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Key Features of the Affordable Care Act

On March 23, 2010, President Obama signed the Affordable Care Act. The law puts in place comprehensive health
insurance reforms that willroll out over four years and beyond. Click here for an overview of the key features of the
Affordable Care Act year-by-year.
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The new healthcare options introduced this month can be complex—and confusing. To help you make sense of it all, Frank Lalli, former editor of Money magazine and author of an upcoming book on finding affordable healthcare, will answer questions through the month of October in his daily blog.

http://www.hhs.gov/healthcare/facts/timeline/

Q: I don’t know the first thing about health insurance. Is Obamacare going to affect me? What do I need to know about it?
A: For starters, you need to know that the Affordable Care Act is the law of the law, upheld this summer by the Supreme Court. Polls show that more than 4 out of every 10 people don’t know that fact.

The ACA, commonly called Obamacare, is a fundamental reform of this country’s health care system with a goal of providing decent and affordable care to all, supported by massive federal subsidies. So, yes, this law affects you.

The second thing you need to know is that nearly everyone, by law, must get health care coverage next year or face a small penalty of $95 or 1 percent of income, whichever is greater.

That provision is called the universal mandate. 
People with health insurance—for example, through work, their college or under a government program like Medicare—are considered already covered under the ACA. They do not have to do anything. In particular, they do not have to buy more insurance, no matter what some pushy insurance broker might say.

People also will not be compelled to get health insurance if the available plan premiums—the monthly cost of the insurance—would consume more than 8 percent of income or if they make too little to file annual tax returns. American Indians and members of certain established religions that shun government benefits, such as the Amish, also don’t have to get coverage. In all, the independent Congressional Budget Office estimates that only 24 million people will be exempt from the individual mandate to get insurance.

So to recap, if you’re covered, you’re covered, so to speak.

On the other hand, if you are one of the 47 million without health coverage or 25 million underinsured or19 million who buy health insurance on your own, listen up. You need to know that Obamacare is creating a new line of qualified health plans that you can purchase on the so-called public exchanges in your state—many with the help of sizable federal subsidies.

Every insurance policy offered by the private insurance companies doing business on the public exchanges (which I’ll explain in a minute) must be a federally qualified health plan. That means it has to provide the law’s essential benefits, including coverage for maternity, childbirth, child care, prescription drugs, mental health, rehabilitation and more. Obamacare insurance is comprehensive insurance.

In addition, each qualified plan caps your annual combined medical and drug costs at no more than $6,350 for an individual and $12,700 for a family. That out-of-pocket maximum includes your expenses for medical services, called co-pays and co-insurance, and your deductible, the amount you shell out before your insurance company kicks in a dime. With Obamacare’s hard-dollar cap on total medical expenses, government officials and outside experts say people with this insurance should no longer fear getting driven into bankruptcy by runaway medical bills.

The public exchanges are nothing more than online call centers in each state and the District of Columbia where you can compare the various plans offered for 2014 and buy one during the open enrollment period from now until March 31.

The exchanges are staffed by counselors, called navigators, who can steer you to the right plans and tell you if you qualify for subsidies or an assistance program, such as Medicaid or the Children Health Insurance Program for your children under 19. People making up to 400 percent of the poverty line—including individuals earning up to $45,960 and families of four making up to $94,200—can get subsidies, largely through tax credits.

Depending on competition and regional costs of living, the basic cost of this decent health insurance will vary state to state from inexpensive to seemingly exorbitant. But the Kaiser Family Foundation estimates that, on average, the federal subsidies will slash Obamacare premiums by 67 percent.

Those sizable subsidies are the sugar that Obamacare critics say the public will become addicted to and balloon the nation’s deficit. Obamacare proponents point to the nation’s 47 million uninsured and say the subsidies are a price we must pay as a civilized society to help middle- and working-class people get decent health care outside of our hospital emergency rooms.

http://www.parade.com/169770/franklalli/is-the-affordable-care-act-going-to-affect-me/

