow-up question 
asking whether Hamel will 
make that point with  Up-
ton.

The health care  indus-
try lobby – hospitals, drug 
makers and insurance 
companies – could prove 
formidable. It spent  about 
$1.4 million per day lobby-
ing legislators during the 
ACA debate in 2009-10, the 
Washington Post reported.

For insurers, the payoff 
has been the federal gov-
ernment helping 9  million 
people buy the industry’s 
policies.

Contact: jdalgleish@TheHP.com, 932-
0356, Twitter @HPDalgleish
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growth has been in health 
care because people now 
have health insurance and 
can go to doctors and 
clinics. The health care 
sector has gained 2 mil-
lion jobs since ACA pas-
sage, news site Politico 
reported in July.

The fallback argument, 
Gaba  said, would be to 
claim unemployment 
would be even lower with-
out ACA. But that would 
be akin to arguing there 
should be negative un-
employment. Today’s un-
employment rate almost 
meets the economists’ 
definition of full employ-
ment.

Upton’s concerns
In an email, Upton 

spokesman Tom Wilbur 
cited two areas that con-
cern his boss.

The first is small busi-
nesses  cutting staff  or 
worker hours to avoid 
ACA mandates that  em-
ployers provide health 
insurance to full-time 
workers. Wilbur cited 
a December 2015 Con-
gressional Budget Of-
fice report that 2 million 
worker hours had been 
eliminated since ACA 
passage.

Republicans hailed the 
report as proof  of  “job-
killing Obamacare,” but 
the CBO stopped short 
of  that. 

“Some people would 
choose to work fewer 
hours; others would 
leave the labor force en-
tirely or remain unem-
ployed for longer than 
they otherwise would,” 
the agency  reported. In 
other words, the ACA 
created an escape for 
people trapped in jobs 
because it was the only 
way to get health insur-
ance.

Upton’s second con-
cern is the impact of  the 
ACA’s 2.3 percent tax 
on medical device sales. 
Upton’s 6th District in-
cludes Stryker Corp., a 
Kalamazoo-based maker 
of  such devices. It laid 
off  1,000 workers after 
ACA passage.

Industry trade group 
AdvaMed reported 
that its  member survey 
showed 14,000 job losses 
by 2014 because of  the 
tax.

Premium drama
ACA critics found 

much to point to in late 
October when federal of-
ficials announced stiff  
hikes in premiums offered 
through the law.

The average premium 
for the second-lowest-
cost “silver” level plan 
on the exchanges, which 
Michigan enrollees use, is 
increasing by 25 per-
cent for 2017,  the U.S. 
Department of Health 
and Human Services 
reported.  Enrollees are 
cushioned by federal sub-
sidies, which  taxpayers 
fund.

Gaba said the hikes are 
likely a one-time “correc-
tion,” which health care 
economists had predict-
ed.

A Standard and Poors 
Global Ratings report 
issued in December  sup-
ports that view. “The av-
erage level of increase re-
quested will be well below 
the 2017 hike,” according 
to the report relayed by 
CNBC’s website.

S&P  said 2017 will 
bring improvement to 
companies selling indi-
vidual plans.

HHS reported that 
68  companies dropped 
out of the exchanges in 
2016. However, 167 com-
panies still offer plans.

S&P  said the election 
of Republican Donald 
Trump as president and 
GOP House and Senate 
majorities are creating 
uncertainty about health 
care markets beyond 
2018.

Despite the uncer-
tainties, 400,000 more 
Americans have sought 
policies through the ACA 
exchanges in the current 
enrollment period.

Contact: jdalgleish@TheHP.com, 
932-0356, Twitter @HPDalgleish
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J. Scott Applewhite / AP file photo

President Barack Obama signs the health care bill on March 23, 2010, in the East Room of the White House in Washington.

It’s not perfect. There are many 
holes and flaws in the ACA. But  
it would be a real detriment to  
see this tumble to the ground.

GILLIAN CONRAD
Communications and administrative  
services manager for the  
Berrien County Health Department


