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MINNESOTA CITIZENS FORUM ON HEALTH CARE COSTS TO RELEASE FINAL RECOMMENDATIONS FOR CURBING MINNESOTA’S RISING HEALTH CARE COSTS

Leadership Panel recommends health system overhaul and focus on quality, access, and health

ST. PAUL – February 23, 2004 –  The Leadership Panel of the Minnesota Citizens Forum on Health Care Costs today presented its final report and recommendations.  Governor Tim Pawlenty convened this group last fall to lead a public discussion and to recommend solutions to rising health care costs.  The report—the result of a four-month, statewide outreach process—asserts that Minnesotans are ready for significant changes to keep health care affordable, and that they are willing to work together to create a better system of health care.  The report calls for systemic reform in the health system and for a paradigm shift to a focus on health, access, quality, and affordability.

Most of the concepts in the report are familiar.  The causes of rapidly escalating health care costs, as well as the consequences of those costs for Minnesotans, have been well documented.  Health care now costs an average of $11,000 a year per household and, if nothing changes, will reach $22,000 by the year 2010.  The rising rates of health care in state and federal budgets have contributed to reduced spending in other areas.  Many of the potential solutions have been identified before, but little has changed.

“What distinguishes the efforts of the Minnesota Citizens Forum on Health Care Costs is the Governor’s leadership in creating the forum and in pledging to lead the transformation process, as well as the level of citizen participation and their strong desire for comprehensive change.” said Senator David Durenberger, chair of the Leadership Panel.  “The time to act is now.  System transformation requires hard work, political courage, and a faith in the people of Minnesota.”

The Minnesota Citizens Forum recommendations are comprehensive, actionable, and based on Minnesotans’ values.  The report offers the most comprehensive set of recommendations ever proposed for reform in Minnesota and connects the actions in a cohesive and clear plan.  It may be easy for some to dismiss these recommendations because many of them have been previously proposed in some form.  What’s important is that these recommendations are borne of public involvement and are based on the values and principles of Minnesotans; they aren’t the work of those with a special-interest agenda to pursue. 

The report contains detailed action steps around the following seven recommendations:

1. Put Minnesotans in the Driver’s Seat.  Minnesotans must decide what is important for them individually and as a community.  In the current system, employers, the health care industry, and the government make most of the important decisions.  The Minnesota Citizens Forum calls for greater public participation in health care reform and greater individual control over decisions about treatment and costs.  

2. Fully Disclose Costs and Quality.  Minnesotans are in the dark about where the health care dollars goes and about the wide variation that exists in quality of care and price.  The Minnesota Citizens Forum calls for a widespread effort that will make available to the public the detailed information about provider costs and quality that is currently available primarily to industry insiders.  With accurate information, Minnesotans can fully participate in changes to improve quality and reduce costs.    

3. Reduce Costs Through Better Quality.  The health care system is designed to provide a high volume of expensive health care treatments, drugs, and medical technology without anyone asking first whether the patient will benefit or whether the benefit is worth the cost.  The Minnesota Citizens Forum calls for paying for value, not volume; instead of asking how much does it cost, we should ask what are we buying and how will it improve our health.  By eliminating ineffective and unnecessary services, we can reduce costs by as much as 30 to 40 percent.  The Minnesota Citizens Forum also calls for greater accountability for the quality and access disparities that many Minnesotans experience because of geographic, racial, ethnic, and linguistic barriers. 

4. Change Incentives to Encourage Health.  The current system tries to patch up the damage caused by illness and injury, but does little to prevent the damage from occurring in the first place.  If we can improve the health of Minnesotans, we can save the billions of dollars each year we spend on preventable illness caused by obesity, smoking, and unhealthy diets.  The Minnesota Citizens Forum calls for a health care system that rewards people who live healthy lives, as well as providers who help patients remain healthy.  

5. Achieve Universal Participation in the Health Care System.  Minnesota has the smallest percentage of uninsured residents in the nation, yet hundreds of thousands are unable to get the health care they need at the time they need it.  The Minnesota Citizens Forum calls for a universal system in which everyone receives preventive and basic health care services and pays according to their ability.  This will require comprehensive changes ranging from improving affordability of health insurance for small employers to finding better ways of treating the uninsured.

