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Alabama

Alabama Arise calls for 75-cent increase in
cigarette tax
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Alabama Arise, a coalition that advocates for low-income families, is calling for a 75-cents-a-pack increase in the state cigarette
tax to help fund the Alabama Medicaid Agency.

Alabama Arise is holding its annual lobbying day today in the state capital.

The Medicaid Agency, which provides services for about one million Alabamians, has requested a $100 million increase in its
General Fund appropriation next year.

But the budget passed by the Alabama Senate would keep Medicaid's General Fund appropriation level with this year, $685
million. The budget is pending in the House of Representatives.

Key lawmakers say there is no way to meet Medicaid's request, which is more than one-third of the General Fund, without deep
cuts to other agencies.

Alabama Arise, echoing a recommendation by the Alabama Health Care Improvement Task Force, a panel appointed by Gov.
Robert Bentley, says a 75-cent cigarette tax increase would bring in an estimated $200 million to the General Fund the first year.

That could be used to provide $180 million to Medicaid, plus $20 million to the Department of Mental Health for substance abuse
services, according to Arise.

The increased cigarette tax would cause a decline in smoking that would reduce the revenue, according to Arise. But it would also
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reduce the associated health problems and the smoking-related health care costs for Medicaid, the organization says.

Kimble Forrister, statewide coordinator for Alabama Arise, said the group did not have a sponsor lined up for a cigarette tax
increase bill.

Last year, the Legislature voted to raise the cigarette tax by 25 cents, to 67.5 cents a pack, to help close a hole in the General
Fund.

Alabama recently received a waiver from the federal Centers for Medicare and Medicaid Services to change the Medicaid program
in Alabama to a managed care system, with regional care organizations providing the care.

The plan is intended to slow the growth of costs over time and improve care by emphasizing prevention and better management
of chronic conditions and reducing reliance on emergency room visits.

The state could receive up $747 million over five years under the federal waiver to make the transformation to managed care.

But Medicaid Commissioner Stephanie Azar told legislators last month that the state won't get that federal money if it has to cut
back on current services, which she said would be required if the General Fund appropriation is not increased.

Arise is also calling for support of legislation that would lower the interest rates allowed for payday loans and allow borrowers
more time to pay them back.
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