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Good morning and thank you for being here.  Throughout this administration, we have been listening to and partnering with small businesses to find solutions and help them expand and grow right here in our Commonwealth.  Over and over again, we’ve heard that the high cost of health insurance premiums is one of the biggest problems facing small businesses.  Today, I am here to offer a plan to ease the burden on the entrepreneurs, the visionaries and the innovators who drive our small business economy.  And we need to ease that burden because it is holding us back.  The fastest way to speed our economic recovery is to create jobs.  And the best engine to create jobs is small business.  
This past summer, in response to discussions with the small business community, we formed a committee including the secretaries of Housing and Economic Development, Health and Human Services, and Administration and Finance to investigate different ways to address escalating premiums.  The committee made four recommendations.  
First, the Division of Insurance will seek legislation for review authority over health insurance premiums.  Companies would be required to have rates reviewed before using them, and the Commissioner of Insurance would hold hearings when the rates are found to be not reasonable in relation to the benefits provided.  This is an important way to level the field and ensure we are all playing by the same rules.
Second, the Division of Insurance will seek legislation amending small group rating rules.  The Commissioner would have the authority to promulgate changes to the small group rating rules annually to eliminate any unnecessary administrative costs and align factors in ways that could reduce the premiums charged to most small groups.  This, too, eliminates confusion and streamlines the rules for everyone. 
Third, the Division of Insurance will hold informational hearings to examine small-group premium increases.  These hearings will concentrate on all current actions companies are taking to reduce costs.  I know that there are terrific ideas out there.  We need to make sure we are soliciting them and then taking action to implement them on a larger scale whenever we can.  We want to know what steps may be necessary to eliminate the onerous increases that have impacted the small-group market and bring it under control to foster economic growth. 
And fourth, the Division of Insurance will hold special sessions to discuss group purchasing cooperatives.  These sessions will include input from the public and the industry.  Purchasing cooperatives would not have any membership restrictions, meaning all small groups and individuals would be permitted to join each cooperative.  Rating rules within the cooperatives would be the same rules that apply to the rest of the small-business market.  Purchasing cooperatives may be able to choose and sponsor their own health products and health promotion programs.  At the end of these meetings, the Division of Insurance will present a report of the submitted information and proposed actions.  I expect their work to be done swiftly and thoroughly, and I am looking forward to the solutions people offer.   

Taken together, these steps will begin to address the price concerns of small business owners and allow them to both offer their employees the health care they need.  This plan will help small businesses flourish in Massachusetts and speed our economic recovery.  

I want to let some of the other people up here get into the details with you but I want to stress one point.  This is about collaboration, one of the themes we’ll be discussing at our Economic Summit later this month.  This is about government and business working in partnership to find the meaningful, forward-looking solutions to our challenges.  If there is one thing our current economic situation taught us, it is that we are all in this together.  If we work in that spirit, we can help drive the innovation economy and solidify Massachusetts’s leadership role.  The time for action is now.  Thank you.
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