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EXECUTIVE PROPOSED 2005 BUDGET

KING COUNTY HEALTH REFORM INITIATIVE
Background

King County could see its health insurance costs rise at an annual rate of 11 percent or more in future years; a rate far outstripping inflation.  Nationwide, as the cost of health care continues to spiral upward, employers are faced with paying ever-increasing premiums for the same level of health coverage.  King County is no exception.
Last year in a collaborative effort involving labor, management and health care providers, King County made several changes in its health care offerings that saved millions of dollars.  For instance, encouraging employees to select generic drugs, and changing the way benefits are combined with other insurers is expected to save $6 million this year.  The county also elevated its efforts to communicate with employees and their families about health care; emphasizing prevention and providing a supportive environment for healthy lifestyle changes.  Improved behaviors mean fewer visits to the hospital and a significant savings in health care premiums.

The savings realized over the past year are being reinvested in health care.  However, they are not, by themselves, enough to curb the overall trend of escalating costs.  Without substantive reform in our health care systems, King County can expect an almost doubling of health care premium costs within six years – from $154 to over $300 million.

During last year’s budget presentation, Executive Sims clearly stated his refusal to accept, as the only option, the common practice of shifting costs onto employees and reducing their benefits; noting that these practices do almost nothing to address the underlying causes of the health cost crisis.
King County Health Advisory Task Force
Therefore, Executive Sims convened the King County Health Advisory Task Force (HAT Force) to propose meaningful, comprehensive reforms.  The task force was comprised of key health care participants including employers, health care professionals, and insurers, as well as nationally known regional business and academic leaders in the field of health care reform. 
The HAT Force endorsed Executive Sims’ county policies as being on the right track, but found that unless the health care system in the entire Puget Sound region is changed, no significant long-term cost savings could be realized.  The group’s priority recommendation was for creation of a partnership of all key parties in the region to make changes improving the quality and delivery of health care, as well as educating users of the system in how to get well and stay well. 
King County will, with this budget, make strategic investments in a bold new effort to improve the quality of health care to employees and their families while controlling costs.
Puget Sound Health Partnership

The 2005 budget is crafted to carry out the recommendations of the 2004 HAT Force including our participation in the Puget Sound Health Partnership; a collaboration of public and private regional employers committed to a system-wide improvement strategy that will focus on four critical functions:

· Measuring how care is given against a universal standard for quality; 
· Reporting measurement results to critical participants (doctors, patients, employers, employees, insurers, hospitals and prescription drug providers);

· Rewarding high-performing participants as an incentive for better quality; and

· Improving each participant’s performance, based on reward and learning. 

Because the causes of today’s health cost crisis are regional in nature, no single employer by themselves can sustain lasting reform.  However, by using the collaborative and economic strength of a regional effort, as prescribed by the Puget Sound Health Partnership, these public and private sector partners can and will bring improved quality and more control over escalating health care costs.
Executive Sims is proud to be able to announce that Starbucks, Washington Mutual and the State of Washington are the first partners with King County in this partnership.  Currently, several other interested groups are in conversation with King County about this exciting step forward.
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