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2015 laid the groundwork for a healthier Alabama
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By Jim Carnes, policy director, Arise Citizens' Policy Project [http://www.arisecitizens.org/]

Alabama took several significant steps toward a healthier, brighter future in 2015. More than 170,000 Alabamians signed up for
health coverage through the Marketplace created under the Affordable Care Act. Thanks to the ACA, tens of thousands of families
now have the peace of mind of knowing that they can afford to see a doctor and that they're covered in case of injury or iliness.
Nearly 90 percent of Alabama's new enrollees received federal tax credits to help pay for that coverage.

Another promising development was the Legislature's approval of Medicaid long-term care reforms. The plan, to be implemented
by October 2017, will allow more Medicaid patients to receive long-term care in their homes and communities instead of nursing
homes. The changes will help more seniors live independently, and they'll help the state save money.

Our state also can take pride in its continuing hard work to ensure children have the health coverage they need to thrive. Alabama
has the Deep South's lowest rate of uninsured children, thanks to a team approach by Medicaid, ALL Kids, pediatricians and
advocates. Healthy children are better equipped to learn — and to enjoy economic success later in life.

Gov. Robert Bentley in April appointed the Alabama Health Care Improvement Task Force to recommend ways "to improve the
health of Alabamians." In November, the task force named closing the state's Medicaid coverage gap as its top priority, issuing
the unanimous recommendation ahead of its final report, expected in January.

Closing the gap would help nearly 300,000 Alabamians — most of whom work in low-paying jobs we all depend on - stay healthier
and more productive. The change would bring approximately $1.7 billion a year in federal funds into Alabama's economy,
generating more than $1 billion in new tax revenue. The state would see further gains through savings in mental health care and
other services. Advocates are hopeful the governor and legislators will find an "Alabama solution” to the coverage gap in 2016.

We'll remember 2015 as a pivotal year for Alabama health care, and we look forward to even more improvements in the coming
year.
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(Disclosure: Carnes is a member of the Alabama Health Care Improvement Task Force and co-wrote its recommendation to close

Alabama's coverage gap.)
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