6. Support New Models of Health Care Education.  Minnesota faces both a serious shortage of health care professionals, and a lack of training that those currently working in the system need to succeed in a rapidly changing health care system.  The Minnesota Citizens Forum calls for the development of new education models to ensure there are sufficient numbers of well-trained professionals to care for Minnesotans.

7. Reduce Cost of Overhead and Administration.  Minnesotans know there is tremendous waste in the current health care system.  The Minnesota Citizens Forum calls for a reduction in the dollars that go to overhead and administration.  Greater industry standardization and better use of electronic technology can save millions of dollars in the short term.  Dramatic system changes can save even more over the long term. 

The Minnesota Citizens Forum calls on Minnesotans to participate responsibly and fully in the transformation process.

· Partnerships.  Collaboration is a great Minnesota tradition.  A lot of what is good about our health system began as an innovative partnership.  The Minnesota Citizens Forum calls for partnerships between government and employers, between purchasers and payers, between providers and consumers, and all other stakeholders in our health care system.

· Elimination of False Barriers.  We pit individual privacy against the need to collect data about public health, even though we can do both.  Tort reform is constructed as a choice between safeguards on an error-prone system and the ability of providers to practice cost-effective, evidence-based medicine.  We demand controls over rising health insurance premiums, yet reward political intervention in mandating benefits and treatments.  There will be difficult trade-offs and challenging choices as we take on the task of reforming the health system.  The Minnesota Citizens Forum calls for Minnesotans to frame choices in ways that reflect the common good instead of special interests.

The Minnesota Citizens Forum distinguishes the advantages Minnesota has in undertaking a systemic transformation of our health care system.  

· Minnesotans are Ready for Change.  At the twelve town hall meetings that the Leadership Panel held around the state, citizens were adamant about the need for comprehensive change.  They are tired of efforts that “just tinker around the edges”; they want a transformation of our health care system.  Minnesotans recognize change will be difficult and will require contributions from everyone, but they are ready for the challenge.
· Minnesota’s Governor is Leading the Transformation Process to Higher Quality Care at a Lower Cost.  At a meeting announcing the preliminary recommendations earlier this month, Governor Pawlenty announced a major initiative that will alter the way the state buys health care for state employees and for people on public health care programs.  Governor Pawlenty also is leading efforts to begin implementing the recommendations through a united buyers alliance and a public-private partnership.  Legislative leaders have agreed to form a bipartisan legislative work group to work with Governor Pawlenty to prepare legislation for the 2005 legislative session.  These actions will make Minnesota the first state to look at systemic reform instead an approach that rations care or shifts costs.  With these opportunities for innovation and collaboration, we can make Minnesota the national leader in health system reform. 

· Minnesota has a Solid Foundation on Which to Build.  We start our journey in far better shape than many other states.  Our state’s uninsured rate of 5.4 percent is one of the lowest in the nation. Minnesotans consistently have ranked among the healthiest people in the country.  We have a history of health care innovation in our state and we have strong, committed health care system leadership.

For more information or for a full copy of the Minnesota Citizens Forum on Health Care Costs report and background materials, visit the website at www.mncitizensforum.org.
-###-

BACKGROUND

At the request of Governor Tim Pawlenty, the Minnesotan Citizens Forum on Health Care Costs was formed in September 2003, led by former U.S. Senator David Durenberger, in partnership with an 18-member Leadership Panel comprised of respected citizen leaders, to lead a statewide, public discussion on how to keep health care affordable. 

In December 2003, the Minnesota Citizens Forum concluded a comprehensive, statewide effort to learn from Minnesotans their concerns and values about the health care system.  The Minnesota Citizens Forum met face-to-face with over five hundred Minnesotans in town hall meetings across the state, received hundreds of email messages and letters, dozens of proposals from citizens and stakeholders, and conducted a statewide telephone survey with 800 Minnesotans exploring what they think about health care costs and possible solutions.

The first report, Listening to Minnesotans: The First Step Towards Building a Better Health Care System, described the results of the statewide outreach effort.  The final report provides recommendations to transform Minnesota health care and control costs based on community values.  It is the goal that these recommendations will create lasting reform in the health care system and will keep health care accessible and affordable by using methods that the public will consider fair and reasonable.  Preliminary recommendations were presented to Governor Pawlenty in early February 2004.  
EDITOR’S NOTE: Leadership Panel team members are available for comments and interviews; please contact Jennifer Kephart at 651-228-9141 for scheduling.

