Council will take up Medicare matter

Proposed amendment would allow the city to charge retirees for health coverage
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Council Speaker Adrienne Adams and the rest of the Council are likely to vote Jan. 19 on a
change in the administrative code that would permit the city to charge municipal retirees for
supplemental health coverage. The amendment would signal a sea change in how health care is
administered. William Alatriste/The City Council
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After months of inaction and despite pronounced opposition from retired municipal workers, the
City Council appears poised to consider changing the city’s administrative code to permit the
city to charge the retirees for a portion of their health coverage.

The Council’s Civil Service and Labor Committee is scheduled to hold a hearing Jan. 9 on a
proposed amendment to the city’s administrative code that would cap the city’s allocation for a
benchmark plan, a Medicare Advantage plan that will be administered by managed-care
company Aetna.

The change to the code would essentially allow the city to bill retirees the difference between
that plan, which the city is scheduled to implement in July, and any plan that costs more, in this
case the retirees’ preferred supplemental plan GHI Senior Care.
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The full Council could take up the matter at its Jan. 19 meeting.

The amendment would effectively circumvent a March conclusion by a Manhattan Supreme
Court justice who found that a planned switch of the current traditional Medicare plan to a cost-
saving Medicare Advantage plan was illegal since it would have obliged retirees who opted to
keep their Senior Care plan to pay for it, which would run against the city code. City officials
have said the coverage would cost retirees an additional $191 each month.

The hearing, quietly scheduled before the New Year’s weekend, followed findings, issued Dec.
15, by the chairperson of a committee tasked with_addressing the delivery of health care to
municipal workers and retirees. Martin Scheinman concluded that increased financial deficits
attributable to some aspects of the traditional Medicare plan required a switch from traditional
Medicare to a plan overseen by Aetna.

The Council’s deliberations on the matter follow a request, made months ago, by the Adams
administration and_subsequent November deadlines set by the city’s labor commissioner, Renee
Campion. City officials have said that the current Medicare plan is costing the city $50 million a
month and they have estimated the switch, which would affect about 250,000 retired workers,
would save the city $600 million a year through the receipt of federal subsidies. The savings
would help replenish the city’s Health Stabilization Fund, which supplements employee welfare
funds.

Scheinman gave the City Council 45 calendar days to amend the administrative code to allow for
the city to bill retirees. Should they fail to do so, he wrote that plan would “no longer be an
offering.” That deadline falls on Jan. 29, a Sunday.

In a joint statement issued Tuesday, Speaker Adrienne Adams and Council Member Carmen De
La Rosa, the chair of the Civil Service and Labor Committee, said the Council was taking up the
matter “to preserve retirees’ choice of health insurance rather than have them automatically
enrolled in Medicare Advantage as the sole plan on January 29.”

“While many of the underlying problems that created this situation require comprehensive
solutions from all levels of government, the City must confront this dilemma to the maximum
extent possible within its own authority. This must include support for low-income retirees to
truly access choice in their healthcare coverage, reigning in the runaway costs of care that
created this crisis, and guaranteeing an insurance program that benefits all of our dedicated
public servants,” the statement continued. “We are working to examine the major outstanding
questions, the details of the Medicare Advantage plan that is moving forward regardless of any
potential Council action, and how the City fulfills its health care commitments to all employees
and retirees.”

‘Scare tactics’

The planned switch to the private plan has stuttered since it surfaced in the spring of 2021,
dogged in large part by widespread discontent by retirees and, subsequently, their litigation.
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Scheinman remanded negotiations on the Medicare Advantage plan to the city and the Municipal
Labor Committee, the umbrella organization of public-sector unions, instructing them_to reach
agreement with Aetna on its plan by Jan. 9, the same day as the Council’s committee hearing. A
failure to reach agreement, he wrote, would require “another revenue source which, inevitably,
shall lead to premium contributions.”

By a majority vote last fall, the MLC sanctioned the city’s plan, a development roundly criticized
by the retirees.

In a YouTube message uploaded Dec. 30, Marianne Pizzitola, the president of the NYC
Organization of Public Service Retirees and a retired emergency medical technician, issued “a
call to arms” following the scheduling of the committee hearing.

She implored fellow retirees to bombard the Council with emailed messages opposing the
proposed amendment, which she suggested was the result of collusion among city officials, the
majority of municipal unions and Scheinman. “We need to remind them that they need to protect
12-126 and why,” Pizzitola said, referencing the section of the municipal code that would be
amended.

The proposed amendment, she added, was “anti-aging, anti-working family.”

Messages to Council members, Pizzitola said, should convey an understanding that the
Municipal Labor Committee “is lying about the impacts of this recent non-binding Scheinman
opinion and is being used by many of the unions, the MLC and of course some of the media, to
scare the City Council and retirees to capitulate to their demands.”

The Council, she said, “must use its power to block any attempt to eliminate promised health
coverage.”

The video had been viewed more than 6,000 times as of late Jan. 3.
Pizzitola said retirees’ messages to De La Rosa and other Council members should make clear
that Scheinman’s findings were not binding and she should not be influenced by “scare tactics”

from the MLC, the United Federation of Teachers and District Council 37.

“She should worry about a retirees’ endorsement and that we would be there to help her if she
needs it,” Pizzatola said.
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