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WCIRB Recommends 3.5% Rate Increase
California Insurance Commissioner John Garamendi conducted a public hearing on the recommendation by the Workers’ Compensation Insurance Rating Bureau (WCIRB) to increase pure premium rates by 3.5 percent this week.  Commissioner Garamendi pointed out that, although the WCIRB recommended a rate increase, the current analysis does not include savings anticipated once the proposed workers’ compensation reform regulations are implemented.

Specifically, the regulations, mandated by SB 899 (Poochigian), would change the rules for permanent disability awards and, allow companies to manage their own workers’ compensation claims by creating HMO-like networks of medical providers.  The Division of Workers’ Compensation is working full throttle to draft the regulations so that the savings can be passed on to businesses.  Commissioner Garamendi said he will conduct another meeting next month to assess early drafts of the proposed regulations and weigh their likely effects on costs and premiums.  
Earlier in the week, the California Department of Industrial Relations, Division of Workers’ Compensation (DWC) posted a draft of the proposed emergency medical provider network regulations for public comment, and announced that it was on track to meet its November 1 deadline.  The regulations will allow the medical provider networks to begin operating in California on or after January 1, 2005.  

Under the proposed regulations, medical provider networks must meet certain standards and be approved by the DWC before they can be used.  Standards include improved access to care for common occupational injuries and illnesses, continuity of care, medical decision-making, and treatment guidelines.  

Domestic Partner Bill Signed

Governor Schwarzenegger signed a monumental gay and lesbian rights bill, AB 2208 by Assemblywoman Christine Kehoe, into law this week.  AB 2208 requires health plans and other insurance policies to offer same-sex couples the same benefits as married couples beginning Jan 2, 2005.  
California became the first state in the nation to enact such a law.  The law extends equal benefits for same-sex partners in various insurance policies, including health, life, automobile, renter’s and homeowner’s insurance.  Under the law, domestic partners would have to register with the Secretary of State to be eligible for such benefits.  

Because the bill simply conforms statues enacted last year in AB 205, also authored by Assermblywoman Kehoe, there was no active insurance industry opposition to this otherwise controversial bill.  Insurance Commissioner Garamendi was a co-sponsor of the measure, along with the gay and lesbian rights advocate group Equality California.  
‘No on Prop 72’ Launches Campaign

Californians Against Government Run Healthcare (CAGRH), a broad-based coalition of medical groups, local governments, educators, employers, charities and more opposed to Proposition 72, launched its statewide television campaign to educate voters about the impact the proposed mandated government run healthcare scheme set forth in the proposition would have on California.

The television advertisements launched this week marks the beginning of an aggressive and controversial campaign to defeat the measure.  Proposition 72 would effectuate SB 2 (Burton, D-San Francisco), a measure passed by the Legislature with little public input or discussion and signed by Gray Davis in his last days as Governor.  The measure would impose an estimated annual $7 billion tax on employers and workers who would be forced to pay their share of healthcare costs, regardless of whether they want it, need it or can afford it.  
For more information, please visit www.noprop72.org.  

Schwarzenegger Endorses Prop 64

Governor Arnold Schwarzenegger has announced his support of Proposition 64 -- a measure that will close a legal loophole that permits unscrupulous lawyers to prey on California's small business owners with shakedown lawsuits.

Allan Zaremberg, President and CEO of the California Chamber of Commerce and co-chair of Californians to Stop Shakedown Lawsuits stated, “The passage of Proposition 64 will also reinforce the Governor's message to employers around the country and around the world that jobs and businesses are wanted back in our state. His endorsement of this measure to stop shakedown lawsuits is the fulfillment of another promise he made during the campaign that will boost California's business climate." 

Proposition 64 requires that an attorney who files a lawsuit have an actual client who has been harmed or suffered financial injury, and protects the right of every consumer to sue if they have been harmed or damaged. Proposition 64 is supported by over a thousand taxpayers, business owners, local and minority chambers of commerce, local elected officials, consumer and business groups including the California Taxpayers Association and the California Hispanic Chamber of Commerce.  

For more information on Proposition 64, please visit www.stopshakedownlawsuits.com. 
Governor’s Signatures 
Governor Schwarzenegger signed the following measures into law this week:

AB 2759 (Levine) preserves individual health care coverage to subscribers of health plans and policyholders of insurance plans that withdraw from a California service area.  

AB 2785 (Nakano) makes it illegal to use a cellular/mobile phone while operating a school bus or transit bus. 

SBx4 2 (Speier) enacts a number of specified changes in law pertaining to workers compensation insurance, other types of insurance, and money laundering.  The bill increases incentives to secure the payment of workers' compensation benefits, and increases penalties for committing workers' compensation fraud.  

SB 1344 (Margett) includes the State Department of Corrections among the agencies authorized to request and receive insurance and medical information regarding workers' compensation fraud.
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